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Chapter 1







Alec Diamondspear stared at his mother. 

Despite  all  appearances  to  the  contrary,  this  was  quite unusual. For his first eighteen years of life, Alec Diamondspear had lived  believing  he   had   no  mother—or  rather,  that  she  had  died shortly  after  his  birth.  As  an  orphan  raised  by  the  monks  of  the Archon  Temple,  he’d  long  since  given  up  any  hope  that  one  of  his real parents might come back into his life. Instead, he’d surrounded himself  with  chosen  family,  first  among  the  foundlings  he’d  been raised with, and then with the students at the Royal Academy. 

Now everything was different. As Alec stood at the entrance to  the  Inscribers’  hidden  city,  staring  into  the  eyes  of  the  elderly woman who bore such a striking resemblance to himself, he realized that his life would forever be separated into two halves. 

Before this moment, and after. 

“Mom?”  Alec  managed  to  get  out,  the  single  word  issuing from his throat like a startled cry. “That’s not… it can’t be…!” 

A few feet away from him, Alison Raleigh sobbed in the arms of  her  parents.  Unlike  Alec,  she’d  grown  up  with  them.  They  were high-level members of the Inscribers. Leaders. Of course, from what he could tell, his mother was the one in charge of the whole city…

Tears flowed freely down the gray-haired woman’s face, as if a dam somewhere inside her had suddenly burst. 

“It is me,” she whimpered, opening her arms for a hug. “Son, it’s me. Your mother. I’ve… I’ve wanted to see you for so long! I’m so sorry it had to be this way, but I’m so glad you’re finally here!” 

Alec stared at her open embrace, tears coming to his eyes. 

Next  to  him,  his  betrothed  Eleira  stood  as  still  as  a  statue,  her  jaw hanging  open  in  shock  from  the  revelation.  The  rest  of  their  group

filled  the  archway  beneath  the  entrance  to  the  Inscribers’  city, gathered around the small group of mages who’d come to the gates to greet them. 

The  old  woman  waited  for  Alec  to  hug  her.  When  he  didn’t, her face fell. 

“My  darling,”  she  whispered,  the  rest  of  the  group  falling silent. “Oh, my sweet boy. I don’t blame you in the slightest for being upset at me. I couldn’t take care of you, and you were sent away. It’s only natural that you should feel resentment toward me, son. Why, I wouldn’t even blame you if you hate me—” 

“Mother,”  Alec  said,  the  unfamiliar  word  stretching  his  lips. 

“My mother. I have a mother!” 

Then they were hugging, and all was right with the world. All of  it—the  fight  through  the  Haunted  Isle,  the  trials  and  tribulations Alec  and  his  band  of  fellow  students  had  been  through  since  their flight from the Royal Academy—it all felt as if it had been leading to this. As if it had all been imbued with a sense of purpose. 

At  the  touch  of  her  long-lost  son,  the  old  woman  in  Alec’s arms broke down completely. He’d pictured this moment many times in his youth, fantasizing about it as he stared out the window of the Archon  Temple  late  at  night  while  the  other  foundlings  snoozed around  him.  But  in  all  those  youthful  daydreams,  it  had  been   him breaking down in his parents’ arms, not the other way around. 

Far  behind  Alec’s  head,  the   Titan’s  Claw   gleamed  in  the midmorning sun. The airship was a marvel of engineering, designed by the master artificer known as Maimonides the Shadebringer. The gnome was now one of Alec’s greatest friends, and had followed him along  with  the  rest  of  his  group  from  the  Royal  Academy  to  the Haunted  Isle.  Not  long  ago,  keeping  the   Titan’s  Claw   at  such  an altitude  would  have  invited  it  to  be  attacked  by  missiles—but  now, the defense system around the Haunted Isle had been shut down. 

He caught a glimpse of the sun sparkling off the port bow of the  airship  as  his  mother  sobbed  against  his  chest.  When  had  he become such a  man? Was it the Archon’s gifts that had transformed

him from an ungainly youth into a stoic, stable adult? Or was this yet another  aspect  of  his  natural  magic—his  ability  to  absorb  the elements  around  him  and  transform  them  into  spells,  turning  the natural  beauty  the  Archon  bestowed  upon  humanity  into  powerful weapons? 

A thousand questions filled Alec’s mind. “What’s your name?” 

he asked the woman clinging to him, looking down into eyes as gray as  her  hair.  “What  are  you  doing  with  the  Inscribers?  Why—?”  His voice  caught,  the  emotion  within  him  welling  up  at  last.  “Why  have you never tried to find me?” 

His mother’s eyebrows furrowed together. “I  did  try  and  find you,” she said, finally pulling back though she continued squeezing his arms. “Uriel did a very good job hiding you, young man— too  well, to tell you the truth. By the time I’d discovered you’d been taken in by the Archon Temple, it was too late to do anything but watch you from afar.” 

The conversation had by now caught the attention of Alison Raleigh  and  her  parents.  Their  happy  reunion  ground  to  a  halt  as mother and father gawked at Alec, their eyes going wide with shock. 

Alison’s  mother—Alec  vaguely  remembered  her  being referred  to  by  a  guard  as  ‘Kirsten’—looked  from  him  to  his  mother, her surprise deepening at the resemblance. “This is your son!?” she gasped,  her  face  paling  to  the  shade  of  skim  milk.  “Gods,  Hera, everyone knew you were keeping a special eye on the fledglings of the Archon Temple, but  Alec Diamondspear!?  That’s your boy?” 

“Hera,” Alec repeated, the word even more unfamiliar on his tongue than  Mother  had been. “Mother, is that your name?” 

Suddenly, Alec’s mother looked as if she wanted to move in three directions at once. With an effort, she calmed down, distracting herself from her worries by smoothing down the creases of her fine robes.  “Yes,  that  is  my  name,”  she  said,  beaming  at  Alec  with maternal pride. “There’s so much I want to say to you, son—but very little of it should be said out here in the cold and damp, to be certain. 

Why don’t you and your friends come in? You are all  very  welcome here in the city of the Inscribers. And we have much to discuss!” 

The  group  looked  at  each  other  with  glee  at  the  prospect. 

Alec’s  familiar  Trystara  flapped  her  long  wings,  rolling  her  neck across  her  shoulders  as  if  she’d  just  finished  a  strenuous  workout. 

The two students Jolenta and Vodalus, both drama-loving peers from the  Royal  Academy,  appeared  to  be  keeping  each  other  upright. 

Everyone could use a rest. 

As Alec thought it, a presence appeared at his waist. 

“My  lady,  it  is  with  deepest  honor  that  we  enter  your  city,” 

Maimonides  said,  kissing  the  back  of  Hera’s  hand.  “Doubtless  you know my name already—the deeds of Maimonides the Shadebringer are  legion  in  the  Kingdoms  of  Man,  and  nearly  all  are  legendary. 

Bards in crowded taverns sing songs of my feats of heroism, and my inventions fill the history books with their contribution to human and nonhuman culture—” 

“Yes,  Master  Shadebringer,  we  are  perfectly  aware  of   you,” 

Hera  said.  From  the  twinkle  in  her  eye  as  she  said  it,  Alec  was certain that wasn’t  all  his mother had heard about the Shadebringer. 

Maimonides was a brilliant inventor and powerful magician, but also happened to be boastful, tactless, and an incorrigible flirt. Though his new paramour Viya, the dark elf who’d joined their band in the city of Job’s Bet, appeared to be working on fixing that last part. 

“Excellent! And you would be the one in charge here, then?” 

Maimonides smiled broadly, his hands clasped behind his back. “The leader of the Inscribers?” 

Alison’s  parents  shared  a  look  with  the  old  woman.  There was a hint of hesitation in Hera’s eyes, as if she feared revealing too much. To be fair, Maimonides did seem even more headstrong than usual. Did the gnome not trust Alec’s mother? 

“Indeed I am,” Hera said quickly, taking her son by the hand. 

“Please, come in, come in! We will get you all refreshments. We do not lack for food or drink in our city, despite the long blockades the forces of Chaos have lain around our little island. We understand the

laws  of  hospitality  quite  well—and  we  have  a  most  special  guest.” 

She turned around as she walked, her eyes misting over once more at the sight of Alec standing next to her. “My son has returned to me. 

Today is the happiest day of my life.” 

Alec  felt  much  the  same.  He  let  his  mother  lead  him  by  the hand  down  the  sharp  slope  past  the  entranceway,  the  rest  of  his band following close behind. Just as he’d guessed upon the  Titan’s Claw’s  arrival, most of the Inscribers’ hideout lay beneath the Earth, with  only  a  small  portion  visible  from  the  sky.  Considering  how  the island had been the target of frequent bombing campaigns from His Majesty’s Royal Sky Watch, this felt extremely prudent. 

“Look  at  these  battlements!”  That  was  Viya,  the  dark  elf, dressed in her work overalls and a shirt nearly the same color as her bruise-dark  skin.  The  woman  had  been  an  engineer  back  in  Job’s Bet, working the forge that enabled the Haunted Isle to perform the miracle  of  Alteration  Magic.  She  loved  machines  and  scientific inquiry more than just about anyone Alec had ever met—which was probably  why  she  fit  Maimonides  the  way  a  glove  fits  a  hand.  “I’ve never  seen  defensive  structures  with  such  an  economy  of construction! I bet these pillars could take a direct hit from one of the High King’s Dragonflame bombs without crumbling!” 

“Archon  forbid,”  Hera  replied,  tracing  a  complicated  symbol over  her  heart.  “But  we  do  indeed  have  some  of  the  most  talented stonemasons  and  architects  in  the  kingdoms  working  for  us.  Our base  isn’t  just  the  hub  for  the  revolution  against  Chaos—it’s  a repository of learning, a center for education and progress. We have libraries near the bottom of our complex that are the equal to any of the imperial capital of Nessus—” 

“Including  grimoires,  I’m  sure,”  Jolenta  purred,  arching  an eyebrow.  The  dark-haired  student  had  been  clinging  to  Vodalus since  they’d  arrived,  eschewing  her  traditional  acid  wit—but  it appeared she’d found her second wind. “Since you send agents all around  the  kingdoms  to  steal  everyone   else’s  grimoires,  of  course. 

Even the Royal Academy’s. Isn’t that right, Alison?” 

Spots of color rose to Alison Raleigh’s cheeks. “I did what I did for the good of humanity,” the rebel countered, twirling a lock of her blonde hair around her finger. Somewhat shamefully, she looked at  her  parents  as  she  said  it,  as  if  expecting  them  to  come  to  her rescue. “The noble houses don’t have the right to hoard the Archon’s gifts to themselves!” 

“Oh,  I  couldn’t  agree  more,  love,”  Jolenta  agreed  with  false cheer. “That’s why we’re here to treat with the Inscribers in the name of House Igneous.” 

“We’re  here  to  form  an  Alliance,  we  are,”  her  paramour Vodalus drawled. 

“That’s  right,  Vodie,”  Jolenta  said,  nudging  him  with  a sharklike  smile.  “But  in  order  to  finalize  it,  we’ll  need  to  secure various  concessions  from  your  people.  Such  as  forcing  a  certain blonde-headed prig to apologize for trying to steal mine and Vodie’s grimoires…” 

Alison Raleigh rolled her eyes. “You’re just never going to get over that, are you?” 

“Enough!” Alec said, lifting his hands. 

The  whole  group—Inscribers  and   Titan’s  Claw   crew  alike—

fell  silent.  It  never  failed  to  surprise  Alec  when  that  happened.  In addition  to  becoming  a  man,  at  some  point  along  his  journey,  he’d become a  leader  as well. 

“We’re  all  friends  here,”  he  said,  looking  from  face  to  face. 

The group striding into the Inscribers’ base couldn’t have been more different:  humans,  gnomes,  high-class  students,  and  brigands.  Yet they  were  all  bound  by  a  common  purpose.  “There’s  no  reason  for us to fight. Save that for the people who want to destroy magic.” 

“Hear  hear,”  the  demoness  Trystara  chimed  in,  flexing  her claws.  “Half  the  problems  we’ve  been  through  would  never  have been problems in the first place if you people would just listen to my Master!” 

The further they walked into the darkness, the more the city around them began to resemble the one they’d just fought their way

through. Job’s Bet and the Inscribers’ hideout weren’t exactly similar

—the  latter  had  far  more  intricate  building  qualities  and  defense mechanisms, for one thing—but a casual observer could have been fooled  into  believing  the  two  subterranean  towns  were  part  of  one large, endless sprawl beneath the Haunted Isle. 

“A little light,” Hera said, glancing over at Alison’s father. The golden-robed mage cleared his throat, then whispered a few words and  snapped  his  fingers.  Torches  sprang  to  life  up  and  down  the lane,  lighting  their  path—and  giving  Alec  and  his  party  their  first glimpse of the Inscribers’ inner city. 

In  contrast  to  the  city’s  exterior,  the  inner  sanctum  was  a marvel.  Though  small,  the  Inscribers  had  clearly  made  use  of  their advanced technical knowledge to create something special beneath the Earth. Like Job’s Bet, the town was roughly cylindrical in shape, though  instead  of  a  creaky  old  paternoster,  each  level  had  been subdivided  by  sleek  sets  of  stone  steps.  These  moved  back  and forth at will, or by hidden mechanisms Alec couldn’t see, giving the whole  place  the  impression  of  constant  motion.  The  inhabitants  of the Inscribers’ base made a great deal of noise as they went about their business, working and studying and eating and resting. 

Next to Alec, Eleira snaked her hand around her waist. “Alec, this  is  so  wonderful,”  the  elf  girl  whispered,  clearly  overcome  with emotion. 

“What, the city?” Alec asked. “It’s nice, to be sure, but it’s not that  much different than where we came from…” 

The  elf  girl  scoffed.  “No,  Alec—your   mother!  I  can’t  believe after all this time, you’ve finally found her!” 

“I  can  hardly  believe  it  myself,”  Alec  said,  glancing  over  at Hera.  Suddenly  he  realized  there  was  something  he  wanted  to  do sooner, rather than later. “Mom!” 

Hera  paused  mid-stride,  nearly  stumbling.  Like  him,  she hadn’t fully gotten used to this turn of events—the maternal moniker sounded strange in her ears, like an ancient memory. “Yes, son?” 

Alec  hugged  Eleira  tightly  and  stepped  forward,  shoulder  to shoulder with his beloved. “Mother, there’s somebody I want you to meet,” he explained, glancing over with a very different sort of pride at  the  elf  girl  standing  next  to  him.  “This  is  Eleira  Leafwalker.  She and I are, well… we’re…” 

For  a  moment,  Hera’s  expression  was  confused  —then  her eyes lit up like Midwinter Festival morning. His mother looked at the elf girl by his side as if she were seeing her for the first time, like she was far, far more than just another member of Alec’s group of rebels. 

Her  lips  formed  a  tight  little  line  as  she  held  back  a  squeal  of  joy, fresh tears collecting in the corners of her eyes. 

“Say  no  more,”  the  leader  of  the  Inscribers  whispered.  She came  forward  and  clasped  one  of  Eleira’s  hands  in  two  of  hers, looking  the  petite,  slender  elf  up  and  down.  “Eleira.  My  goodness, my son is a lucky man, isn’t he?” 

Now it was Eleira’s turn to blush. “I rather think I’m the lucky one, Miss…?” 

Hera  blinked.  “Just  call  me  Hera,”  she  said,  in  a  tone  that jangled against the good feelings of the moment. “My last name isn’t important,  dear.  I’m  just  so  glad  my  son  has  found  a  nice  young woman who makes him happy.” 

“She  does,”  Alec  said,  smoothing  over  the  strange  catch  in the conversation. What had  that  been all about? Clearly, there were things Alec’s mother didn’t want him to know about her—not yet, at least. “As soon as this war is over, Mother, the two of us are going to be married.” 

Eleira held up the hand Alec’s mother wasn’t holding—which just happened to be the one on which she wore the Shield Ring. “No other  woman  in  the  world  has  an  engagement  ring  quite  like  this one,” the elf girl said, watching with pleasure as Hera’s jaw dropped. 

“The monks of the Archon Temple gave you their ring?” Hera asked, glancing from Eleira to Alec. “That was a wonderful thing you did  giving  it  to  your  beloved,  my  son.  Some  would  call  it  foolish, even.” 

Alec  grinned.  “I  have  plenty  of  magical  tools  to  aid  me,”  he said,  feeling  like  he  was  about  ten  feet  tall.  For  all  his  thoughts  of maturity  and  stoicism,  there  was  something  inside  of  Alec Diamondspear  that  would  always  be  akin  to  that  hyperactive foundling at the Archon Temple, swinging a sword while fantasizing about  single-handedly  ridding  the  world  of  evil.  “My  bag  of  tricks  is nowhere close to empty, mother.” 

As  if  to  punctuate  the  statement,  he  drew  the  Bloodcloak tighter  around  him.  Alec  felt  no  responding  pulse  from  the  crimson fabric,  though  it  wouldn’t  have  surprised  him.  He  had  long  since stopped  being  surprised  by   anything   the  Bloodcloak  did.  The strangest and most powerful of the Archon’s gifts to him, it appeared to  act  with  a  mind  of  its  own.  Fortunately,  it  did  so  to  protect  him: teleporting  him  and  his  friends  out  of  danger  or  wrapping  itself around  the  faces  of  his  foes  to  blind  them.  The  Bloodcloak  had saved Alec’s lives more times than he could count—and saved the lives of his friends even more times than  they  could count. 

As they spoke, the group moved toward a stately hall on the top level of the underground cylinder. The presence of such a large group moving through the city drew attention, and by the time they reached the front gates of the building, a crowd of mages had begun following them. Some shouted questions, but most seemed content to simply gawk at Alec and his friends. 

 What  are  they  looking  at?  Alec  wondered.  Do  they  know something we don’t? 

It was Maimonides who gave him the answer. “You’re a hero now, lad,” the gnome said, clapping a hand on Alec’s back. “By the time this war is through, your songs will be even more popular than mine! Bards will comprise hymns to the heir of Diamondspear —the orphan  who  grew  up  to  save  an  entire  people  from  the  forces  of Chaos!” 

Maybe.  But  Alec  didn’t  feel  terribly  thrilled  with  that  part. 

Saving the world was all well and good, but he’d much rather have a quiet  life  with  Eleira.  In  his  heart  of  hearts,  he’d  even  thought  of

opening  up  an  orphanage  much  like  the  one  he’d  been  raised  in. 

Boys needed a masculine figure in their lives, after all…

As  they  approached  the  doors,  Alison’s  parents  broke  off from  the  pack.  They  flanked  the  opening  of  the  administrative building,  each  giving  Hera  a  short  bow  as  they  swung  open  the doors. It would have been absurd if it hadn’t looked so respectful: as the  pair  had  been  walking  calmly  beside  Hera  for  several  blocks now, their sudden turn into servants struck Alec as peculiar. 

“Alison’s  parents  are  our  most  loyal  members,”  Hera explained.  “When  the  time  came,  they  didn’t  hesitate  to  send  their only daughter into the viper’s nest of the Royal Academy.” 

“I  rather   like   that  viper’s  nest,  thank  you,”  Jolenta  said, sounding amused. 

“Yes, and until recently, I taught the little vipers,” Maimonides added. “They weren’t  all  bad, I’ll have you know. Two of them were your son and his beloved.” 

Hera looked as if she’d just realized she’d stepped in a cow’s leavings.  “My  apologies,”  the  leader  of  the  Inscribers  said,  shaking her head. “I meant no disrespect.” Then she turned to Alec. “My city is not your true home, my son. You were not born here; neither was I.  But  home  is  wherever  your  family  is  together.”  She  reached forward and took his hand, her eyes twinkling. “I hope you remember that.” 

A  surge  of  emotion  welled  up  in  Alec’s  chest.  “That’s  the thing, Mother,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “I  do  know that. 

It’s the way I’ve been living all my life.” 

He looked over his group of friends. His  family.  One  look  at them  and  Hera  knew  it  was  true  as  well.  These  people  Alec  had surrounded  himself  with—he’d  chosen  them  to  be  bound  to,  in  ties as  strong  as  blood.  Despite  his  parentage,  Hera  was  the  one  off-balance here. 

“But  I  do  want  to  get  to  know  you  better,”  Alec  finished, feeling  it  a  feeble  way  to  smooth  over  the  snub.  “And  I  want  some answers. About my past… about everything.” 

His mother nodded. “Kirsten,” she said, gesturing at Alison’s mother. “And Jyndal.” That was her father. “Please lead our guests to the Council chambers.” 

Alison’s parents let go of her hand and took the lead, nodding to  their  daughter  to  let  her  know  everything  was  alright.  Now  that they’d entered the interior of the Inscribers’ den, the place resembled the  halls  of  the  Royal  Academy  a  great  deal  more  than  Alec expected Maimonides would like to admit. Shelves covered in thick books  lined  the  hallways,  with  titles  in  languages  that  made  little sense  to  Alec.  He  suspected  these  weren’t  grimoires—those  would be  kept  further  back,  hidden  from  prying  eyes—but  that  Master Maimonides would be eager to add more than a few of these tomes to his collection. 

Alison’s  father  Jyndal  was  a  tall,  older  man  with  a  salt-and-pepper  beard.  “Our  numbers  are  small,”  he  explained,  passing  an open door in the hallway, “but we have a magical program unlike any other in the kingdoms.” He gestured inside for them to look as they passed. 

Alec  saw  several  rows  of  students  studying  spellbooks. 

Unlike  a  classroom  at  the  Royal  Academy,  not  all  these  mages  in training  were  young—and  very  few  of  them  looked  like  an  ordinary student the Crown would have been interested in training. Alec saw more than a few dark elves, gnomes, and even a dryad, all practicing a  simple  wind  knotting  spell  Eleira  had  showed  him  during  his  first year at the Academy. 

“We  don’t  allow  the  prejudices  of  the  outside  world  to  reign here,”  Alison’s  mother  Kirsten  explained.  She  looked  to  be  about  a decade  younger  than  her  husband,  and  was  a  handsome,  earthy woman  with  long  hair  done  in  braids.  “Anyone  who  lives  here  and wishes  to  master  the  ways  of  magic  is  given  a  spellbook  and  the leave to try.” 

“Intriguing,”  Maimonides  said,  studying  the  edge  of  a  book being held between a teenage boy and a wood elf. “And if there are not enough grimoires to go around, you share?” 

“Of  course.”  Kirsten  sounded  a  bit  affronted.  “High  King Alrick’s teachings that every grimoire is keyed to a single mage are lies, of course. Here, grimoires are treated like volumes in a library—

free  for  anyone  to  check  out  and  peruse.  Within  a  learning environment, of course.” 

“Of course,” Maimonides repeated mildly. “I’m just wondering how  well  that  ‘share  and  share  alike’  philosophy  would  serve  your students on an actual battlefield.” 

Before Kirsten could come up with a response, her superior spoke up. 

“We  hope  to  have  more  grimoires  before  that  day  arises,” 

Hera explained. “Though both of us know that time is coming soon, Master Shadebringer.” 

“Indeed,” the gnome said with a final look at the students. He did not seem hopeful. 

The  Council  chambers,  however,  gave  them  all  a  bit  more reason to be cheerful. 

The  space  where  the  Inscribers  conducted  business  had  all the grandeur of a palace’s meeting rooms, with thick fluted columns and blazing braziers suspended from the ceiling. A massive obsidian table  dominated  the  space,  looking  as  if  it  had  been  carved  from  a single  slab  of  volcanic  rock  by  ancient,  primal  magic.  A  number  of chairs  surrounded  it,  with  places  for  food  and  drink  already established by servants. Pitchers of water and wine sat in the center of  the  table—the  latter  of  which  Jolenta  eyed  with  a  touch  more hunger than was strictly necessary. 

But the true surprise came as Alec and Eleira walked over to touch  the  table.  Across  the  shining  face  of  the  glossy  stone  were carved  numerous  scenes,  each  depicting  a  mighty  hero  in  a  tale from  ancient  lore.  After  a  moment  of  confusion,  Alec  was  able  to order them in his mind—they moved from the foot of the long table to the head. In the first, a man descended to the sky on a beam of light, carrying a spellbook beneath each arm. The last showed the same

man entering a portal above a massive crowd filled with people that were both cheering and weeping. 

In between was a whole lot of fighting. 

Battles  against  the  forces  of  Chaos,  against  monsters—and against men. Each would have been enough to fill an epic poem in its  own  right,  but  together  they  told  a  story  unlike  none  other.  One that  underpinned  the  very  foundations  of  Alec’s  world,  and  formed the reality in which he and everyone he knew lived. The very force of magic itself owed its existence in this world to that man. 

“The Archon,” Alec whispered in an awestruck tone, running his  finger  along  one  of  the  grooves  in  the  table.  “It’s  the  Archon’s story!” 

“His arrival in our world,” Eleira said, pointing at the first story. 

“His  conquest  over  the  forces  of  Chaos,  and  his  granting  of  the Grimoires to the noble houses. Then his disappearance.” She bit her lip  at  this  last  one.  “Why  did  he  leave  us,  Alec?  Why  abandon humanity and let Chaos come creeping back in?” 

Alec  didn’t  know.  He  suspected  not  even  the  strange, Archon-touched  cloak  hanging  from  his  back  could  answer  that particular question. 

“By  the   Archon!”  Jolenta  gasped,  coming  to  a  crashing  halt before the obsidian table. “It’s the Archon!” 

“Droll as ever, dear,” Vodalus agreed, gesturing at their seats. 

“Shall we sit?” 

“Oh,  we  shan’t  sit  there,”  Jolenta  insisted,  gesturing  toward the  front  of  the  table.  “We’re  the  official  delegation  from  House Igneous, after all! We’re supposed to be negotiating the terms of an alliance  between  the  Noble  Houses  and  these  Inscribers,  so  we’d better  get pride of place!” 

Hera’s  eyes  narrowed.  “You   do   have  pride  of  place,”  she insisted. “But if you think you’re going to get a better seat at the table than  my  own  flesh  and  blood,  you’d  better  give  me  a  good  reason why.” 

Jolenta blinked, seeing the trap she’d just stepped into. “Well of  course  we’d  never  seek  to  upstage  Alec  Diamondspear,”  she whispered in a chastened tone, quickly taking the offered seat. “That simply wouldn’t  do, darling!” 

“You  go,”  Viya  said,  giving  Maimonides  a  little  kiss  on  the cheek. “I’m going to take a look around. Some of the architecture in this  place…  it  seems  old.  Very,  very  old.  I’d  like  to  do  a  little investigating…” 

Alec would have liked to have heard more about that, but it was  clear  that  even  that  whispered  comment  was  more  than  Viya and Maimonides would have liked to have been heard by the group. 

Whatever they were playing at, it interested him greatly. The dark elf waved at Maimonides and blew him a kiss, then retreated from the chamber as servants arrived with more food and drink. 

“Wonderful,” Hera said, clapping her hands. “We’ll get started in just a moment, son. There’s one more piece of business we need to take care of beforehand.” 

Alec  frowned.  Business?  He’d  thought  he  and  Hera  were past that now. 

“What do you mean, Mom?” he asked. 

The  corner  of  Hera’s  mouth  curled  in  a  smile.  “Have  you brought it?” 

Alec and Eleira shared a look. 

“I’m not sure what you mean,” the elf girl said, plastering an awkward smile to her face. “Alec came here with everything he has

—save  for  a  few  knick-knacks  at  his  room  back  at  the  Royal Academy—” 

Hera was already shaking her head. “The ancestral weapon,” 

she  said,  her  tone  almost  pleading  as  she  stared  at  her  son.  “The Diamondspear,  Alec. Please tell me you still have it with you?” 

He  did.  Though  Alec  had  no  idea  why  Hera  of  all  people would want it so badly. 

“Of course I do,” he said, reaching into his robes. As always, the  baton  lay  concealed  within.  At  a  touch,  it  would  extend  to  the length of a spear, a sharp blade emerging from the point at the front of the rod. The Diamondspear had been in Uriel’s family for dozens of generations, and was a weapon imbued with great power. 

Just like every time he touched the weapon, he felt the gentle frisson   of  battle  rage  welling  up  within  him.  This  was  the Diamondspear  Clan’s  secret  weapon—how  even  the  gentlest  of those  who  bore  the  name  transformed  into  savage  beasts  on  the field  of  battle.  Alec  didn’t  understand  how  the  magic  worked,  only that it did. 

Since there were no enemies in the room with him, it was a simple  thing  to  push  down  the  tiny  voice  that  told  him  to  attack. 

Resisting  the  Diamondspear’s  call  was  easy,  and  he  felt  no  great temptation  to  extend  the  weapon  to  its  full  length  as  he  handed  it over to his mother. 

Hera,  on  the  other  hand,  did.  With  a  touch,  the  weapon  cut through  the  air  with  a  vicious   schling   sound,  extending  to  its  full length. 

“The  Diamondspear,”  Alec’s  mother  said,  a  strange  catch entering her voice. “You brought it all this way, son. I’m so, so proud of you. You have no idea how important it was for you to bring this relic to us.” 

 To you!?  Alec thought, alarmed. 

Before  he  could  think  to  reach  out  and  take  the  weapon, Hera grabbed it with both hands and  twisted  the Diamondspear in a way he’d never seen before. 

The weapon snapped in two, dropping neatly to the floor. 





Chapter 2







Alec stared in absolute shock at the ruin of his weapon. 

You  could  have  heard  a  pin  drop  in  the  Inscribers’  Council Hall as the broken pieces of the Diamondspear clattered to the floor. 

The  knife  edge  that  had  won  countless  battles  for  the  youth  lay  on the  stones,  Alec’s  own  stricken  face  showing  clearly  in  the  blade’s reflection. 

Eleira  clasped  a  hand  over  her  mouth,  her  face  going  pale with shock. “My  Gods,” she gasped, so stunned she took a full step backward. 

“You… you broke it!” Alec said, unable to come up with better words.  He  hated  the  way  he  sounded  like  a  child,  but  in  that moment,  he   felt   like  one—the  Diamondspear  was  a  cherished possession.  An  heirloom  of  a  clan  of  warrior  mages,  thousands  of years old! For her to just break it like that, it was…

“Madness,”  Jolenta  said,  springing  from  her  seat.  “This  is absolute  madness!  You’ve  just  declared   war   on  your  own  son, Hera…!” 

Strangely,  neither  of  the  students  looked  put  out  by  this. 

 Drama  lovers,  Alec  thought,  though  the  words  moved  sluggishly through  his  mind.  He  felt  as  if  he  were  floating  in  syrup,  unable  to move. His weapon couldn’t be broken, could it? 

“All of you calm down,” Hera said, looking impish. Despite her age,  Alec  realized  his  mother  could  be  every  bit  the  trickster  as people  like  Maimonides  and  Jolenta.  “The  Diamondspear  mages who  created  this  weapon  wouldn’t  let  their  hard  work  go  to  waste that  easily. They did a very good job taking care of what’s inside that spear…” 

 Inside  the  spear?  Suddenly  Alec  realized  his  mother’s  hand had closed very tight around something—something loosed from the interior  of  the  Diamondspear’s  hilt  when  she  made  that  strange twisting motion. 

Moving  with  a  practiced  swiftness,  Kirsten  and  Jyndal scooped  up  the  pieces  of  the  ancient  weapon  and  began  putting  it back  together.  As  Alec  watched,  he  quickly  grew  to  appreciate  the artistry  and  grace  with  which  the  spear  had  been  created.  Even  a child could have fit the shards of the Diamondspear back into its full length—as long as the child knew which of the clever hidden clasps built into the silver snapped into which. 

Within  moments,  a  fully  restored  Diamondspear  rested between  Kirsten  and  Jyndal’s  hands.  They  held  it  out  like  an apology, their heads bowed. 

In the silence of the Council chamber, Maimonides whistled. 

“That,” he said thickly, sounding awestruck, “was the most amazing feat of engineering I’ve ever seen. Oh, Viya is going to kick me when she realizes she missed seeing it…” 

Alec  was  extremely  impressed  and  had  learned  something about  the  weapon  he’d  been  carrying  all  this  way.  But  what interested  him  even  more  was  the  thing  clutched  in  his  mother’s hand. “What is it?” he asked, gesturing at her closed fingers with his chin. 

With a proud, secretive smile, Hera opened her hand. Laying in  her  wrinkled  palm  was  a  ring  covered  in  ornate  runes,  with  a garnet  the  size  of  a  cherry  in  the  center.  The  band  was  made  of white  gold,  and  looked  surprisingly  heavy  in  Hera’s  slender,  aged fingers.  A  single  glance  confirmed  the  ring  would  never  have  fit  on her finger—nor would it have fit on the fingers of most people Alec had  ever  met.  The  band  was  large  enough  for  a  giant,  stretching from the third knuckle of Hera’s fingers to the heel of her palm. 

The  ring  must  have  been  wrapped  around  the Diamondspear’s  hilt.  It  was  the  only  way  it  would  have  fit.  Alec’s mind  boggled  at  the  thought.  Had  Uriel  Diamondspear’s  ancestors

really created one of the most powerful weapons in the realms solely to serve as a hiding place for this ring? 

“I  was  wrong,”  Maimonides  croaked.  “That   is  the  most impressive  thing  I’ve  ever  seen.  Oh,  by  all  the  Gods,  that  is  the Archon’s  ring, Alec!” 

The Council chamber filled with gasps. 

Hera  smiled,  offering  her  palm  to  her  son.  “Master Maimonides  is  right,”  she  whispered,  her  voice  barely  audible  but plain as day to everyone sitting around the table. “This relic is none other than the Ring of the Archon—the signet of the master of magic himself.  It  is  the  final  and  strongest  of  the  gifts  the  Archon  gave  to men,  and  the  Diamondspear  clan  has  kept  it  safe  for  nearly  a hundred  generations.  After  I  saw  your  cloak,  I  suspected  you  held the specific Diamondspear which contained the ring, and it seems I was  right.  The  Archon  moves  in  mysterious  ways,  but  those  ways are always for his own purposes.” 

In a flash, it felt like everyone had crowded around Alec and Eleira. Vodalus, Jolenta, Alison, and Maimonides, even Trystara—all of them wanted a closer look at the oversized ring in Hera’s hand. 

“Those  runes,”  Vodalus  said,  looking  more  impressed  than the  man  had  ever  had  cause  to  before.  “I’ve  seen  ones  like  that  in books  at  the  Royal  Academy.  That’s  the  ancient  script—the language of the Archon. Or his people.” 

Jolenta scoffed. “His  people? The Archon is a God, Vodie. He doesn’t  have  people.  He’s  too  busy…  I  don’t  know,  creating  the universe  and  giving  mortals  the  ability  to  cast  magic  to  have  much time for social engagements!” 

Alec wasn’t so sure. “The Archon didn’t create the universe,” 

he said, swallowing hard. “Not even Master Abel would have made such a claim, and he spent decades worshipping the Archon in the monastery where I grew up.” 

“You  can  all  argue  about  religion  later,”  Hera  said  serenely. 

“Go on, son. Put on the ring.” 

Alec stared down the white gold band, his eyebrows shooting up. “Put it on? It wouldn’t fit around two of my fingers put together, Hera. It’s too big!” 

“The  boy  is  right,”  Maimonides  said.  The  gnome  seemed unable to tear his eyes off the Ring of the Archon—it was as if he’d never seen anything so beautiful, with the possible exception of Viya. 

“The band simply won’t fit. There’s a very talented blacksmith back in Job’s Bet, however: goes by the name of Ru’un. Were we to give this to him, he could potentially forge it into a form that would fit on young Diamondspear’s finger…” 

Hera shook her head. “It will fit. Go on, son. Give it a try.” 

Feeling some hesitation, Alec reached down and plucked the oversized  band  from  his  mother’s  palm.  The  ring  felt  even  heavier than it had looked—it practically weighed his hand down, as if it were made of some material even denser than forge iron. He poked at the side  of  it  experimentally  with  a  finger,  waiting  to  see  if  anything strange would happen. Nothing did. 

Trystara  appeared  at  his  side,  raking  one  of  the  runes  with the  tip  of  a  claw.  “It’s  not  shrinking,  Master,”  the  demoness pronounced,  giving  his  mother  a  skeptical  glance.  “Perhaps  there’s some sort of spell you have to cast, or incantation you have to speak in order to get it to fit your finger?” 

“Or  perhaps  our  Alec  simply  isn’t   meant  to  wear  it,”  Jolenta said  with  a  shrug.  “Don’t  get  me  wrong,  Alec,  you’re  the  most powerful mage I know. Hell, you’re the most powerful mage I’ve ever read  about  as  well—and  I’ve  read  a  lot  of  books.  But  the   Archon!? 

Wearing his ring, well… it makes it seem as if you almost  are  him…” 

Alec  couldn’t  agree  more.  He  was  on  the  verge  of  handing back the ring, telling his mother to put it on a chain and give it to one of her other mages. He had enough gifts—even if he’d been carrying this  one  all  along  without  knowing  it,  perhaps  it  would  be  better served remaining inside the Diamondspear. 

All this rose to his lips, only to be extinguished as a pulse of energy rippled from the crimson cloak on his back. 

It felt almost like the first stirrings of an earthquake. But if it had  been,  others  in  the  chamber  would  have  felt  it  as  well.  Then another tremor passed through the fabric, and this time, the ring in his hand vibrated in return. 

Back  and  forth,  back  and  forth.  Until  the  two  shook  at  the same  frequency.  The  white  gold  band  lifted  an  inch  from  his  palm and began to slowly rotate, shrinking before his eyes. 

Behind  him,  he  heard  Alison  gasp.  The  rest  of  his  group watched on with expressions of awe, as if they were witnessing one of the Archon’s miracles taking place. 

Alec  wished  he  could  join  them.  Instead,  as  the  gold  band shrank  to  the  perfect  size  to  fit  around  his  finger,  he  had  a realization. The energy inside of the ring and the energy inside of his cloak weren’t different—in fact, they were exactly the same. 

 All  this  time,  I  thought  my  cloak  was  talking  to  me,  Alec thought,  looking  at  the  tiny  ring  in  his  palm  as  it  began  to  vibrate nearly out of control.  And it was really you, wasn’t it? The Bloodcloak is just a piece of crimson fabric. It’s a very nice cloak, but it’s nothing without  the  Archon’s  power—and  I’ve  had  that  near  to  hand  all  the way from the beginning of my journey…

He  thought  of  all  the  times  he  kept  the  Diamondspear clutched  carefully  within  the  pocket  of  his  Bloodcloak.  And  realized that all this time, he thought the fabric swaddling the weapon to be the greater prize. 

As  the  ring  reached  the  perfect  size  to  fit  Alec’s  finger,  the gem  on  the  front  glistened  as  if  it  were  covered  in  fresh  blood.  He realized he’d seen that somewhere before, and wondered what the circumstances had been. Then it came to him, and he gasped along with his friends. 

Shikasta.  After  defeating  the  monster  at  the  heart  of  the Haunted Isle, a glittering, blood red gem had been left behind. The Bloodcloak  had  wrapped  itself  around  that  gem  and  absorbed  it, granting Alec even more power. 

The gem on the Ring of the Archon was a twin to that gem. 

Only smaller—and within it churned a miniature storm, the energies of all such gems the Archon’s power had absorbed showing from the inside out. 

 I bet you have a story to tell,  Alec thought, glancing up at the rows of books on the wall.  One that even all these tomes might not be able to contain. 

As  the  glowing  magic  surrounding  the  ring  faded,  Alec slipped it onto his finger. It fit perfectly. 

“Mother,”  Alec  said,  the  wave  of  power  crashing  at  last.  He felt weary, dizziness leaching through him as he settled back into his chair. “I’m going to need you to explain this to me. Where did all this come from? How do you  know  about this?” 

Hera nodded as if she’d expected all this. “Of course, son. It’s a long story, but one that must be told. Perhaps you’d like to refresh yourself first, however? All of you seem to have had quite the shock.” 

That  sounded  like  a  good  idea.  Alec  and  his  group  ate  and drank  their  fill,  the  sounds  of  feasting  blocking  out  the  need  for conversation for a time. Even through that, however, Alec could see the  questions  in  certain  eyes—like  Maimonides’s  and  Trystara’s. 

Along with, oddly enough, Alison’s parents. 

Midway  through  the  meal,  Eleira  nudged  him  beneath  the table. “Alec,” she whispered, keeping her voice low enough that only he could hear, “are you alright?” 

He  smiled  at  her  and  nodded.  “I’m  fine,”  he  assured  his beloved. “This is all a little bit much, I’ll admit, but… I’m taking it in stride.” 

“I know. I’m so proud of you. And think about it—now we  both have  rings.  Sure,  neither  of  them  is  what  anyone  would  call traditional.  But  I  don’t  think  either  of  us  want  it  that  way,  do  we, Alec?” 

Feeling  impetuous,  he  kissed  the  elf  girl  on  the  cheek. 

“Nope,” he agreed, pouring himself another glass of wine. Ever since

he  put  on  the  Ring  of  the  Archon,  he  felt   famished—and  thirsty enough to go glass for glass against Jolenta on the wine front. 

But  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  appeared  to  be  concentrating  on their mission. Jolenta pushed away a second glass, though it looked to be paining her to do so. Clearly, she thought she’d be having her own heart to heart with Hera soon after this meeting, and both she and her paramour wanted to keep their wits about them. 

Finally, Hera set aside the remains of her plate and smiled at Alec. She tipped back her glass of wine and cleared her throat, then straightened up to her full height in the chair at the head of the table. 

When she spoke, her voice was deep and commandingly loud—the voice of a leader—yet Alec felt certain that in that crowded hall full of heroes, his mother truly spoke for his ears alone. 

“My  family  name,”  Alec’s  mother  began,  “is  not  one  any  of you  would  recognize.  But  my  ancestors  have  been  friends  with House Diamondspear for many, many a year. Going all the way back to  the  Archon,  some  would  say—a  bond  established  in  time immemorial.  Through  the  generations,  the  Diamondspears  have entrusted my people with certain secrets, and certain duties befitting the bonds of friendship between us.” 

Alec  felt  certain  that  no  one  would  dare  interrupt  Hera’s speech at such a moment, yet here he proved himself to be wrong. 

Maimonides, the master of curiosity, leaned forward in his seat and put his elbows on the table. His jacket looked even more eye-searing than usual, contrasted with the jet black of the obsidian beneath his arms. 

“Urry  never  mentioned  anything  about  a  cadet  branch  of House  Diamondspear,”  the  gnome  said  with  a  vague  hint  of suspicion.  “Were  your  people  originally  servants  of  the  Northmund Estate, Hera?” 

The leader of the Inscribers looked away, unwilling or unable to  meet  the  gnome’s  eye.  “Something  like  that,”  she  said,  not elaborating.  The  words  hung  in  the  air  like  a  challenge,  waiting  for Maimonides to continue his line of questioning. 

To  Alec’s  surprise,  the  gnome  decided  not  to  pursue.  “My apologies,” he said instead, leaning back in his seat and fiddling with the lenses over his right eye. “Please, continue with your tale, Hera. 

You are the Mistress of this place, and I have no right to interrupt.” 

Hera  looked  as  surprised  as  everyone  else  by  this  sudden change  of  heart.  It  took  her  several  moments  to  regain  her  footing and get back to the tale. 

“Together,” Alec’s mother said, “we watched as the forces of Chaos swept the land. At first, they were little more than a trickle—so slight  that  even  the  most  righteous  of  crusaders  felt  tempted  to overlook  them.  They  appeared  so  weak  that  anyone  could  stretch out their hand and crush them, yet by the time we took action, it was already too late to oppose their spread.” Hera hung her head, staring down at the carved scenes on the tabletop with obvious sorrow. “The fact  that  I  did  not  push  the  Diamondspear  clan  harder  remains  the second  largest  regret  of  my  life,”  the  older  woman  said,  looking mournfully at her son Alec. No one would dare ask what the first was

—one look at her son, and they all knew. 

“My  father,”  Alec  said,  stepping  into  the  gap  in  the conversation. “Who was he?” 

Hera’s  lips  turned  practically  invisible.  “I’m  so  sorry,”  his mother whispered, “but I’m not ready to speak of that now. I know it hurts  you  not  to  know—and  you   deserve   to  know,  my  son—but telling  this  story  as  it  is  already  wrings  me  to  the  point  of  tears. 

Sometime soon I shall tell you about your father—but when I do, we shall be alone, so that you can hear the words from my own lips and cry with me in peace.” 

Ice  filled  the  pit  of  Alec’s  stomach.  So  he   is   dead,  then,  he thought,  his  last  flickering  hopes  of  ever  meeting  his  birth  father fading.  It  seemed  impossible  that  such  a  man  would  be  alive  after what his mother just said about him. 

“Shortly after you were born, something…  happened to your father,”  Hera  continued,  glancing  from  side  to  side  as  if  daring  the people  sitting  around  the  table  to  question  her  deeper.  “A  terrible

event befell him, Alec. Once it was done, there was no discussion of him  raising  you  or  him  becoming  a  part  of  your  life.  That  simply wasn’t possible. Do you understand, son?” 

“I  think  I  do,”  Alec  replied.  Although  that’s  an  oddly roundabout  way  of  saying  someone  is  dead.  Perhaps  something even worse happened? But what could possibly be worse? 

Hera  nodded.  “You  and  I  were  taken  to  the  Northmund Estate, under the protection of House Diamondspear. As I said, my ancestors  and  Uriel’s  have  been  friends  for  generations,  and  the Archmage of House Diamondspear felt a special need to protect the two of us—you especially, Alec.” 

All  heads  in  the  room  turned  to  Alec  while  she  said  this, waiting for his reaction. 

It was strange. Alec would have been only a baby during the time Hera had described—barely old enough to eat and cling to his mother. Yet he felt as if he remembered what she spoke of. He could see  it  in  his  mind’s  eye—his  mother  walking  between  the outbuildings  of  the  Northmund  Estate,  the  floating  island  containing the House of Doors casting a shadow on the lane in front of Uriel’s mansion. The leader of House Diamondspear welcoming them both inside after a long journey, promising them rest…

It all sounded so good. A fair bit better than being brought up in the rustic dust of the Archon Temple, at least. 

“What  happened?”  Alec  asked,  fearing  he  already  knew  the answer.  “Whatever  happened  to  my  father,  you  and  I  would  have been safe with Uriel Diamondspear. He would have protected us with his  life—you  said  it  yourself.  So  why  did  we  leave  the  Northmund Estate?  Why  was  I  not  raised  as  the  ward  of  Uriel  Diamondspear himself?” 

The  thought  of  it  filled  him  with  a  sharp,  unexpected bitterness. As long as he could remember, Alec’s secret dream had been  to  become  a  mage—had  he  been  raised  at  the  Northmund Estate, he would have been able to pursue that dream, to talk about it  with  experienced  practitioners  of  magic.  Yes,  his  life  would  be

completely  different—but  he’d  have  been  raised  in  a  loving  home, surrounded by his mother and his ‘Uncle’ Uriel Diamondspear. Why couldn’t that have been his life? Why? 

Hera pursed her lips, then gave him the answer. 

“Baldir  Diamondspear,”  she  said,  the  words  echoing  in  that hall. 

The reactions to the name varied throughout the room. Eleira swore quietly and shook her head; Trystara went a step further and actually   hissed.  Maimonides  hung  his  head,  while  Jolenta  and Vodalus looked like they were ready to jump into battle. 

“I’m  sorry,”  Kirsten  said,  speaking  up  before  Alec  could  say anything. “But what does Baldir Diamondspear have to do with any of this?” 

“He  died  over  a  decade  ago,”  Jyndal  added,  his  expression guarded. “Every noble house spoke of Uriel’s love for his only son, but surely his grief was not so great that he sent away his ward and his ward’s mother?” 

Hera shook her head. “No, that wasn’t it at all.” 

Alec  cleared  his  throat.  “Baldir  Diamondspear  is  dead,”  he said,  directing  his  words  both  to  Alison’s  parents  and  the  mages  in the  hall  who  had  never  heard  about  these  deeds  before,  “but something  wearing  his  face  and  name  still  lives.  Eleira  and  I encountered it in the House of Doors, and it very nearly killed us.” 

“Right  after  it  tried  to  recruit  the  both  of  us  to  the  forces  of Chaos,”  Eleira  added,  gripping  Alec’s  hand  firmly.  He  knew  without having  to  ask  that  Eleira  was  reliving  that  battle  in  her  mind—the fight against Baldir’s vicious beast, the unearthly way the man spoke and acted. He’d seemed so  angry  at Uriel. Now Alec knew a little bit better why. If Alec had already been at the Northmund Estate, under Uriel’s  favor,  wouldn’t  he  seem  to  an  insane  shade  like  Baldir Diamondspear to have usurped his position as the favorite son? 

It sounded absurd. But so had their adventure in the House of Doors. 

In  as  brief  as  time  as  possible,  Alec  and  Eleira  explained what had happened to them both at the Northmund Estate. Finally, as  he  finished,  Jolenta  refilled  her  glass  of  wine  and  downed  the entire thing in one whole gulp. 

“You  were  a  hero  from  the  very  start,”  the  student  said, shaking her dark locks back and forth. She’d forgotten her promise to  keep  her  wits  sharp,  yet  the  girl  didn’t  seem  the  slightest  bit affected by the drink. “Racing into the space between worlds to save your beloved from the shade of your symbolic brother—that’s not just a bard’s song, Alec. That’s  opera! ” 

“The   most   dramatic  form  of  music,”  Vodalus  added  with emphasis. “Jo’s favorite.” 

“Of  course  it  is!”  Jolenta  added  with  a  flourish.  “I’ll  have  my House  commission  one  in  your  honor  as  soon  as  the  war  is  over, Alec! All it needs is a name.  The Tale of the House of Doors? Love’s Labors Won? ” Jolenta frowned, looking at the glistening red jewel on Alec’s finger. “I don’t suppose we could be unoriginal and simply call it the  Ring Cycle? ” 

Alec didn’t particularly care what they called it. He had no ear for opera—he just wanted to hear the rest of his mother’s story. “We fled  the  Northmund  Estate  because  of  Baldir  Diamondspear?”  he prompted, trying to get his mother back on track. 

A regretful look filled Hera’s face. “After Baldir’s death, Uriel wasn’t  his  best  self,”  his  mother  admitted,  looking  back  and  forth across  the  table.  “Losing  his  only  son  sent  the  Archmage  into  an emotional  tailspin.  Master  Maimonides,  you  weren’t  a  guest  at  the Northmund  Estate  at  the  time,  but  I’m  certain  you’ve  seen  Uriel  in one of his moods before, haven’t you?” 

The gnome gave Alec’s mother a stern look. “Urry is prone to bouts  of  a  melancholy  nature,”  he  admitted  cautiously.  “Particularly where  memories  of  Baldir  are  concerned.  Not  many  know  such  a thing—Uriel  hides  such  things  skillfully,  even  from  those  who  work and serve at the Northmund Estate.” 

“Many  great  men  suffer  from  similar  ailments,”  Jolenta  said sagely,  sipping  her  wine.  “An  ordinary  man  may  go  to  bed  at  night worrying  about  his  children’s  health,  or  how  he  will  put  food  on  the table for his wife the next day. Someone like Uriel carries the fate of nations   on  his  shoulders.  Holding  in  such  responsibility  can  cause anyone to become melancholy at times.” 

Hera nodded along. “This was far,  far  worse than those,” she admitted. “But even that was not the reason Uriel had to remove us from his estates. Once that shade of Baldir Diamondspear emerged from the House of Doors, it was an absolute necessity.” 

“Why?” Eleira asked. She squeezed Alec’s hand beneath the table, just letting her beloved know she was there. 

“The  thing  that  calls  itself  Baldir  Diamondspear  is  a  direct conduit  to  the  forces  of  Chaos,”  Hera  explained  with  a  frown.  “Him knowing  your  identity  and  location  was  as  good  as  Chaos  itself knowing  it.  No  one   wanted   us  to  leave,  Alec.  That  part  I  have  to stress  to  you  above  all.  Uriel  Diamondspear  had  every  intention  of raising you as his adopted son. The creation of Baldir destroyed that hope, and forced the two of us to separate.” 

Alec was not a young man given to hate. Even at times when his peers would form a grudge against someone who had done them wrong, or plot revenge on a fellow student for some petty slight, Alec held  himself  above  the  fray.  Such  feelings  were  not  in  his  nature—

either through birth or the firm but loving way he’d been raised by the monks of the Archon Temple. 

But at that moment, Alec Diamondspear felt hate in his heart. 

He’d never liked Baldir Diamondspear before—how could you like a man  who  had  tried  so  many  times  to  kill  you?—but  until  now,  he’d felt a sort of strange sense of pity for the shade of Uriel’s tragically deceased son. At the revelation that Baldir was the reason Alec had grown  up  in  the  Archon  Temple,  never  seeing  his  mother,  Alec’s vision went red with rage. 

“Opposite ends of the Earth,” Jolenta mused, running a finger around the edge of her wine glass. She either hadn’t noticed the look

on Alec’s face or had drunk too much to understand what it meant. 

“The  Haunted  Isle  and  the  Archon  Temple.  If  Baldir’s  unfinished business hadn’t allowed him to be brought back to the world in the form of a shade, your life would be remarkably different, Alec—” 

Jolenta froze, her cheeks flushing as red as apples. It took a moment for the student to realize what she’d just said aloud. Every eye  in  the  Council  Hall  turned  to  her,  watching  her  with  shocked expressions. 

“Sorry,”  Jolenta  blurted,  unable  to  meet  her  friend’s  eye.  “I didn’t mean—” 

The  red  around  the  edges  of  Alec’s  vision  retreated.  “It’s alright,”  he  said,  mastering  himself  with  an  effort.  “It’s  not  as  if  I weren’t  thinking  the  same  thing  myself.  But  Mom:  does  this  mean that  when  Uriel  Diamondspear  came  to  the  Archon  Temple  on  my eighteenth  birthday,  he  was  already  expecting  to  take  me  to  the Royal Academy?” 

Hera  frowned  at  the  supposition.  “I  don’t  know  the  mind  of Uriel  Diamondspear  as  well  as  I’d  like,  but  I  doubt  even  the  old Archmage knew about your Natural Magic, son. He kept an eye on you  throughout  your  youth,  checking  in  with  the  monks  at  the Temple,  but  as  you  didn’t  discover  your  powers  until  shortly  before you  left   the  Temple,  I  doubt  any  of  them  would  have  been  able  to make such a report to the Archmage.” 

Interesting.  It  didn’t  take  away  the  sting  of  having  his  life robbed  from  him  by  Baldir  Diamondspear,  but  it  was  nice  to  know he’d  always  had  Uriel  on  his  side.  Kind  of  like  a  guardian  angel. 

Only, wasn’t the  Archon  filling that role for him now, in a sense? 

“And  while  you  grew  up,  I  joined  the  Inscribers,”  Hera finished, gesturing around the room as if hoping it would fill the son-sized hole in her heart. “I never gave up on the war against Chaos. 

Ask  anyone  here:  Alison’s  parents,  the  other  mages,  anyone.  I’ve fought for decades against Baldir and his ilk. Although now, looking at  you,  I’m  more  than  willing  to  admit  I  did  it  for  a  different  reason than  the  rest  of  us.”  With  that,  Hera  scooted  her  chair  back  and

stood over Alec, again coming to the verge of tears. “I fought Chaos for so long because I knew that only a total victory could ever bring you back to my side.” 

Silence  reigned  in  the  Council  chambers  for  a  time  as  the group digested this. None worked the words over in his mind more than Alec, who was busy slotting each of Hera’s explanations into his personal  chronology  of  his  own  life.  So  many  things  made  sense now.  Questions  he’d  had  his  whole  life,  grasping  blindly  in  the darkness  for  the  answers,  were  now  as  plain  as  the  nose  on  his face. The timeline Hera had given him made sense. 

All save for one small piece. 

Alec cleared his throat. “Mother,” he said, bracing himself for the answer. “There’s one thing you haven’t told me.” 

Hera  looked  at  her  son  for  a  moment,  then  sighed.  “You’re right.  You  want  to  know  what  happened  to  your  father  that  caused him to send his own wife and son away, don’t you?” 

Several  people  in  the  chambers  nodded  along.  Alec  could see  that  their  own  train  of  thoughts  had  moved  with  just  as  much speed as his own. Maimonides in particular seemed on the verge of some grand revelation, though it felt doubtful that he would share his enlightenment with the rest of the group. The gnome had a tendency to play his cards close to his chest. 

“I’m  sorry,”  Hera  said,  shaking  her  head.  “I  wish  I  could  tell you, but I cannot. Perhaps Uriel will explain it to you, once you and your friends have been able to free him from his captivity. Until then, son, I can only say that it is a dark tale, and one that should only be discussed once more immediate problems have been dealt with.” 

Hearing  such  words  made  Alec  feel  strange.  He  felt  he should have argued with his mother, perhaps  insisted  on hearing the truth  of  whatever  horrible  event  had  befallen  his  true  father.  Only something inside him relented. Was it possible that a small portion of his mind even felt  relieved  that his mother wouldn’t tell him the story? 

Whatever it was, it was sure to be no good. If even the leader of the Inscribers  found  it  too  dark  a  tale  to  relate  in  mixed  company,  then

Alec  knew  that  nothing  enviable  had  happened  to  the  man  who’d sired him. 

 Uriel will tell me,  Alec thought. For whatever reason, hearing the whole story from the stern, patrician presence of the man who’d all  but  legitimized  him  as  his  son  and  heir  filled  him  with  far  less dread than the thought of whatever tale his mother would surely tell. 

And hearing it from Uriel would sting less, as it would happen once he’d saved the Archmage of House Diamondspear from the belly of the beast. 

Speaking of that. They had plans to make. 

“Today is not a day for dwelling on the mistakes of the past,” 

Hera  said,  clapping  her  hands.  “Wonderful  things  have  happened. 

My son has returned to me, after long years spent away. He has a delightful  elven  woman  who  will  be  his  wife.  And  the  Ring  of  the Archon is once again in the hands of those who can use it to restore the balance of the world.” 

“We  certainly  do  have  a  few  aces  up  our  sleeves,” 

Maimonides said, waggling his bushy eyebrows. “Perhaps we should get  down  to  brass  tacks,  Hera—work  out  this  alliance  between  our peoples.  Once  it’s  established,  we  can  start  talking  about  plans  to spring Urry from that cell he’s been thrown into…” 

The Shadebringer did not actually trail off at this point in his sentence, but Alec ceased listening. The sounds of arguing reached his  ears,  coming  from  the  other  side  of  the  large  wooden  doors leading into and out of the Council chamber. From the intensity of it, the guards Hera had set on their meeting were trying to keep some third party from entering the chamber—and failing miserably. 

Was  this  a  trap?  Had  the  forces  of  Chaos  decided  to  strike them all here and now, while they were all in the same room? 

Alec sprang to his feet as the doors opened, reaching for the hilt of the newly reconstructed Diamondspear. Magic flowed through his body as he grasped at the element of fire in the torches on the walls,  effortlessly  using  his  natural  magic  to  pull  some  of  it  into  his chest.  He  readied  a  fireball,  twirling  the  silver  spear  in  the  same

moment  to  block  any  oncoming  projectiles  that  might  be  targeting Hera or Eleira. 

He needn’t have worried. The newcomer was not an attacker

—they  meant  no  harm  at  all  to  Alec  or  his  friends.  Quite  the opposite, actually. 

In fact, Alec knew the man standing in the doorway. 

“Alec  Diamondspear,”  Tanuin  said,  grinning  from  ear  to  ear. 

“Sorry to have kept you waiting.” 







Chapter 3







Of all the shocks to be dealt to Alec Diamondspear that day, this one hit him the hardest. His feet felt rooted to the floor, like sand suddenly  turned  to  glass  in  the  heat  of  a  lightning  strike.  His  jaw hung loosely from his open mouth as he took in the sight of his best friend,  the  elven  ranger  who  had  visited  him  so  many  times  during his youth at the Archon Temple. 

A few more lines furrowed the elf’s nearly ageless brow, but it was still him. The ranger who’d taught Alec to hunt and fish, who’d inspired his boyhood dreams of running away and joining the King’s Expeditionary Force. The man who’d first introduced him to Eleira. 

Suddenly he was running. “Tanuin!” Alec cried out, the joy he felt  in  this  moment  unalloyed  in  a  way  his  first  meeting  with  his mother had not been. “Where have you been!?” 

The ranger had grown a short, scruffy goatee in the time he’d been away. It was the first facial hair Alec had ever seen on an elf, and while he wouldn’t have suggested the growing of beards to most members of that esteemed race, it seemed to fit Tanuin like a glove. 

“Oh, I’ve been here and there,” the ranger guffawed, clapping Alec on the back. “Look at that stubble. I’d dare say you can grow a better beard than me, now. When did you become such a man?” 

“Lately  I’ve  been  wondering  the  same  thing,”  Alec  admitted with a grin. It never failed—the presence of Tanuin made him want to drop everything and race off into the forest on some adventure. The two of them were thick as thieves. 

Just then, Tanuin glanced past Alec. The youth turned, at first thinking that Tanuin had been startled by how much his former ward Eleira had grown as well. But the elven ranger was looking at Hera, not either of them. 

“I’ve  got  what  you  were  looking  for,”  the  ranger  said, switching  to  a  serious  demeanor  in  an  instant.  “Took  me  a  long enough damned time to find it, but here it is.” 

The  ranger  reached  into  a  leather  satchel  at  his  side  and pulled out a ledger. The thick book had numerous small sheaves of paper  slid  through  it,  as  if  the  person  who  entered  the  figures  into such  a  tome  had  been  using  them  as  bookmarks  for  particularly important  pages.  Alec  wondered  at  the  purpose  of  such  a  record keeping  book,  but  the  front  cover  of  it  was  curiously  empty.  Only bare vermillion binding kept the thin sheets of vellum stuck together. 

Hera gave the ranger a relieved look. “Wonderful, Tanuin. A perfect job, as always. I take it there were no complications I should be aware of?” 

“Complications?  Certainly.”  The  elven  ranger  flashed  the smile that dazzled women and earned the respect of men wherever he went. “But none I would say you need to be aware of, Hera. The trials  and  tribulations  of  a  mere  elven  ranger  are  far  beneath  the purview of a powerful woman like you.” 

“Flattery  will  get  you  nowhere,”  Hera  said.  Still,  there  was  a bit  more  of  a  twinkle  in  her  eye  than  usual  as  she  took  the  heavy tome  from  the  elven  ranger’s  hand.  Hera  made  a  show  of  leafing through the ledger, trying with all her might to pretend she was bored and uninterested in the contents. “I’ll pass this along to our scribes and see what they can piece together from it.” 

“Your  scribes?”  Pieces  of  a  very  different  sort  snapped together  in  Alec’s  head,  making  the  full  picture  clear  in  a  way  that shocked  him.  “Why,  Tanuin—you   work  for  my  mother!  You’ve  been an Inscriber all this time, and you’ve never thought to tell me?” 

Tanuin  cleared  his  throat.  “I’m  not  an  Inscriber,”  the  elven ranger protested, his eyes sliding heavily over to Maimonides on his perch.  “I  work  for  your  Uncle,  Alec.  Uriel  Diamondspear.  I  owe  my allegiance to that man and that man alone. And my friendship to you, of course.” 

Alec matched the elf’s sudden smile with one of his own. “Of course,” he said mischievously. “But Uriel has had you working with the Inscribers?” 

“He’s the glue holding our entire coalition together,” Hera said from behind him. “With every portal network and scrying stone spied on  by  Dean  Wolfe  and  his  cronies,  our  little  conspiracy  has  had  to rely on shoe leather to carry messages across the kingdoms. Tanuin has proven himself to be one of our most loyal, reliable agents.” 

Alec looked floored. “So  that’s  why your visits were always so brief,” he realized, a pang of regret filling his chest. “You had other business to attend to.” 

The elven ranger made a pained expression. “I always made time  to  visit  you,  Alec.  To  hunt.  To  range.  To  train  you  up  the  way your father should have done, had he been able to be around you as you were growing up.” 

Aye. He had. Alec just wished he’d been able to do it more often—and  that  the  gaps  between  Tanuin’s  visits  hadn’t  been  so frequent. 

“Tanuin  has  ranged  to  the  Haunted  Isle  many  times,”  Hera explained.  “He’s  been  one  of  our  primary  sources  of  information about the outside world—well, before the tunnels beneath the island became  inaccessible,  at  any  rate.  That  won’t  be  a  problem  any longer, by the way, as you and your friends have cleared those out for us now.” 

Tanuin  looked  impressed.  “You  did?  My  goodness,  Alec—

you’ve  been  busy  while  I’ve  been  away.”  He  grinned  knowingly  at Eleira, noting the way the elf girl clung to Alec as he stood before the table. “Seems like you two have gotten a whole lot closer, too.” 

“Wait a second,” Alec realized, glancing past the elven ranger to Maimonides. “You were a part of Uriel’s group, as well! Does that mean you’ve known about my origins all this time, Maimonides? You haven’t been lying to me the entire time I was at the Royal Academy, have you?” 

Alec  could  already  tell  he  had  not.  The  gnome’s  eyes  were wide as saucers from the accusation, his manner so affronted by the very question that Alec had no doubts he was innocent. 

“I  was  a  member  of  Uriel’s  inner  circle,  of  course,” 

Maimonides  said,  looking  at  Tanuin  with  new  eyes.  “But  Uriel  gave us each our own set of tasks. The Master of House Diamondspear told us only what we needed to know—and apparently, the secret of the  Haunted  Isle  and  of  your  mother  was  not  something  he  judged me needing to be aware of.” 

“Don’t take it personally, Maimonides,” Tanuin asked, looking chastened. “We both know how Uriel operates. If he didn’t do things this way, the forces of Chaos would have managed to get him behind bars long before now.” 

Just  then,  Jolenta  cleared  her  throat.  “Speaking   of  which,” 

she said, eager to begin cutting to the heart of the matter. “Poor Uriel is rotting behind those bars as we speak. Perhaps we should begin planning how we intend to get the man out of that situation?” 

Tanuin  smiled  strangely  at  the  pair  of  students.  “Excellent idea,”  he  said  after  a  moment,  though  he  continued  to  stare  at Jolenta and Vodalus as if he couldn’t quite figure out what to make of them.  “On  my  way  back  to  the  Haunted  Isle  I  made  a  stopover  in Nessus, the High King’s capital city. I wanted to monitor the situation with Uriel—and perhaps get myself a day pass to visit him, if I could bribe  the  right  official.  I’m  sure  there  are  many  papers  and instructions the Archmage would like to pass along to you if only he could, Hera.” 

With that, Tanuin trailed off. To Alec, it felt as if the room had dropped  in  temperature.  The  news  the  elven  ranger  was  preparing himself to share with the Council couldn’t be good. 

“What’s  happened?”  Hera  asked,  drumming  her  fingers  on the  tabletop.  She  tapped  a  carving  of  the  Archon  with  a  book  of magic in his hands, nervously glancing at the elven ranger. “Speak, man! Don’t keep us all in suspense!” 

“How is Uriel?” Alec asked, wanting to know every detail. “Did you manage to speak to him?” 

Tanuin sighed. “I did not,” the ranger confessed. “I didn’t think this  day  would  come  so  soon,  but…  I’m  afraid  I  have  the  worst possible news, Alec. The day I left Nessus, the High King signed a writ of execution for the ‘traitor’ Uriel Diamondspear.” 

Gasps filled the room. 

“He  can’t!”  Jolenta  cried,  clutching  the  side  of  the  table  so tightly  that  her  knuckles  went  white.  “Uriel  hasn’t  been  tried  and found guilty yet! He must be brought before a jury—it’s the law…” 

Tanuin  was  already  shaking  his  head.  “High  King  Alrick Demesne can suspend those rules in a national emergency,” the elf explained with a sour expression. “And he’s just declared one. I think he’s seen the way the tide is turning toward the Inscribers and away from  the  spies  of  Chaos.  He  didn’t  decide  to  kill  Uriel  for punishment’s  sake,  just  morale.  He  wants  the  Inscribers  to  feel defeated  and  hopeless,  so  he  can  demolish  us  with  His  Majesty’s Royal  Sky  Watch.”  A  look  on  Tanuin’s  face  was  all  it  took  Alec  to know what the elven ranger thought of that. 

“No!” Alec roared, pushing away from the table so quickly his seat  tipped  back.  A  moment  later  came  the  crash  of  wood  against the stone floor, and the opening of doors as a pair of servants rushed into the room to set it right. Normally Alec would have turned around and done it himself, but he was far too overcome by emotion. “That can’t be true! Uriel Diamondspear isn’t dead!” 

“He’s not dead  yet,” Tanuin said, his lips a firm little line. “But his  execution  is  set  for  a  week  from  now.  The  High  King  has practically  decreed  a  city  holiday  to  mark  the  occasion.  For  all  the little  help  it  will  give  him  in  calming  down  the  war  between  Chaos and the Inscribers…” 

The pounding of Alec’s heart in his chest filled his ears with a sound  like  churning  waves.  Because  of  this,  it  took  him  several moments to fully understand what his old friend Tanuin was saying—

and consequently, for him to realize that Uriel Diamondspear was not yet dead. 

Alec nearly slumped over with relief, catching himself on the edge of the table. There was still time to save Uriel! 

“There  has  to  be  a  way  to  slow  down  that  execution,”  Alec babbled,  letting  his  imagination  carry  him.  “If  we  could  let  Uriel explain himself, in public perhaps, we might be able to sway opinion. 

Even  the  High  King  wouldn’t  execute  Archmage  Uriel  if  it  would make  him  unpopular  with  his  own  people,  no  matter  what  Chaos asks him to do…” 

Alec  trailed  off,  because  Tanuin  had  begun  looking  at  him very  strangely.  “And  why  do  you  think  Chaos  would   ask?”  the  elf said. 

Suddenly Alec realized he’d been very, very naive. “The High King  himself  is an agent of Chaos, isn’t he?” he blurted, reaching the conclusion  he  now  saw  Maimonides,  Eleira,  Vodalus,  and  Jolenta had  already  reached  a  few  moments  ago.  Trystara  hadn’t,  but  that was because politics didn’t interest Alec’s familiar demon a whit. She merely  sat  at  the  table  sharpening  her  nails,  waiting  for  the  right people to command her to slaughter those who would do her chosen family harm. 

“I’ve been able to ascertain that he is,” Tanuin said, nodding at  Hera  as  he  gave  an  informal  report.  “Which  means  Uriel Diamondspear is in a great deal more trouble than we realized. No amount of public pressure or clever rhetoric will sway the High King. 

If  we  don’t  break  Uriel  out  of  prison  before  his  execution,  the Archmage  will  be  beheaded.  He’d  die  by  the  executioner’s  blade, and there’s nothing we can do about it.” 

Alec  couldn’t  even  conceive  of  it.  Uriel,  killed?  It  sounded absurd! 

“Surely  he  won’t   let  them,”  Alec  said,  once  again  letting  his tongue run before his brain could catch up. “Uriel is strong enough to face down any foe! I’m surprised he hasn’t fought his way out of that

prison and flown right back to the Northmund Estate, to tell you the truth.” 

It was an attempt to make himself feel better, and he knew it. 

Dolorous looks filled the faces of the Inscribers around the table, and Alec’s  own  friends  didn’t  look  much  better.  They  knew  that  freeing Uriel would be no small task. 

The  sound  of  a  throat  being  cleared  snapped  Alec  from  his reverie.  Alison  Raleigh’s  parents  had  been  so  quiet  that  Alec  had almost forgotten they were there. Now Kirsten and Jyndal made their own  rhetorical  salvo,  trying  to  convince  the  table  of  their  line  of thought. 

They  didn’t  get  more  than  a  few  words  into  it  before  Alec wanted to scream. 

“I  know  none  of  you  wish  to  hear  this,”  Kirsten  began, flashing  a  look  of  almost  heart-breaking  sympathy  to  the  friends  of Uriel Diamondspear sitting around the table. “But in this instance, the best course of action may be to allow the execution to take place.” 

Alec  had  thought  gasps  had  filled  the  room   before.  The shock that came from his friends at this suggestion nearly deafened him—and reminded him he was among his true family. These people would fight for Uriel Diamondspear, no matter what the cost. 

But would the Inscribers? 

“Cowards,” Trystara hissed, staring down Kirsten and Jyndal. 

“Our  mentor  labors  behind  iron  bars,  awaiting  the  blade  of  the headsman’s  axe.  And  you  would  tell  us  to   sit  tight   on  our   bony behinds  and let the man die?” 

Kirsten  lifted  her  hands  in  a  warding  gesture,  as  if  she’d predicted just this reaction. “Uriel is a great man—but he’s only  one man,”  she  pleaded.  “Saving  him  comes  with  too  much  risk.  Should we be found out by the forces of Chaos, they’ll be able to track us right  back  to  our  base  at  the  Haunted  Isle  and  destroy  it.  The Inscribers would be dealt a fatal blow, and our revolution would fail.” 

Kristen  and  Jyndal  shared  a  look,  their  expressions  so  regretful  it made Alec’s chest hurt. “Not even Uriel himself would want that.” 

Alec  couldn’t  believe  what  he  was  hearing.  “Are  you  mad?” 

he said, rising to his full height. His shadow loomed over the table, twisting into a non-human form as the power he’d felt while defeating Shikasta  pulsed  beneath  the  surface  of  his  skin.  The  form  of  the dragon  lived  within  him  now,  and  it  was  a  struggle  to  hold  it  back. 

“What my familiar said about you is too kind by half!” 

“Young  man,”  Jyndal  said  gruffly,  “this  is  the  exact  choice your mother made eighteen years ago. I know you don’t want to hear this—and  by  the  Archon,  I  don’t  particularly  want  to  be   saying   it, either.  But  when  Baldir  Diamondspear  walked  onto  the  scene  and risked upsetting all your uncle’s hard made plans, he didn’t hesitate to send you and your mother away to protect you both. He made the hardest choice of all: to put the mission over your own family.” The man’s eyes grew hard. “We’re asking you to make the same choice, Alec.” 

They  had  him  there.  Or  so  they  thought.  The  Inscribers’

words made sense—so much sense, in fact, that it infuriated Alec for them  to  be  even  a  small  amount  right.  But  there  was  something they’d missed, as well. 

“I  was  never  allowed  to  make  that  choice,”  Alec  shot  back, startling  both  of  Alison  Raleigh’s  parents  into  silence.  “When  that happened the first time, the choice was taken from me. This time,  I get to forge my own path. And that path is this!” 

He strode a step away from the table, looking at each person sitting  around  the  Council  chambers  in  turn.  He  wanted  them  to understand before he said this next part that he meant it with all his heart,  and  that  no  amount  of  convincing  (even  good-natured convincing) would get him to change his path. 

“I  will  go  to  Nessus  and  free  Uriel  Diamondspear,”  Alec pledged,  crossing  his  arms  over  his  chest.  “I’ll  do  it  myself,  if  need be, but I’d rather have a group watching my back. Which of you will do this with me?” 

Kirsten and Jyndal tried to cut Alec off with more requests to be  reasonable,  but  he’d  already  put  out  the  call.  And  try  as  they

might, they couldn’t stop his crew from answering. 

“I’m  in!”  Trystara  giggled,  lifting  a  black-tipped  set  of  claws into the air. “Not many demons can honestly say they owe a human their lives, but I most  definitely  owe a great piece of what I am today to  Uriel  Diamondspear.  I’d  rather  hang  upside  down  in  a  bell  tower and abstain from eating spiders for ten years than live with the guilt of knowing I could have helped him and did nothing!” 

“I’m with you,” Eleira whispered, giving his hand a squeeze. 

“Always.” 

Before the rest of the team could throw their hats in the ring and pledge their devotion, Hera spoke up. “Wait a moment,” Alec’s mother  warned,  her  voice  taking  on  the  edge  of  command  that  no doubt kept the Inscribers in line. “I know all of you want to go on this adventure, but there are things we need to discuss—” 

“Oh,  bother   that!”  All  pretense  dropped  off  Jolenta’s  face—

the  student  simply  looked  happy  to  have  a  new  mission  to  devote herself to. “We can hammer out the details of this alliance once Uriel Diamondspear  is  safe  and  sound,  Hera.  You’d  better  believe  that House Igneous and its vassals will insist on having the Archmage at the bargaining table—” 

Had someone not spoken up moments later, the scene would no doubt have devolved into shouting matches and outright anarchy. 

Though Alec hadn’t felt it himself, the tension in the room had been steadily  growing  tighter  and  tighter  as  each  member  of  the  group spoke,  until  the  rift  between  Alec’s  crew  and  the  Inscribers  felt almost  as  large  as  the  chasm  separating  the  forces  of  good  from those of chaos. Letting the conversation spill over would have been a disaster. 

But  then,  the  least  likely  person  rescued  Alec.  Tanuin,  the elven ranger, who’d been watching this whole budding argument with a smug, self-satisfied expression. 

“We’ll  save  Uriel,”  the  elf  assured  Alec.  “Together.  You  can count on that, Alec.” 

Hera looked at the elven ranger with alarm. “You have tasks to  perform  for  the  Inscribers,  Master  Ranger,”  Alec’s  mother protested, sounding like she didn’t really want to argue with Tanuin. 

“Our need of you is not over, I’m afraid…” 

Tanuin just stared. “It’s like I said,” the ranger replied with a shrug. “My loyalty is to one man and one man alone. As long as Uriel Diamondspear is threatened, the rest of my work can wait.” 

Now  that  was  a  sentiment  Alec  could  readily  agree  with.  “I knew  you  would  be  in,  Tanuin,”  he  said,  putting  a  hand  on  his boyhood  friend’s  shoulder.  “We’ve  had  our  differences  and  our estrangements, to be sure, but one thing we have in common is that we love that man and see him as the father we never had.” 

“I  don’t  share  your,  ah,  particular   enthusiasm  for  Uriel,” 

Maimonides  said  wryly,  “but  I  admit  that  I  also  have  a  soft  spot  for old Urry. If you’re going to save the old codger, I simply must request that you take me with you.” 

Tanuin  only  grinned  in  response.  “It  just  wouldn’t  feel  right doing  it  without  you,  old  friend.  Once  I  spend  a  few  days  training Alec  here,  we’ll  all  head  out  and  get  the  band  back  together.  And once  Uriel  is  here,  leading  the  Inscribers  along  with  Hera,  I  have  a feeling that whole ‘alliance’ with the noble houses will snap itself into place faster than you can blink.” 

Speaking  of  blinking,  Alec  found  himself  doing  some  at  that moment. Tanuin’s last words had confused him. “Training?” 

The elven ranger nodded. “Aye, Alec. It wouldn’t be the first time  I’ve  taught  you  what  you  need  to  know,  lad.  Don’t  worry—you know I’m a good teacher.” 

An  awkward  smile  flickered  across  Alec’s  face.  Was  Tanuin winding him up? Could this all be another one of the elven ranger’s famous pranks, a clever little trick he wanted to play on his old friend after so long away? 

Alec decided to take it head on. “I don’t need more training,” 

he  said,  smiling  to  soften  the  blow.  “I’m  plenty  trained  already, 

Tanuin. You should see some of the powers I’ve added to my arsenal since Eleira and I left the Royal Academy.” 

Tanuin nodded as if he’d expected just this response, as well. 

“I’m sure you have,” the elven ranger said, “and I’m looking forward to seeing them. But there’s one item in your possession you haven’t tried  using  yet—and  that’s  the  ring  on  your  finger.  The  Ring  of  the Archon.” 

Alec  looked  down  at  the  glittering  red  gem  in  its  white  gold band. He was no jeweler, to estimate the value of such a thing, but Alec got the impression that even without the Archon’s blessing, this ring  could  have  bought  a  fine  villa  in  the  most  desirable neighborhood in Nessus with change to spare. 

“That  ring  belonged  to  the  Archon  himself,  Alec.  Your  uncle Uriel  and  those  mages  he  commissioned  have  been  studying  that thing  for  decades.  I’ve  been  let  in  on  some  of  their  research,  and they  know  more  about  it  than  anyone  on  the  planet.  And  I  can  tell you this, Alec.” 

Alec waited for Tanuin’s crescendo. 

“You’re about to find yourself with more power than you can possibly  handle,”  the  ranger  said,  elbowing  him  in  the  side.  “An entirely new form of magic awaits your mastery,  Alec Diamondspear. 

Are you ready for me to teach you how it all works?” 







Chapter 4







The  next  few  days  were  some  of  the  most  grueling  of  Alec Diamondspear’s life. 

He woke each morning at dawn, lulled awake by the first rays of  morning  sun  coming  through  the  curtains.  Rising  from  such  a warm,  comfortable  bed  was  never  easy—and  even  less  so  with Eleira lying next to him beneath the heavy blankets. Of all the things in his life that surprised him, the one that continued to blow his mind was  the  fact  that  everyone  accepted  the  two  of  them  sharing  the same  room  at  night.  They  hadn’t  had  an  opportunity  to  crown  their relationship, but it would come, Alec was sure of it. 

As  soon  as  he  washed  and  dressed  each  morning,  he headed to a dojo within the Inscribers’ city. There, Tanuin waited for him, ready to continue his lessons. For six days he’d put the Ring of the Archon to the kind of use it hadn’t seen in decades, shaping the forces of magic in the same fashion as the jewelry’s original owner. 

The  rest  of  the  group  stayed  away  during  these  training  sessions, even Eleira—but each night, as Alec wolfed down the midday meal, he  learned  about  how  the  rest  of  his  friends  were  ingratiating themselves within the Inscribers. 

After conducting a thorough overview of the city, Maimonides and Viya had set about refining the Haunted Isle’s defenses as much as  they  possibly  could.  And  for  good  reason.  Hera’s  warnings  had contained a kernel of truth: no matter what happened in Nessus with Uriel  Diamondspear,  the  Inscribers  would  likely  have  their  cover blown thanks to the massive event the execution had been built up into by the High King. As a result, even the most optimistic member of  the  Inscribers  couldn’t  tell  themselves  that  the  war  would  stay away from their home front forever. 

Fortunately,  the  Haunted  Isle  had  two  of  the  most  skilled engineers  in  the  world  on  their  side.  Between  Maimonides’s  clever artificing and Viya’s uncanny knack for building, the pair soon had a whole  suite  of  brilliant  booby  traps  and  defensive  countermeasures in  place  for  pushing  back  the  inevitable  attack  by  Chaos.  All  the while, the pair grew closer and closer. 

Maimonides  was  practically  a  schoolboy  again.  Alec  had never seen the gnome like this before—and in their private sparring sessions,  Tanuin  confirmed  that  this  relationship  was  entirely  new ground for the Shadebringer. “He’s never fallen like this for a woman before,” the elven ranger said as they practiced firing bolts of magic at targets with the Ring of the Archon. “That dark elf woman’s really got her hooks into him. Have you heard that she calls him ‘Monty’?” 

Alec had snickered at that. “Maimonides is quite smitten,” he agreed. “I mean, Viya is a young, beautiful woman…” 

Tanuin scoffed. “You don’t know much about elves, do you? 

Viya  makes  Maimonides  look  like  a  suckling  babe.  That  dark  elf  is two  hundred  years  old  if  she’s  a  day.”  The  ranger  had  shook  his head  with  a  knowing  smile  then,  showing  off  his  teeth.  “It  probably took  her  that  long  to  find  someone  else  she  could  have  a conversation  with,”  he  mused,  sounding  as  if  he  were  speaking  to himself.  “When  those  two  get  together,  even  a  professor  of  arcane physics couldn’t follow most of the things they talk about…” 

Gossiping about the other members of the group was always fun, but the real work involved the Ring of the Archon. It turned out that Tanuin knew even more about the relic than he’d originally let on during  the  Council  meeting.  It  had  indeed  been  placed  inside  the Diamondspear  itself  by  the  earliest  generation  of  warrior  mages, safeguarded for the day when it would be wielded by a hero capable of using it to restore the balance between Order and Chaos. There was  even  a  prophecy  about  it,  which  Tanuin  had  let  Alec  read snippets of. 

Curiously, the word for ‘hero’ in the ancient script had turned out  to  be  gender  neutral,  which  was  why  Uriel  had  secured  both  a

boy  and  a girl from strong, ancient magical lineages. Both Alec and Eleira had been floated as potential heirs to the Archon’s Ring, the matter having been discussed in some detail between Uriel and the Inscribers right around the time Alec had been learning how to take his  first  steps  back  at  the  Archon  Temple.  Had  Alec  not  grown  so well into his powers, it might have been Eleira learning these lessons from Tanuin instead of him. 

Alec  was  glad,  however.  The  Ring,  the  Diamondspear,  the Bloodcloak…these  things  were  powerful,  to  be  sure,  but  they  also represented burdens. Alec was glad Eleira didn’t have to carry them. 

“You  passed  the  first  real  test  the  moment  you  put  the  ring on,” Tanuin explained on the first day. “Most people would have been instantly obliterated the moment they tried to execute their will on the Ring of the Archon. The command to shrink it would have come back on them a thousand-fold, and they would have regretted ever trying to master one of the Archon’s gifts. 

So Alec had heard. In fact, perhaps the strangest thing of all about the Ring of the Archon was the way it functioned on that odd little word:  will. Most magical artifacts Alec had dealt with in the past used the forces of nature to power their workings. The grimoires the Archon  entrusted  the  noble  houses  with  shaped  the  world  around them, while Alec’s own natural magic stored the elements of nature within  himself  and  molded  them  into  powerful  spells.  Such  things were  the  understood  functioning  of  the  world—the  way  magical society worked. 

The Ring of the Archon, by that token, was like measuring a foot with your own limb rather than a ruler. Nothing it did was precise or  clean—in  fact,  the  more  Alec  used  it,  the  more  he  doubted  its powers  were  even  scientifically  repeatable.  The  thing  seemed  to function purely on command, adding  pushes  and  pulls  to  the  world around Alec in a way that felt frankly orthogonal to the fireballs and lightning strikes he associated with the Archon’s magic. 

Most of what he did under Tanuin’s training involved shards. 

The  elven  ranger  had  brought  some  relic  along  with  him  from

ranging—one  he’d  failed  to  surrender  to  Alec’s  mother  Hera  along with  all  the  important  documents  he’d  brought  in  his  satchel.  The relic was a long black spike, roughly the width and length of Alec’s outstretched  hand.  It  had  the  same  glossy,  reflective  texture  of  the obsidian  in  the  Inscribers’  Council  chambers,  yet  it  resembled  no form of rock or metal that Alec had ever seen. 

Each  morning,  Tanuin  used  this  relic  to  generate  shards  of jet-black  energy.  These  floated  in  the  air  until  they  turned  into phantoms,  reminding  Alec  of  the  strange  creations  he’d  once sparred with inside of the Phantasmic Projector. 

“Faster,” Tanuin called, keeping time with a walking stick he thumped  on  the  ground.  Despite  his  agelessness,  the  elven  ranger had  never  seemed  to  pick  of  a  sense  of  rhythm,  which  meant  the beating  of  his  makeshift  cane  rarely  matched  a  tempo  Alec  could work into his combats. 

Sweat beaded on Alec’s forehead as he ducked between two of the strange specters. They moved slowly through the room, hardly seeming to see him at all. The thought that they might actually attack him  felt  patently  absurd.  Alec  could  understand  why  Tanuin  would want him to move as quickly as possible in an actual battle, but this felt more than a bit unnecessary here. 

He thrust out the Ring, dissolving one of the phantoms. None of the others floating in the room so much as twitched as the shade split  apart,  furthering  Alec’s  strange  supposition  that  they  couldn’t even  see  each  other  floating  around.  Unlike  any  form  of  magic  the young heir of Diamondspear had ever used, the Ring of the Archon involved  using  your   will   to  clear  away  these  odd  phantoms  and specters  of  dark,  Chaotic  energy.  He’d  once  been  naive  enough  to think the Ring floated  above  the old dichotomy of Order and Chaos, but in fact it sat at the extreme end of the scale. The Ring was the antithesis of Chaos itself, capable of purifying it wherever Alec went. 

And  so  it  went.  Shade  after  shade  was  ripped  apart  by  the powers of his Ring—it didn’t feel particularly hard to do. After all, the shadow creatures weren’t  real,  but merely phantoms summoned by

Tanuin’s  strange  relic.  The  real  thing  would  undoubtedly  be  much more  difficult  to  deal  with—yet  Alec  couldn’t  understand  how  this technique would be useful compared to his already extant spells. Not to mention the recently repaired Diamondspear. 

If he’d thought the elven ranger Tanuin might give him some answers, he was sorely mistaken. The friendliness and camaraderie his  childhood  friend  had  shown  him  the  day  he  barged  into  the middle of the Inscribers’ meeting had disappeared the first morning he’d  shown  up  slightly  late  for  his  first  training  session,  and  hadn’t come back since. 

In  a  sense,  Alec  could  understand  this.  It  was  the  old  push and pull of the drill instructor, the buildup and the breakdown of new recruits  in  the  army  and  those  learning  a  new  skill.  But  did  his  old friend  really  need  to  act  this  way  with  him,  after  everything  they’d been through? 

It  was  on  day  four,  while  they  were  making  their  final preparations for the mission to rescue Uriel, that Alec finally decided he’d had enough. It wasn’t in his nature to rebel—he’d always been a  natural  rule-follower  back  at  the  Archon  Temple—but  in  this instance, he simply couldn’t help himself. Practicing the same power over and over again grew so boring that there had to be  something to  break  up  the  monotony.  If  Jolenta  or  Vodalus  had  been  there, they’d have understood. 

So not long after Tanuin summoned a group of shades, Alec decided to play a little prank on his friend. It had been too long since they’d  played  the  games  of  their  boyhood,  and  Alec  found  himself wanting  to  do   something   to  bring  a  smile  back  to  the  face  of  his elven friend. 

“The  most  important  thing,”  Tanuin  was  explaining,  looking through  rather  than  at  the  shades  he’d  summoned  for  Alec,  “is accuracy. The second most important thing, however, is speed—and that’s right behind it. I want to see you dispel these creatures faster than you ever have before, Alec. Give me some of your best!” 

 Do  you  have  any  ideas?   Alec  thought,  clutching  the Bloodcloak  tighter  about  his  shoulders.  The  strange  crimson  fabric may  not  have  been  a  direct  conduit  to  the  Archon  the  way  he’d always  suspected,  but  the  relic  had  a  few  tricks  up  its  sleeve.  Alec had  found  it  inside  the  Archon’s  chapel,  waiting  for  him  like  an offering. 

A pulse traveled through the Bloodcloak as he remembered claiming  it  for  the  first  time—and  said  pulse  also  shot  through  the Ring on his finger. He knew enough now to know that the Archon’s gifts were linked, and that it was  this  Ring that gave the Bloodcloak the abilities that made it so capable of mimicking a human presence. 

Unless,  of  course,  it  really   was   touched  by  the  Archon himself,  at  which  point  life  was  far  stranger  than  Alec  had  ever allowed himself to believe. 

Moving  stealthily  through  the  dojo,  Alec  walked  over  to  a basin  full  of  fresh,  clean  water.  Tanuin  made  sure  he  had  it  ready every morning, as the elven ranger had stressed the importance of hydration on more than one long hike through the wilderness during Alec’s  youth.  Without  letting  Tanuin  see,  Alec  pulled  some  of  the element of water into the gleaming batteries at his belt. 

This  was  one  of  Maimonides’s  inventions,  and  one  Tanuin didn’t know about. Unless the gnome had somehow gossiped about his creations with the elven ranger during some downtime after the Council  meeting,  Tanuin  had  no  idea  that  the  tiny  crystals  Alec carried  with  him  always  were  actually  powerful  magical  batteries, capable of storing the energy he pulled from nature using his natural magic.  They  augmented  and  amplified  his  power  considerably, particularly when he could fill them without being noticed. 

The  shades  continued  to  shuffle  back  and  forth,  undaunted. 

Unlike real foes, they seemed to care not whether he struck or when he  decided  to  land  the  blow.  They  just  shuffled  back  and  forth  like the  half-formed  clones  in  the  Phantasmic  Projector,  the  living embodiment of target practice. 

Once Alec had enough water, he stuck a finger in a pot near the  basin.  None  of  his  friends  knew  this,  but  Alec  actually  felt  an echo of whatever type of energy he absorbed into his body before he used  it  to  either  cast  a  spell  or  fill  one  of  his  special  bottles.  Fire burned, water sloshed—but the energy of growing, living things filled Alec with the most special feeling of all. This energy was the core of life itself, and carrying it within Alec made him feel like he was about ten feet tall. 

It also allowed him to form some amazing combinations with the other elements his powers allowed him to store and use. Such as combining the energy of growth with a few vials of water stored at his belt…

Alec struck out lazily at the nearest shade, banishing it from the  mortal  realm  with  a  sheer  exercise  of  his  will.  The  exercise proved  easier  and  easier  to  do  all  the  time,  though  Alec  still  didn’t understand who or what the Archon wanted him to use this will  on. 

While  he  pondered,  he  quickly  sprinkled  the  energy  of  growth through  each  of  the  batteries  at  his  belt,  ‘pushing’  them  with  the same mental energy he used to banish spirits. 

He struck, struck again—then turned to Tanuin with a wicked grin. “Hey, Tanuin—catch!” 

Like  someone  who’d  never  been  pranked  by  Alec Diamondspear before, the elven ranger stopped startled and spread his  arms.  Three  of  the  vials  shot  from  Alec’s  belt  on  fingers  of phantom force, breaking open in a spray of mingled growth energy and water. 

What  formed  in  those  trails  was  a  path  of  brilliant  flowers. 

Blooms  of  a  dozen  different  sorts  erupted  from  the  vials,  forming thick vines that nearly knocked the elven ranger off his feet. Tanuin had  just  enough  time  to  cry  out  in  surprise  before  he  was  thrown backward, slamming against the nearby wall. 

He stared at Alec in shock for a moment—then tossed back his head and laughed. Alec laughed along with him, and the tension in the room dissolved. 

Gradually, the shades in the dojo began to disappear. Tanuin had  dismissed  them,  using  the  strange  relic  he’d  brought  from  his ranging  to  summon  them  back  to  whatever  realm  of  Chaos  they called  home.  Alec  truly  didn’t  wish  ill  toward  them,  whoever  and whatever they were. They hadn’t chosen to attack him, after all. 

“How  many  times  have  you  used  that  on  one  Eleira?”  the ranger  asked,  picking  a  vine  from  the  quiver  of  arrows  strapped  to his belt. 

“A  few,”  Alec  admitted  with  a  smile.  “She  loves  pretty flowers.” 

“Of course she does,” Tanuin said, wiping a tear of laughter from  the  corner  of  his  eye.  “She’s  a  damned  Leafwalker.  It’s  in  her blood.” He glanced up and down the floor of the dojo, as if waiting for an  opponent  to  present  themselves  from  some  hidden  corner  he hadn’t anticipated. “Still, leave it to you to find the most romantic way possible  to  court  your  beloved  using  magic,  and  refashion  it  into  a prank…” 

Just then, a knock came on the door. Tanuin and Alec shared a  look;  the  former  cocked  an  eyebrow,  as  if  expecting  yet  another prank to come from the young man he’d made one of his students. 

“That wouldn’t be the elf girl now, would it?” Tanuin asked, a sly quality to his voice. “I thought I told you not to give visitors free passes to watch you train. Not that I’d blame you for wanting to show off in front of Eleira, mind you.” 

Alec  shook  his  head.  “That’s  not  me,”  he  said,  reaching  out toward the door. “Hopefully nothing’s wrong.” 

One  battery  of  water  magic  remained  at  Alec’s  belt.  He pushed it with a mental tug, reworking the flow of water through the Ring of the Archon to turn it into the flow of a door swinging open. 

The  dojo’s  door  swung  open  in  return,  revealing  the  sight  of  his mother, Hera, standing framed against the midafternoon sun. 

“My son.” As always, a relieved smile spread across the face of  Alec’s  mother  when  she  saw  him.  It  was  as  if  she  hadn’t  quite gotten  used  to  the  fact  of  having  him  around  yet—like  each  time

seeing  him  in  the  flesh  continued  to  surprise  her  just  a  little  bit. 

“Keeping him busy, are you, Tanuin?” 

“Of course, ma’am,” the elven ranger said, tucking away his strange  summoning  device  with  a  flourish.  “The  truth,  however,  is that I hardly need to push him. Your Alec has all the skills he needs to be a fierce warrior indeed.” 

Hera stared at the empty space in the corner of the room, as if  she  could  see  the  desiccated  shells  of  the  spirits  Alec  had  been busy purging only a few moments ago. Perhaps, thought Alec, she could. 

“He’s  grown  more  skilled  at  using  the  Ring  of  the  Archon,” 

Hera  said,  passing  her  hand  back  and  forth  in  one  of  the  vacant spaces.  Yes,  Alec  reasoned,  she  could  definitely  see  what  he’d recently been doing. “What say you, Tanuin? Will our Diamondspear be sharp enough to cut the enemy down when the time comes?” 

The  elf  made  a  face.  “Alec  has  always  managed  to  win  the day when required,” Tanuin said noncommittally. “It’s not him I’d be worried  about,  my  Lady.  It’s  making  sure  he’s  surrounded  by  his team and his friends.” 

“I’m not  asking  you  about  his  team,”  Hera  said,  a  none-too-friendly  smile  spreading  across  her  face.  “What  I’m  asking  you, Tanuin,  is  will  my  son  be  ready  when  the  time  comes?  Will  he  be safe?” 

The  questions  turned  Alec’s  stomach,  though  for  a  long moment  he  couldn’t  figure  out  why.  When  the  answer  hit  him,  he turned quite red in the face. 

“I’m right here,” he snapped, rising to his full height. “Why are you talking about me like I’m not in the room, mother?” 

Hera  caught  herself  just  in  time.  The  old  woman  came  up short, her gray eyes blinking rapidly as she realized what she’d just done.  In  a  sense,  Alec  could  understand—as  a  leader  among  the Inscribers,  Hera  often  had  to  think  of  people  in  terms  of  resources and  raw  manpower,  rather  than  as  individuals.  A  leader  couldn’t

allow  themselves  to  get  too  close  to  the  people  they  led,  lest  their judgement be impaired. 

But Alec had never thought such rules could apply between a mother and her son. 

Shame  flooded  Hera’s  expression.  “Tanuin,”  she  said  in  a gentler tone, looking suitably chastened, “might I have a word alone with my son? It will be a brief respite in training, I assure you. There are things I need to speak with him about that concern only the two of us.” 

Tanuin looked like he couldn’t wait to get out of the chamber. 

The atmosphere had done nothing but thicken since Hera interrupted his training session. “Take all the time you need, ma’am,” the ranger said,  shooting  a  wink  and  a  sympathetic  expression  Alec’s  way. 

 Good luck,  his old friend seemed to be saying to him, just before he took up his bundle and strode away. “I’ll be right outside—just touch base with me when you leave.” 

“Of  course,”  Hera  said  smoothly.  A  few  moments  later,  Alec and his mother had the training room all to themselves. 

Mother and son stared at each other for a long moment. Now that  Tanuin  was  no  longer  present  as  an  outside  observer,  Hera could  give  full  vent  to  her  shame.  The  old  woman  grew  older  and frailer in Alec’s sight, her brave expression collapsing as she looked up and down at the boy she’d never gotten the chance to raise. 

“Oh,  my  boy,”  Hera  said  with  a  deep  frown,  rubbing  Alec’s head.  “My  dear,  dear  boy.  I’m  afraid  I’ve  treated  you  very  poorly, haven’t I?” 

Hera  appeared  so  regretful  that  Alec  felt  inclined  to  forgive her.  “You’d  have  to  do  a  sight  worse  to  match  the  monks  at  the Archon Temple,” he said wryly, his memories of Master Abel’s ruler in the forefront of his mind. “At least you’ve never beaten me.” 

Hera’s face fell. “That’s not much of a bar to clear,” she said, looking  stricken.  “Did  they  really  beat  you,  Alec?  My  Gods,  if  I’d known,  I  would  have  hired  Inscribers  to  take  you  from  that  place myself. I hate myself every day for allowing you to be taken away—” 

“It  was  a  very,  very  rare  thing,”  Alec  said,  lifting  a  hand. 

“Truly,  it  was  no  worse  or  more  painful  than  when  a  parent  spanks their child. I don’t think the monks’ hearts were in it when it came to punishing us.” 

“That’s good,” Hera said in a relieved tone. “I’d hate to think of something like that happening to you, son. As if I don’t feel badly enough about the things I’ve done to you—” 

“What’s this about beatings?” 

Both  Alec  and  his  mother  turned.  Apparently  Tanuin  had strolled  far  enough  away  from  the  door  of  the  training  area  that anyone  who  wanted  to  enter  could  do  so  without  being  stopped. 

Alec’s  familiar,  Trystara,  stood  leaning  against  the  doorway,  her elbow on the frame and her long claws tangled in her hair. 

“We  were  just  talking  about  the  past,”  Alec  said.  His  heart lightened at the sight of the demoness. He knew it was unfair to think such things, but ever since meeting Hera, he sometimes remarked to himself  that  his  familiar  felt  like  more  of  a  mother  figure  in  his  life than  his   actual   birth  mother.  “Hera  wanted  to  speak  with  me.  I’m taking a break from training with the Ring of the Archon.” 

Trystara  gave  Alec’s  mother  a  sideways  glance  as  she strolled  across  the  room.  Her  leathery  wings  lay  folded  behind  her back—not completely hidden from view, but not extended enough for flight,  either.  In  the  almost  feline  body  language  of  Trystara,  that meant she was wary but not looking for a fight. 

“I’m glad I caught you two,” the demoness said, cocking her head to the side. A slight glimpse of fang showed beneath one pouty lip. “I saw Tanuin standing out in the hall and expected the worst. Are you alright, Alec?” 

Now  it  was  Hera’s  turn  to  feel  like  the  other  people  in  the room  were  speaking  about  her  as  if  she  weren’t  present.  From  the look on her face, Alec could tell that his mother didn’t like it one bit. 

“He’s fine,” Alec’s mother said. “We were just discussing his progress with the Ring of the Archon—” 

“Good,”  Trystara  said  heavily,  grinning  in  a  most  demonical way.  “Because  if  you  think  you’re  going  to  break  this  boy’s  heart  a second time, Hera, you’ve got another thing coming. Alec isn’t a little boy anymore.” The demoness spread her arms, her claws glistening in the candlelight. “And his friends won’t let anything happen to him.” 

Hera’s  expression  collapsed.  She  looked  at  the  demoness the  way  you  might  scrutinize  a  stranger  on  the  street,  wondering  if they  intend  to  pick  your  pocket  or  if  they’re  just  making  their  way home. 

Finally, the old woman let out a deep, tired sigh. “Is that really what you all think of me? Am I truly that awful?” 

Alec  and  Trystara  shared  a  look.  It  was  clear  from  the demoness’s  stance  that  she’d  realized  she’d  gone  too  far—but knowing Trystara, there was no way for her to back down gracefully from  her  position.  She  was  much  like  a  protective  father  in  that manner—headstrong  and  brash,  prone  to  boasting  and  to  beating her chest where her chosen family was concerned. 

Finally,  Alec  stepped  in.  “Relax,  Trys,”  he  said,  shaking  his head. He’d take shades of Chaos over interpersonal drama any day of the week. At least you could use a sword on the former. “I was just talking to my mother. There’s no reason to get upset…” 

But Hera was very upset, indeed. “I can’t go back and undo what I’ve done,” the woman said, her eyes gazing out at the middle distance.  Alec  could  practically  see  the  wheels  turning  behind  her eyes,  her  memories  of  the  past  unfurling  like  the  imaginative phantoms the brain conjures during a deep reading session. “Gods know I would if I could, Alec. I know that you don’t know me, and that after  all  these  years,  you  really  don’t  have  any  reason  to.  I  should have stormed the gates of that Temple when you were a baby and taken you back, Chaos be damned!” 

“But  you  didn’t,”  Trystara  said,  cocking  her  head  to  the opposite  side.  The  words  were  delivered  simply,  but  the  effect  of them on Alec’s mother proved to be devastating. 

For  a  moment,  she  looked  on  the  verge  of  collapse.  Then she drew herself up, her lips pinching shut like she’d bitten down on something  sour.  When  she  spoke,  her  voice  sounded  almost impossibly bitter. 

“You’re  right,”  she  whispered,  wiping  the  side  of  her  eye.  “I didn’t. I’m sorry, son. I’ll… I’ll leave you two alone now…” 

Hera  turned  as  if  to  leave,  a  sob  tearing  its  way  from  her throat. Alec heard it, and his own heart felt as if it had grown to the weight of a boulder. “Mom! Stop.” 

The old woman paused in mid-stride, her footfalls muffled on the carpet of the training room. Behind her, a greasy torch cast wan shadows over the walls. “Yes, Alec? Is there anything else? Perhaps you’d  like  to  let  your  familiar  insult  me  a  final  time,  just  for  good measure? Oh don’t look at me that way —I know I deserve it. I’m a damned terrible mother.” 

“What Trystara says is true,” Alec said, threading the needle between  the  past  and  the  present.  He  spoke  with  the  clarity  of  a diplomat, the remnants of the Archon’s power still tingling through his fingers. “But things don’t have to  stay  that way. We can’t do anything about the past, but there’s still a future to think about.” 

Both  Hera  and  Trystara  looked  surprised,  though  for completely different reasons. 

“Thank  you,  son,”  Hera  said,  tears  glistening  in  her  eyes. 

“That’s all I’m asking. I know you don’t trust me—blazes, you might not even love me. That’s completely fair. All I want is for you to give me the opportunity to keep trying to connect with you. You’re my son, after all.” 

Alec thought it over. “I’ll try,” he finally said, giving Trystara a warning glance. The last thing he needed was for the demoness to open  her  mouth  again  and  start  more  trouble.  He  appreciated  the fierceness  of  his  familiar’s  love—but  sometimes,  tact  was  a necessity. 

“I’ll try, too,” the demoness finally said. She flashed the same toothy  grin  that  had  been  the  final  sight  of  many  a  spider  on  the

grounds of the Royal Academy. “But I won’t stop watching you, Hera. 

You  wouldn’t  believe  how  many  students  back  at  Alec’s  school thought they could mess with the new kid. Right up until they found me  sitting  like  a  gargoyle  at  their  windows  in  the  middle  of  the night…” 

Now   there   was  an  image  to  inspire  shivers.  Had  Alec  not faced  down  any  number  of  horrifying  foes,  he  might  have  been profoundly disturbed the idea of Trystara lurking outside his enemy’s windows. As it was, he just felt glad the demoness was on his side. 

Hera withdrew as quickly as politeness would allow after that. 

The rift between Alec and his mother remained, but perhaps it had been bridged just a tiny bit. 

 It’s  a  paradox,  Alec  thought,  looking  at  the  gray  skinned demoness who remained in the training room with him,  but the only way  to  fix  a  wound  like  this  is  to  open  it.  Once  all  the  pus  and infection  have  been  leached  out,  only  then  can  the  true  healing begin. 

Alec wondered if Trystara had known that all along, or if she merely wanted to scare Hera. He thought of asking, then decided not to. After all, the end result remained the same. 

“You’re  incorrigible,”  he  said  instead,  laughing  at  Trystara. 

“Try not to scare my mother too badly, will you? I  do  want the two of us to have something like a normal relationship one day.” 

The  demoness  shrugged,  then  slipped  a  scaly  arm  over Alec’s  shoulders.  “Of  course,  Master,”  she  said,  wiggling  her eyebrows. “If I’d  really  wanted to put the fear of the Archon into Hera, I’d have shown up today in my transformed form.” 

 Gods forbid,  Alec thought, rolling his eyes. His mother would probably hide under her bed for a week. 

A  few  moments  later,  a  familiar  face  appeared  in  the doorway.  Tanuin  looked  as  if  he’d  walked  by  for  just  a  moment  to check  on  things,  but  he  did  a  double  take  when  he  saw  Alec  and Trystara  rather  than  Alec  and  his  mother.  Slowly  the  elf’s  brows furrowed as he worked through must just have happened. 

“Is… is everything alright?” the ranger asked, looking like he wasn’t  sure  whether  he  wanted  to  laugh  or  scold  his  childhood friend. “Did I miss something?” 

Alec and Trystara shared a look. Then they started to laugh. 

“Nothing  important,”  Alec  said,  dismissing  Trystara  with  a wave of the hand. “Let’s get back to training, Tanuin. When the time comes, I’m going to have to be able to use the Ring of the Archon like an extension of my own body. I’m going to have to slay quite a few more shades before I feel confident enough to use this thing in actual combat…” 

Alec  was  close  to  losing  himself  in  the  rhythm  of  the  fight when he looked up and realized Trystara had gone. 



Chapter 5







Nessus was like no other city Alec had ever before. 

Long  before  they  reached  the  actual  walls  of  the  High Kingdom’s capital, they saw the landscape change. From the deck of the  Titan’s Claw,  sailing quietly over the hills, the sylvan scenery of the  forest  gradually  melted  away  to  well-tended  fields,  large  farms, and suburban villages nestling in the long shadow of the High King’s city.  These  people  couldn’t  technically  call  themselves  citizens  of Nessus, yet they felt part of it all the same—in much the way a belt keeps  a  large  man’s  pants  from  falling  down,  the  villages surrounding  Nessus  ensured  a  steady  stream  of  food  and  other goods  made  their  way  to  the  tables  of  the  high  and  mighty  nobles within the inner city. 

From his perch near the bridge, Alec Diamondspear watched the  land  grow  steadily  more  developed.  He  and  Maimonides  the Shadebringer had the control console’s platform all to themselves—

the  rest  of  the  crew  were  either  wandering  about  on  deck  or snoozing  in  hammocks  below.  Alec  couldn’t  fathom  how  anyone could do such a thing with a mission looming large in the near future, but he wasn’t about to begrudge his companions their rest. 

“Nessus,” Maimonides said, his bushy eyebrows furrowed in a frown. There was no love in the gnome’s tone, such as Alec had heard  before  when  his  friend  described  the  wonders  of  far-off cultures and societies. “I always hate coming here. Disgusting city.” 

Alec leaned over the side of the craft and scanned the land below. So far beneath his feet that he looked like an ant, an old man had  just  stopped  in  the  act  of  pushing  a  cart  across  his  field  and watched the  Titan’s Claw  pass, his hand shading his eyes. The man looked upward with suspicion at the strange airship, so different from the vessels of His Majesty’s Royal Sky Watch. 

“It  looks  alright  to  me,”  Alec  said,  staring  down  from  the bridge  with  an  expression  of  almost  childish  awe.  No  matter  how many  times  he  flew  in  Maimonides’s  invention,  the  sensation  of being  on  the   Titan’s  Claw   never  grew  any  less  incredible.  “It’s  just another town, only bigger.” 

The  gnome  snorted.  “You’ll  see.  Nessus  is  like  a  spoiled candy—covered  in  beautiful,  enticing  wrapping,  with  a  disgusting center  underneath.  It  may  look  delicious,  young  man,  but  one  bite will show you the truth is quite otherwise.” 

It  took  Alec  some  time  to  understand  what  Maimonides meant. At first the signs were subtle—the differences from the towns and  villages  Alec  knew  so  slight  that  only  a  trained  eye  could  see them. But gradually, poverty crept in. As the villages around Nessus thickened, so too did the hovels: masses of wood and fabric erected just outside of polite society, shaped like clutches of makeshift tents. 

These  buildings—if  they  could  even  be   called   that—looked ramshackle  in  the  extreme,  and  Alec  wondered  how  anyone  who lived within could have a modicum of comfort in the wind and rain. 

“It’s  even  worse  than  it  was  the  last  time  I  visited,” 

Maimonides said, shaking his head sadly. “Must be the war.” 

“War?”  Alec  didn’t  understand.  “The  war  is  out  on  the borderlands,  Maimonides.  How  could  it  possibly  affect  things  this close to Nessus?” 

The gnome frowned deeply and let go of the tiller, trusting the magic  imbued  in  the  runes  covering  the   Titan’s  Claw   to  keep  from colliding with a hillside or a building. 

“Indeed it is,” Maimonides said. “But war is about more than just fighting, Alec. It forces prices upward, robs family farms of their sons,  and  brings  back  a  steady  stream  of  wounded  and  battle-stricken  soldiers.  Many  of  whom  are  living  in  those  hovels  you  see right there.” 

It  all  seemed  a  terrible  injustice  to  Alec.  “This  is  the  High King’s own seat,” he protested, watching with horror as the number of  slum  buildings  grew.  This  close  to  the  city  walls  of  Nessus,  the

hovels were nearly as thick as the houses. “One of the richest cities in  the  world.  How  can  there  be  so  many  beggars  and  urchins  in  a city so rich and powerful?” 

“Chaos  has  its  claws  in  Nessus,”  Maimonides  said,  shaking his  head.  “It  has  them  deeper  than  in  any  other  city  in  all  the Kingdoms. We must be careful here, Alec. These people aren’t like the  citizens  of  Job’s  Bet,  or  the  villages  around  the  Northmund Estate. They’ve lived their lives steeped in a thick stew of negative energy,  and  it’s  seeped  into  their  bodies  and  even  their  very  souls. 

We’ll  find  no  hidden  allies  here.”  The  gnome  looked  out  sadly  over the  horizon,  his  expression  growing  as  hard  as  a  statue.  “If  you’ve ever  wondered  what  the  world  would  look  like  had  the  Archon forsaken it, Nessus is as good a preview as you’re likely to ever get.” 

Maimonides’s words would only ring truer and truer the closer they got to Nessus proper. As the  Titan’s Claw  gained altitude closer to the city, Alec could see further and further around him—and what he saw gave him pause. 

The walls of Nessus were built of a polished marble as white and  gleaming  as  bone,  save  for  the  numerous  stains  of  dirt  and grime surrounding its periphery. Just outside the walls seemed to be the thickest point for beggars and the destitute, with hovels and tents and  all  sorts  of  makeshift  structures  sitting  in  the  shadow  of  the luxurious  battlements.  Within  lay  gleaming  towers  that  rose  to  the heavens  like  something  built  by  the  Archon  himself,  spurring  even the  most  sedate  person  to  awe:  but  one  could  never  look  at  the towers and not see the poverty that surrounded them. 

 What must it be like,  Alec wondered,  to live so close to such splendor each day and never be able to touch it?  In a way, it must have been its own torture. A destitute man living alone in the woods is  one  thing—the  same  man  surrounded  by  more  than  enough wealth to lift him from his squalor hit Alec in a way that he couldn’t easily dismiss. 

“Look at them all,” Jolenta said, climbing to the bridge. Alec had brought both students from the Poicstesme crew along with him

to free Uriel from prison, along with Eleira. Trystara had insisted on coming along as well, and Alec knew that even if he’d forbidden the demoness to accompany them, he would have found her clinging to the  underside  of  their  airship.  “What  are  they  doing  down  there? 

They almost look as if they’re celebrating?” 

“Not  sure,”  Maimonides  said  quickly—too  quickly.  “We  have to bring the  Titan’s Claw  further upward still. We’re not docking with any  of  the  airship  ports  in  Nessus,  as  they’d  hand  us  over  to  the authorities  the  moment  they  saw  our  manifest.  We’ll  have  to  fly directly  over  the  city,  then  drop  you  all  just  beyond  the  southern gates.” 

“Surely  they  wouldn’t  shoot  an  unidentified  vessel,”  Jolenta said,  her  eyebrows  shooting  upward.  “The  risk  of  killing  a  noble would be too great. Not even the High King would…” 

Jolenta  trailed  off.  As  she  cocked  her  ear  to  the  side  of  the Titan’s Claw,  listening, Alec realized that he too had been hearing a strange  set  of  sounds  for  some  time  now.  Maimonides  had  tried  to shield them from this by taking the airship even higher than it needed to  be,  but  he’d  miscalculated.  They  could  still  hear  the  people beneath them. 

“What on Earth is that?” Eleira asked, making her way up to the  bridge  to  join  the  rest  of  the  group.  Vodalus  followed  her,  with Trystara  soaring  through  the  air  just  above  and  behind.  “It  sounds almost like singing of some kind. Is it a holiday down there?” 

The  day  was  no  holiday  that  Alec  could  think  of.  Yet  the people within and without Nessus were celebrating, as certain as the blue sky they flew beneath. From this altitude he couldn’t make out the  words  of  their  cheers,  but  they  had  the  ritual  cadence  of  a birthday song or the chants at a sporting event. As he squinted, he caught sight of citizens dancing, carrying banners up and down the public square as people cheered…

Alec’s  eyes  nearly  bugged  out  of  his  head.  Even  from  this distance, he could read the words on those banners. 

“Death to the traitors!? ” Alec gasped, looking at Maimonides for confirmation. “The holiday they’re celebrating is Uriel’s execution, isn’t it, Maimonides?” 

The gnome looked uncomfortable in the extreme. But after a moment,  he  nodded.  “Yes.  We  were  warned  that  the  citizens  of Nessus were likely to treat Uriel’s beheading like a feast day. I hoped that I could keep you and your friends from the worst of it… it’s clear now that that was a naive hope.” 

Alec was shocked. The rest of his friends, however, took the sight in stride. 

“I’ll  say,” Jolenta whispered wryly, her gaze drawn by a pair of cavorting  actors  dressed  in  ill-fitting  costumes.  One  wore  a  large fake  beard  and  appeared  to  be  aping  the  stately  performance  of Uriel Diamondspear, while the other took notes and made gestures of  worship  in  the  old  man’s  direction.  The  second  actor’s  costume was even poorer, but the silver painted stick in their hand meant they could be none other than a mockery of Alec Diamondspear himself. 

“They’re simply ghastly, Vodie, aren’t they?” 

Vodalus made a face like he’d bitten into a lemon, watching the debauchery. “No decent stage manager would have let actors go out  in  costumes  like  those,”  the  man  said,  clearly  offended.  “The High King’s city must be lacking in decent thespians indeed.” 

“‘ Cultural  capital  of  the  Kingdoms’   my  ass,”  Jolenta  added, flashing  a  smile  at  Alec.  “Well,  this  provides  us  with  a  bit  of protection, at the very least. Should anyone stop us on the street, we can explain we’re merely concerned citizens  pretending  to be rebels. 

Should work a treat!” 

Vodalus scoffed. “No one would be able to believe you’re  that bad of an actress, Jo.” 

“Simple,”  she  said,  batting  her  eyelashes  like  a  much  more innocent woman. “I’ll just have to get drunk first.” 

“No  one’s  getting  drunk,”  Alec  said,  turning  his  attention  to the city walls. “We need our wits about us. Remember the mission.” 

A  pair  of  guards  watched  them  approach  on  the  parapets, their  eyes  narrowing  beneath  their  visors.  Both  men  watched  the Titan’s Claw  fly over the city proper with suspicion, but neither took steps to inform the City Watch, or to make any sort of report. 

 That’s a good sign,  Alec told himself. Any number of strange things  were  likely  to  occur  during  a  day  such  as  this  one,  and  the men paid to protect Nessus hadn’t been given enough gold to think of such things as their problem. Perhaps they truly could slip through the city unnoticed. 

They  reached  the  southern  end  of  the  city  without  incident, though Alec wearied of seeing the streets of Nessus by the time they were  halfway  across  the  capital.  He’d  thought  that  perhaps  the grinding poverty surrounding the capital like the border of a painting might  have  stopped  within  the  city  walls  proper,  but  if  anything,  it only intensified. The sharp delineation between rich and poor could be  seen  by  the  number  of  shacks  sitting  in  the  shadow  of  luxury hotels, and the crowds of beggars asking for scraps near the kitchen of the capital’s grand University. 

Then  something  happened  that  froze  Alec’s  blood.  The Titan’s  Claw   had  to  decrease  its  altitude  as  the  ground  sloped downwards  toward  the  ports  at  the  southern  tip  of  the  city,  which meant he and his friends were granted a bird’s eye view of Nessus’s bustling  market  square.  He’d  been  squinting  and  leaning  over  the side,  eyeing  all  the  fine  relics  and  magical  items  on  display  when suddenly the sounds of shouting filled a nearby street. 

Two  guards  were  in  hot  pursuit  of  an  urchin,  a  boy  barely older than the foundlings of the Archon Temple. He clutched a loaf of bread  in  his  arms  like  a  newborn  baby,  glancing  over  his  shoulder every dozen or so steps as he ran. 

“Leave me alone!” the boy screeched, picking up speed. The guards  faltered  as  the  crowd  around  them  thickened,  the  shouts  of distress  having  caused  shoppers  in  nearby  lanes  to  crane  their necks toward the source of the commotion. 

“Stop, thief!” one of the guards shouted. “That boy stole from a stall! Someone bring him back here at once!” 

“By  the  Archon,”  Eleira  whispered.  Deep  lines  of  concern darkened  her  forehead.  “It’s  only  a  loaf  of  bread.  The  poor  boy  is probably starving…” 

 The  poor  boy  was  looking  more  and  more  worried  by  the moment.  He  plunged  into  the  crowd,  using  his  smaller  size  and stature  to  race  forward  where  the  large  guards  would  be  slowed down.  For  a  few  moments,  Alec’s  heart  jumped  into  his  throat.  A series  of  narrow,  winding  alleys  lay  just  outside  of  the  market,  and the  boy  headed  for  those  like  an  arrow  loosed  from  a  bow.  If  he made it, he’d escape the guards for sure. 

The boy was ten steps from the alley when a pillar of fire shot across the market. 

Someone  screamed  next  to  Alec’s  ear.  It  might  have  been Eleira,  it  might  have  been  Jolenta,  it  could  have  been  both—and Alec’s  own  voice  might  have  joined  them.  The  boy  erupted  into  a blazing  fireball,  the  loaf  of  bread  in  his  arms  dropping  to  the  dirty ground with a scorch mark on one side. 

Moments later, only ashes remained. 

“No! ”  Eleira  leaned  so  far  over  the  side  of  the   Titan’s  Claw that  Alec  unconsciously  reached  for  her,  making  sure  she  didn’t  tip right over the deck. “Gods, no! He was only a child!” 

A  man  in  golden  armor  stepped  out  of  the  alley.  For  an absurd,  mind-bending  moment,  Alec  thought  it  was  one  of  the Inscribers,  transported  from  their  hidden  home  at  the  center  of  the Haunted Isle to the Imperial capital. Then Alec saw the logo of a sun on the man’s chest, and realized who this was. Maimonides had said that the High King kept mages on the payroll of the City Watch, but he’d imagined them standing on the walls holding back armies and vicious dragons, used only in an emergency. To see one murdering a child in cold blood? 

The  mage  scooped  up  the  singed  loaf  of  bread  just  as  the two  guards  made  it,  panting,  to  the  mouth  of  the  alley.  “Take  this

back to the merchant it was stolen from,” the mage commanded the guards in a gravelly voice. “Give him half the cost of the product as compensation for the damage it took in being recovered. Then report back to barracks.” 

“Yes,  sir,”  one  guard  said,  giving  his  superior  an  uneasy salute.  The  other  stared  at  the  pile  of  ashes  blowing  away  in  the wind, his face unreadable. 

“You  bastards! ” It sounded as if something had broken inside of Eleira. “You’re all mad, you monsters! How dare you… the Archon take all of you…” 

Alec’s  eyes  widened  as  he  saw  power  flaring  to  life  around his beloved’s fingers. If Eleira let loose a spell now, the game would be completely given up. They’d never be able to save Uriel, and he’d be beheaded by the City Watch. 

So  he  grabbed  the  elf  girl  around  the  waist  and  shoved  her backward,  which  just  happened  to  be  the  same  moment  the  mage far below stared up at the  Titan’s Claw, shading his face with a hand against the midmorning sun. 

“Who said that?” the mage demanded in that same gravelly voice. “Show yourself!” 

As  Alec  wrestled  Eleira  to  the  deck  of  the   Titan’s  Claw, Vodalus  leaned  over  the  side.  “Sir,”  he  babbled,  making  himself sound panicked, “there’s a woman being attacked on the deck of my ship!” 

The  mage’s  eyes  narrowed.  “You’ve  not  yet  arrived  in  the city,” he called up with a chuckle, turning away from the  Titan’s Claw as it soared overhead. “Not my problem!” 

Meanwhile,  Alec  had  managed  to  get  Eleira  to  stop struggling. “Let me go,” the elf girl demanded, trying to dislodge Alec with  a  kick  to  the  shins.  “That  man’s  a  murderer!  He  needs  to  be arrested —someone needs to stop this madness—” 

“The  boy  is  already  dead,”  Alec  whispered  in  his  beloved’s ear.  “I’m  sorry,  Eleira.  There’s  nothing  we  can  do  for  him  now.  We have to think about Uriel…” 

Slowly,  Eleira’s  protests  turned  to  sobs.  Maimonides  turned away from the side of the  Titan’s Claw  as they flew over the market, wiping his brow with the back of his gnarled fingers. 

“That was close,” the gnome said, striding over to where Alec and Eleira lay on the ground. “Nice thinking, Vodalus, playing on that fellow’s desire to  not  do his job. Are you two alright?” 

Eleira was not. “It’s so unfair,” she whimpered, managing to get to a sitting position. “They just… they killed him, right in front of everyone, and nobody cares!” 

Maimonides’s  expression  collapsed.  “That’s  Nessus,”  the gnome  whispered.  “I  did  try  to  warn  you  all.  Until  the  High  King  is replaced—until we push back the forces of Chaos and bring the light of the Archon back to these people, this will be their society. A nasty, brutal, selfish warren of carnage. And I’m sorry that it is, but there’s nothing you or I can do to change it.” 

 Except save Uriel,  Alec told himself.  That, at least, may let us do some good. 

It would have to do for now. Rescuing his mentor would fuel Alec’s energy. 

But the image of that boy turning to ashes wouldn’t leave his mind for a long, long time. 





Chapter 6







After  seeing  the  debacle  at  the  market,  all  Alec  wished  for was to get smoothly in and out of Nessus as quickly as possible. And thanks to the  Titan’s Claw  and its ability to literally fly over the traffic, that had been easy enough so far. 

But  all  that  changed  as  they  reached  the  southern  side  of town. 

As they left the market behind and reached the docks, their sightline  was  suddenly  broken  by  another  airship.  Maimonides grappled with the controls of the  Titan’s Claw,  moving them skillfully and  silently  to  the  side  to  pass  the  vessel  behind.  “Tourists,”  the gnome grunted, without elaborating. 

Alec understood what he meant a few moments later. As they drew  alongside  the  other  airship,  he  saw  that  the  main  deck  was crowded  to  standing  room  with  onlookers.  The  ship  had  the atmosphere  of  a  party,  and  up  near  the  bridge  some  wag  had established an open bar selling drinks and snacks. 

“Vultures,” Vodalus said, shaking his head. “Everyone wants the best seat in the house for Uriel Diamondspear’s execution. Hiring an  airship  is  an  unexpected  stroke  of  genius,  though,  I  have  to admit.” 

The  words  took  a  moment  to  sink  in.  When  they  did,  they nearly  floored  Alec.  “You  mean  all  those  people   paid   to  ride  that airship today? So they could watch…” 

His  gaze  traveled  past  the  airship.  Several  more  large, bulging pleasure crafts lazily circled a square that had been emptied by  the  city  guards  —around  it,  the  crowds  were  at  their  absolute thickest.  Overnight,  the  city’s  engineers  had  built  a  huge  raised

platform,  nearly  the  size  of  the  one  the  High  King  stood  upon  to make public addresses. 

Only this one had no podium—just a headsman’s block and an axe. 

The sight of it made Alec feel sick. In just a few short hours, Archmage  Uriel  Diamondspear’s  head  would  roll  across  that platform, unless they did something to stop it.  I won’t let that happen, Alec  told  himself,  his  fingers  grazing  the  silver  spear  hidden  in  a pocket of his robe.  Uriel’s too good for these monsters. 

As  they  passed  over,  two  figures  emerged  and  strode  onto the platform. One could only be the Executioner, as the man’s heavy crimson mask and matching robes were clearly designed to hide all the blood he’d soon be bathing in. The other man—shorter, squatter, wearing  rich  purple  robes—caused  Maimonides  to  hiss  and decrease the speed of the  Titan’s Claw. 

“That’s the Mayor,” the gnome informed the rest of the crew. 

“In a city full of spineless, cruel wastes of humanity, that man may be the greatest of them all. By which I mean the worst. Let’s hear what he has to say.” 

“My  fellow  citizens,”  the  Mayor  said,  his  voice  reedy  and carrying a trace of a foreign accent. “Today, upon this very platform, you will finally witness the tyrant Uriel Diamondspear being brought to justice!” 

A cheer rose from the crowd. 

“I don’t want to hear this,” Jolenta said, looking more than a little green around the gills. “Can we move on, Maimonides?” 

The  gnome  nodded.  “He’s  a  powerless  figurehead,”  he explained,  turning  the  thrusters  back  up  to  their  full  power  as  the Mayor’s speech continued. “All the positions of any note in Nessus are  full  of  them—cronies  of  the  High  King,  chosen  for  their  loyalty rather than any skill at managing the populace. But I wouldn’t mind seeing  the  Mayor’s  head  on  that  block  rather  than  Uriel Diamondspear’s, I can certainly tell you that.” 


“Why,  it  sounds  like  you  almost  knew  the  man,”  Alec  said, cocking  an  eyebrow.  “Do  you  have  some  personal  reason  to  hate him, Maimonides? Beyond the obvious, I mean?” 

The gnome’s face grew hard. “You haven’t noticed yet, have you?” 

Noticed  what?  There  was  so  much  to  see  in  Nessus—most of  it  horrifying—that  Alec  couldn’t  have  guessed  what  the  gnome meant  by  his  remark.  He  glanced  at  Eleira  as  if  the  elf  girl  could explain to him what he’d missed, then to Vodalus and Jolenta. 

“I’m… I’m not sure,” Alec muttered, glancing over the crowd. 

He  remembered  reading  a  book  as  a  child  back  at  the  Archon’s Temple where one had to find a brightly colored jester hiding within a busy crowd of people, and for a moment he felt himself transported back to one of those puzzles. “What am I missing?” 

To  Alec’s  surprise,  it  wasn’t  Maimonides  who  spoke—but Eleira. “Look at the crowd,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Tell me what you see. And what you  don’t  see.” 

It was this last one that caused the pieces to click together in Alec’s mind. 

“I don’t see any gnomes,” he said, scanning the faces of the cheering crowd. “No elves, either.” 

“No nonhumans at all,” Maimonides said bitterly. “Oh, there’s no   edict   removing  us  from  the  capital  city,  Alec.  You  won’t  find  a piece of paper in some bureaucrat’s office barring people like Eleira and I from the city proper. But the City Guard made it perfectly clear that  we  aren’t  welcome  in  Nessus.  And  there’s  one  functionary above all who made it happen: the Mayor.” 

Alec’s  jaw  dropped  open.  “I  thought  you  said  he  was powerless…” 

Maimonides laughed bitterly. “To change things, yes. But the High  King  doesn’t  particularly  care  whether  the  people  who  suffer under  him  have  elves’  ears  or  dwarves’  feet—as  long  as  they  pay taxes  and  keep  their  mouths  shut.  The  Mayor’s  pogroms  were  for more…  personal  reasons.”  Suddenly  the  gnome  looked  away.  “For

obvious  reasons,  I  won’t  be  able  to  accompany  you  into  the  city itself. Eleira, my dear, as long as you wear something to cover those ears of yours, you should be alright—” 

“I can do that,” Eleira said, passing her hands over her ears. 

She  whispered  as  she  spoke,  reciting  words  Alec  had  heard  come from  Alison  Raleigh’s  lips  countless  times  during  sparring  matches within the Phantasmic Projector. When the elf girl’s hands dropped, her ears looked as rounded and ordinary as a farm girl’s. 

“Illusion  magic,”  Eleira  said  with  a  shrug  at  Alec’s  shocked expression. “Alison taught me a bit of it. Should keep the guards off our backs.” 

Jolenta looked like a child on Midsummer Festival morning as she stared at Eleira’s new ears. “That’s  stunning,  my dear,” she said, gingerly reaching out and stroking Eleira’s lobe. “Can you alter other parts of your body with that spell? I daresay our Alec is in for a  very exciting married life if that’s the case!” 

Alec  didn’t  know  Eleira’s  cheeks  could  turn  such  a  deep shade of red. “Jolenta!” she gasped. 

“Joking,  joking!”  Jolenta  said,  throwing  up  her  hands.  Then, turning away, she shot Alec a wink and mouthed the words ‘ remind her later’! 

Alec  wondered  how  Jolenta  could  think  of  such  things  at  a time  like  this.  “You’re  incorrigible,”  he  told  the  student,  wondering  if he  was  chiding  her  or  agreeing  with  her.  At  times  like  this,  it  was difficult to understand the workings of his own mind. 

Just  then,  Trystara  landed  on  the  deck.  “I  heard  you  talking about nonhumans,” the demoness said, looking over at Maimonides. 

“Do those same prohibitions apply to familiars as well?” 

“There’s  an  exception  for  creatures  conjured  by  a  mage  or linked  to  one,”  Maimonides  said  slowly,  “but  I  wouldn’t  recommend trying to coast on that today of all days, Trystara. This doesn’t look like a crowd ready to debate the niceties of the law.” 

The demoness snorted. “Well, duh. I can see that. They want blood. And you know what?” The demon flexed her claws. “I kind of

want to give it to them.” 

From  the  fierce  look  Eleira  gave  the  demoness,  Alec  could tell  she’d  be  more  than  happy  to  accompany  his  familiar  in  raining down death and destruction on the people of Nessus. But Uriel had to come first. 

“Can  you  follow  us  without  being  seen?”  Alec  asked  his familiar, cutting her off before she could narrate any more fantasies of what she’d do to the wicked guards of Nessus. 

Trystara  looked  a  bit  taken  aback.  “Certainly,”  she  said, tucking down her wings and smoothing a bit of her hair. “I’m adept at sticking  to  the  shadows.  If  you  don’t  want  me  to  be  seen,  Master, then I won’t be. It’s as simple as that.” 

Alec  doubted  it.  More  than  likely,  anyone  who   did   see Trystara  would  be  dealt  with  as  quickly  and  efficiently  as  a  spider caught  traipsing  on  the  grounds  of  the  Royal  Academy.  But  after what  he’d  seen  with  the  market  square,  a  few  dead  guards  were  a price Alec would gladly pay in exchange for protection. 

“Good.  Follow  us  as  soon  as  we  touch  down.”  That  would have to do. 

As if responding to his words, the  Titan’s Claw  suddenly gave out  a  very  uncharacteristic  groan.  Alec  started,  worried  that  the normally  silent  airship  had  been  fired  upon,  but  it  was  merely Maimonides riding the winds toward the docks at the southern end of the city. This far from the action, the streets were nearly empty—only a  few  sailors  tread  the  boards,  keeping  an  eye  on  their  vessels  in case  widespread  rioting  broke  out  before,  during,  or  after  Uriel’s execution. 

The  docks  had  slots  for  both  terrestrial  vessels  and  the airborne  variety.  Most  of  the  berths  were  currently  occupied  by visiting  craft  from  other  kingdoms  here  to  watch  Uriel’s  execution, though  there  was  room  for  them  to  tie  down  ropes  and  keep  the Titan’s Claw  from floating off. 

“One thing’s for certain,” Jolenta said, watching as Alec and Vodalus finished the work of tying off the  Titan’s Claw. “No one else

in  the  kingdoms  has  a  flying  machine  like  yours,  Maimonides.  This vessel  makes  the  sleekest  craft  in  His  Majesty’s  Royal  Sky  Watch look like a horse and buggy!” 

“Thank you,” the gnome said, blushing a bit. Since when had Maimonides  gotten  bashful  about  his  own  inventions?  The  old gnome  loved  nothing  more  than  boasting  about  his  mechanical prowess. Was this some new character trait Viya brought out in him? 

Alec  was  tempted  to  ask,  but  the  thought  of  Uriel  being dragged out onto that platform with the Executioner and the Mayor of Nessus made his stomach fill with bile. So instead, he checked his things to ensure he had his full kit with him. Diamondspear? Check. 

Bloodcloak? Check. The special batteries Maimonides had given him hung  from  his  belt,  ready  to  be  filled  with  magic  at  their  earliest opportunity. Alec was tempted to pull some water from the bay into them  right  then  and  there,  but  decided  to  wait.  He’d  have  plenty  of opportunity later, and he might need a different element. 

Maimonides dropped the gangplank, then scanned the docks nervously.  “I’ll  stay  here  as  long  as  I’m  able,”  he  told  the  group. 

“Should anything happen, I’ll do laps around the walls of Nessus—

signal me with a spell. Don’t forget this vessel  does  have weapons now,  courtesy  of  Viya,  though  they  won’t  be  able  to  shake  off  His Majesty’s Royal Sky Watch should things come to it. And be as quiet as possible in the city!” 

Alec didn’t need the gnome to remind him. He’d seen cruelty and chaos aplenty from the air. Now he was going to wade through it, trusting in his wits and his friends to help him through. 

“Thank  you,  Maimonides,”  Alec  said,  suddenly  grabbing  the gnome into a hug. “We’ll be back with Uriel as soon as we can.” 

“I  know  you  will,  lad,”  the  gnome  said,  looking  a  little surprised. “Good luck!” 

The gnome remained waving on deck long after Alec and his friends had departed. Then he snuck below to avoid being seen, and waited. 

Having  already  seen  Nessus  from  the  air,  Alec  had  some idea of which direction would take him to the execution platform and the  dungeons  in  which  Uriel  was  being  held.  Even  if  he  hadn’t, however, he needed nothing save to follow the crowds. 

As the group made their way down the winding streets of the city, it soon grew crowded. Music from street performers filled the air

—bawdy songs about rebels and mages, and sneaking into a wife’s bed  while  her  husband  was  working  the  fields—and  the  smells  of street  food  assaulted  Alec’s  nostrils  with  the  cuisine  of  a  dozen different  kingdoms  as  they  walked.  Despite  himself,  his  stomach rumbled. 

“Any chance we could grab a quick bite on the way?” Jolenta asked, eyeing up a cart that held not food but long, slender goblets of  dark  liquor.  “Can’t  very  well  save  the  Archmage  on  an  empty stomach, after all.” 

Alec  just  shook  his  head.  Eleira  clung  to  him,  her  eyes  still slightly unfocused from the scene at the market square. He could tell she  was  seeing  that  small  boy  in  the  face  of  every  peasant  they passed,  and  that  she  was  swearing  never  to  let  a  thing  like  that happen in front of her again. He hoped she wouldn’t have to prove that anytime soon. 

“Maimonides  was  right,”  Vodalus  blurted  suddenly,  half-dragging Jolenta with him down the lane. “There’s something  wrong with this city. Can’t you two feel it?” 

Alec could. The pressure of Nessus was subtle, like a slight headache. A normal person might not have noticed it for a very long time, even as the miasma of the city slowly sunk into their emotions and their bearing. It was a slow-acting poison, Chaos itself unveiled. 

Alec  didn’t  want  to  spend  a  moment  more  in  the  city  than  they needed to. 

Finally,  they  turned  a  corner  and  found  themselves  blocked by a veritable wall of peasants. The crowd was standing room only a block away from the executioner’s platform, with people standing on top of stalls and climbing to second floor windows in order to get a

better  view.  Alec  and  his  friends  wouldn’t  be  able  to  get  any  closer unless  they  caused  a  scene—which  would  keep  them  from  being able to reach Uriel. 

The  squat  tower  of  the  city  prisons  lurked  just  behind  the platform. If Alec tossed the Diamondspear with all his might, he just might  manage  to  hit  a  first-floor  window  from  this  distance.  Yet  it wouldn’t do him any good. 

Eleira  stopped  next  to  him  with  a  sigh,  seeing  the  churning crowd  like  an  ocean  of  bodies.  “End  of  the  line,”  she  whispered, checking her ears for the tenth time since they’d entered the city to ensure they were still human in appearance. “Want to send Trystara to that platform, Alec? She might cause enough of a commotion for us to run through…” 

Perhaps  she  would.  Or  perhaps  the  peasants  would  flee, leading  dozens  of  people  to  get  trampled  in  the  crush.  Or  another one  of  those  gold  robed  mages  would  shoot  a  beam  of  fire  at  his familiar and burn her wings right off her body. 

Alec  scrutinized  a  shadow  on  a  nearby  building.  A  faint shimmer  greeted  him,  and  he  swore  he  saw  something   wink. 

Trystara  truly  was  good  at  moving  through  the  city  without  being seen. If only he could match her abilities…

Just  then,  the  cloak  around  his  shoulders  vibrated.  The shudder traveled from the fabric to the ring on his finger, reminding him  of  the  strange  presence  that  surrounded  him.  Yet  again,  he wondered if this was the Archon speaking to him directly, or merely some lost remnant of his power. 

“You can’t make it in there,” Alec told his friends. “But I can.” 

A tremor passed through the small group of students around him. In the shadows of the wall on the opposite side of the street, he felt rather than saw a claw reaching out for him. 

“Are  you  sure  that’s  a  good  idea?”  Vodalus  asked.  “There’s strength in numbers, Alec. I know you’re used to being the hero, but it might not be a good idea to split up.” 

“You can’t  leave  us!” Jolenta cried, startling several peasants near her. Thankfully, the group assumed the student was crying over some  romantic  entanglement,  and  teasingly  pointed  between Vodalus  and  Alec  as  they  moved  closer  to  the  execution  platform. 

“You brought us along with you for a reason, Alec!” 

“I  did,”  he  agreed,  looking  at  Eleira.  Of  all  his  companions, only  she  stayed  silent.  She  squeezed  his  hand,  giving  him  all  the agreement he needed. “I need you to keep watch. If things go south, have Trystara make as much noise as possible and push through the crowd. I’ll be back as soon as I can!” 

Eleira  leaned  over  and  kissed  him,  right  on  the  lips.  “I  love you,” she said, her eyes staring deeply into his. “Come back safe.” 

“I  will,”  he  promised  his  beloved.  Then,  before  Jolenta  or Vodalus could talk him out of it, he drew the Bloodcloak around his shoulders and vanished. 

As  soon  as  the  crimson  fabric  pushed  out  the  world,  the temperature dropped, chilling Alec’s bones. The familiar moment of dislocation  washed over Alec, a feeling of being completely outside of time and space, and then his feet came to rest on a dirty granite floor. 

He  pulled  back  the  cloak  to  find  himself  standing  inside  the tower he’d seen behind the execution platform. The roar of the crowd now came from  behind  him, rather than in front of him. 

Also in front of him were two guards. 

Alec  understood  now  why  the  room  was  so  dark  and  quiet. 

From  the  looks  of  the  place,  it  had  been  a  storage  closet  the  City Guard had hastily transformed into a kind of break room. Someone had  dragged  four  cots  into  the  tiny  chamber,  two  of  which  were occupied by sleeping guards off shift. Their armor lay in a pile next to each  cot—with  relief,  Alec  realized  neither  were  the  gold  armor denoting  an  Imperial  mage.  Neither  of  these  men  could  cast  spells on him. 

He  was  just  about  to  head  to  the  door  when  one  of  the guards suddenly let out a sniff and sat up. The man’s eyes blinked in

the darkness, heavy with his afternoon nap. 

With a sigh, Alec drew the Diamondspear. 

Instantly, the old battle fury raged through him. He was used to it by now—but he  wasn’t  used to was the power and ferocity as it coursed through his veins. It was as if the negative energy of Nessus mingled  with  the  ancestral  anger  of  the  Diamondspear  Clan’s heirloom weapon, amplifying his emotions to unheard of levels. 

Without  even  thinking,  Alec  grabbed  at  a  candle’s  flame  in the  corner  of  the  room  and  pulled  it  into  his  body.  Flames  lapped across his skin, covering the Diamondspear like a magical torch as the  hapless  guard  realized  what  he  was  seeing.  The  man  let  out  a little  urk  and went silent, laying back down against the pillow. 

“I didn’t see anything,” the man muttered, flipping over. “Just a nightmare, that’s all. I didn’t see nothing…” 

Alec  stared,  incredulous,  until  the  sounds  of  snoring  came from the cot a few moments later.  I don’t believe it,  he told himself. 

 This man saw something horrible standing at the foot of his bed, and simply  convinced  himself  it  wasn’t  there!  Nessus  was  an  even stranger  place  than  he  had  assumed.  How  could  a  people  even govern  themselves  if  they  weren’t  able  to  discern  a  threat  standing right before their faces? 

The rage of the Diamondspear whispered to him, telling him to cut these guards’ throats. A picture of that poor boy in the market appeared  to  him,  dissolving  into  ashes,  and  his  hands  clenched around the silver hilt. It would be  justice  to kill these men, wouldn’t it? 

They’d  done  horrible  things,  to  be  certain,  and  even  if  they  hadn’t, they’d at least helped protect those who  had…

With  an  effort,  Alec  shook  his  head.  No.  Killing  these  men wouldn’t help him. It wouldn’t get Uriel free any faster. That’s what he needed to be concentrating on—Uriel Diamondspear. 

Where were they keeping the man? 

If Alec were in charge of the tower, he’d have kept Uriel in the highest cell with the nicest quarters, as afforded a man as privileged as  the  Archmage.  Seeing  as  that  made  sense,  he  assumed  the

jailors of Nessus had done the exact opposite. He slipped open the door  and  headed  for  the  nearest  set  of  downward  leading  stairs, descending deep into the bowels of the City’s prison. Before he left, however, he grabbed a heavy circlet of keys hanging on the wall next to  the  break  room—apparently,  the  guards  kept  them  there  when they were off shift. One of those keys had to open Uriel’s cell—and if it didn’t, he could simply rip it apart with his magic. 

At the bottom of the stairs, a horrible stench assaulted Alec’s nostrils. At first, he thought someone must have been burning waste in a chamber beneath the earth, but gradually as he passed the filthy cells on the block, he realized what it was he was smelling. 

Each cell had several half-naked wretches inside of it. People who  made  the  little  boy  at  the  market  look  like  a  fat,  well-fed peasant.  Several  of  them  lay  on  the  bare  floor,  watching  Alec  with dull eyes as he passed. No one seemed interested in calling out to him, or discovering why he was there. What had been done to these men to sap their spirits so? 

 Chaos,  a little voice whispered in the back of his mind.  Chaos needs  a  constant  steam  of  bodies.  A  breeding  ground  for  the miasma  that  drains  the  souls  of  the  citizens.  So  everything  is criminalized. Speaking out against the High King? Thrown in a cell. 

 Loitering  on  the  wrong  side  of  the  city  at  night?  Welcome  to  jail, rebel. 

It was monstrous. And it was the heart of life in Nessus, the city of Chaos. The city of the damned. 

Alec’s footfalls carried him faster and faster through the cell blocks. Each one had been designed for maximum misery—in order to reach the next level, you had to walk all the way through to reach a  set  of  stairs  near  the  back  of  the  hall.  Then,  you  had  to  retrace your steps on the next level down to reach the next stairs. A simple shaft  cut  through  the  whole  thing  would  have  greatly  simplified matters,  but  as  Alec  was  beginning  to  realize,  the  cruelty  was  the point. 

 Even  the  guards  must  hate  this,  he  thought,  reaching  the lowest  level  of  the  jail.  He  could  picture  it  as  he  walked.  Even  the most  well-meaning  worker  in  the  City’s  dungeons  would  gradually come  to  hate  the  people  in  the  cells  with  a  walk  like  this.  It  was designed to be as cruel and dehumanizing as possible, and to annoy the  man  who  had  to  patrol  it  day  in  and  day  out.  Even  in  the  little things, Nessus seemed designed for evil. 

But even by the standards of the dungeon, the bottom level left Alec appalled. If anyone had come down here to clean the filth from the walls and floor since the prison was built, Alec would have been  surprised.  Half  the  cells  down  here  weren’t  even  occupied, their doors rusted shut until the bars were locked in place, unable to let prisoners enter or leave. Alec slowed his steps now, knowing he was close to where Uriel was being held. 

 This  is  monstrous,  he  told  himself,  peering  from  one  cell  to another in the hopes of catching a glimpse of his mentor.  The High King  could  easily  have  kept  Uriel  in  one  of  the  city’s  villas,  under house  arrest.  The  fact  that  he  hasn’t…  it  must  be  spite.  Surely  the King’s mind can’t have been rotted out by Chaos that badly, could it? 

Alec didn’t relish the idea of finding out the answer. 

By  the  time  he  made  it  to  the  end  of  the  hall,  Alec  had  the Diamondspear at the ready. Only one cell remained—the one all the way  at  the  end  of  the  bottom  cell  block,  with  a  larger  door  and  a thicker lock than the others. If there was an end to civilized society, a border to madness, Alec was looking right at it. 

He went to test the edge of the lock with the sharp end of the Diamondspear, forgetting for a moment the keys he’d tucked into his robe.  It  wouldn’t  have  mattered  in  any  case,  as  the  lock  splintered into two pieces at a touch, falling to the floor. 

Alec gasped. Uriel’s cell was unlocked? 

He  kicked  open  the  door,  throwing  caution  to  the  wind.  The sight of clean space nearly knocked the wind out of him, so different was the interior of the cell to the rest of the prison. 

Alec  stepped  into  what  looked  like  a  small,  modest apartment, two rooms wide. One side featured a writing desk and a cot,  with  a  toilet  and  bathtub  in  the  other.  The  scent  of  a  recently extinguished candle still lingered. 

Alec  cast  a  light  spell  and  waded  through  the  room.  Books and papers littered the floor—so many that it was hard to get around. 

Alec had to knock several piles of tomes over to reach the entrance to the second room, then stick his head inside and look around. 

“Uriel?” 

he 

asked, 

his 

voice 

catching. 

“Master

Diamondspear?” 

The presence of the cell and all the books confused Alec in the extreme. But one thing was for certain. 

Uriel Diamondspear was not in his cell. 

Chapter 7







Alec stared into the empty cell, fighting down an approaching wave  of  panic.  The  familiar  rage  of  the  Diamondspear  coursed through his veins at the touch of the silver spear, but now its anger was  focused  inward.  He  pushed  away  the  urge  to  rip  through  the books and papers in the room, to stab the walls until the bricks fell away and Uriel came out of wherever he’d chosen to hide. He knew Uriel was not in the cell. 

He was too late. 

How  had  they  managed  to  get  Uriel  from  his  quarters  while Alec was in the prison? With only one lane weaving up and down the numerous  cell  blocks,  it  would  have  been  impossible  for  anyone making their way upward to ground level to have avoided Alec on his way down to the lowest floor. Had they hidden until he passed? 

For that matter, where  were  the guards? Other than the two asleep  in  the  bunk  room  near  the  entrance,  Alec  hadn’t  seen  hide nor  hair  of  any  of  the  City  Watch  since  he’d  wandered  into  the darkness.  The fact that they’d all chosen this moment to disappear felt strange, almost as if it had been planned. 

 Of  course  they’re  gone,  Alec  chided  himself.  They’re probably making sure Uriel is bound and gagged, and won’t cast any spells before they separate his head from his body. 

He shook himself, retreating from his mentor’s cell in a hurry. 

What  would  his  friends  think  if  they  saw  Uriel  being  brought  to  the Executioner right now? That he’d failed, or been captured? 

Right now, they had a better chance of saving Uriel than Alec did.  He’d  lost  his  opportunity  to  free  his  adoptive  uncle  without violence,  but  that  didn’t  mean  he’d  let  him  be  executed.  He’d  just

have  to  go  to  the  gallows  and  rescue  him  before  the  headsman’s blade could slice through his neck. 

Alec had just made it to the floor directly over the lowest part of the prison when he remembered the keys in his pocket. 

He took them out, scanning the notches on the end of each. 

Unlike  the  system  he’d  pictured,  where  one  key  unlocked  one  cell, the  ring  in  his  pocket  had  a  single  key  for  each  floor.  A  ‘6’  lay encrusted in the base of the first key, noting it as the key to the cells at the very bottom cell block of the prison. 

“A  diversion,”  Alec  chuckled  to  himself,  remembering Jolenta’s offer to send his familiar into the thick of the public square. 

“Yes, I think I can give us a diversion, friends…” 

He made his way to the first cell and fit the key with a ‘5’ on it into the lock. It clicked with a dull, hollow sound, and the bars swung to  the  side  with  a  groan.  Inside,  three  figures  sat  in  the  darkness, staring up at Alec with disbelieving eyes. 

“You’re  free!”  Alec  yelled,  pointing  at  the  stairs  leading upward.  “The  guard  quarters  are  on  the  first  floor,  near  the  exit.  If they have weapons, you’ll find them there.” 

The trio stared at Alec for another long moment, unblinking. 

The  unthinkable  occurred  to  Alec—were  these  people  so  beaten down  that  they’d  remain  in  an  open  cell?  So  defeated  that  they wouldn’t walk to freedom when it was just a short distance away? 

A tremor passed through the trio, and they rose and stepped into the light. All three were peasants, of middle-age with dirty rags that had once been the vestments of farmers. 

“Thank  ye,”  the  oldest  said  roughly,  looking  back  and  forth like this might all be a trap. “My sons, they’re in the cells on the other end of this floor. Will you free them as well?” 

The  three  looked  at  Alec  as  if  he  were  the  Archon  himself. 

His heart jumped into his throat. 

“I’ll free  all  of them,” he said, suddenly getting an idea. What better distraction than a full-scale prison riot, right on the doorstep of

the cheering crowd? 

Closing his eyes and concentrating, Alec pulled the element of  fire  into  his  body.  Nearby  torches  flickered  up  and  down  the  cell block,  casting  greasy  shadows  on  the  walls  and  throwing  the prisoners still behind bars into a frenzy. 

“Magic!” one of the wretches cried, clutching at the bars of his cell like he could bend them apart. “The kid’s doing magic!” 

“It’s  the  Diamondspear!”  someone  else  shouted.  “Archon save us!” 

 No,  Alec thought, building the flame within his chest up to the level of a tempest,  I’m the one who’s saving you! 

Just  as  the  flames  burning  in  Alec’s  guts  became  too powerful to bear, he released the energy inside of him. The old Alec of a few months ago would never have had the training to mold that power into something useful—he would have merely released it in a wave,  scorching  the  entire  cell  block  and  probably  killing  every prisoner he intended to save. 

Alec reached out with pinpoint accuracy and sent a spike of pure flame into each of the locks on the cell doors. They overheated in seconds, the cheap pig iron of the mechanisms snapping as the raw metal expanded in the heat. The cell doors swung open on their own,  leaving  a  very  confused  group  of  prisoners  to  step  hesitantly into the light. 

“Deal’s  the  same  for  you,”  Alec  announced,  swinging  the Diamondspear from fist to fist. He didn’t think any of these prisoners would think to try and bite the hand that had just fed them, but it was better to be safe than sorry. “Weapons, if there are any, are upstairs near the barracks. Tell the rest of the prisoners that I’m on my way—

and for them to be ready for me to break their locks and free them!” 

To Alec’s surprise, a ragged cheer rose up from the jailbroken prisoners. He hadn’t thought such beaten down people to be capable of celebration, but their sudden freedom had restored some of their lost humanity. By the time he reached the stairs leading to the next level, Alec found himself at the head of a spontaneous riot. 

The lack of guards in the prison made things easy. Whoever had  ordered  the  place  cleared  in  advance  of  the  execution  clearly hadn’t expected the chaos Alec Diamondspear had been planning to bring to the place. On the next floor of the cell blocks he snapped the locks  with  just  as  much  flair  as  before,  explaining  to  the  prisoners what he wanted them to do. By the next floor, the freed were doing a better job recruiting the remaining prisoners in cells than he was. 

Someone  grabbed  his  keys  and  began  opening  cells  ahead of  him.  The  prisoners  began  to  chant  as  they  were  freed,  calls  of

‘Diamondspear’  and  ‘rebel’  and  ‘down  with  the  Mayor!’  echoing through  the  halls.  Alec  would  have  rather  they  chanted  something about saving Uriel, but under the circumstances he’d take it. 

Then he got an idea. “Hey!” he shouted, amplifying his voice over the crowd. “Hey, everyone!” 

As  one,  the  crowd  turned.  I  could  order  these  people  to  do anything,  Alec  realized,  understanding  at  last  that  he’d  suddenly become the general of a makeshift army. If he wanted, he could lead a rebellion against the High King right then and there. 

Then he remembered the mage in the markets and the wave of  fire  that  had  obliterated  the  child  thief.  No,  these  prisoners wouldn’t  be  able  to  overthrow  the  government  of  Nessus.  What  he truly needed was to get Uriel out of the city, and marshal the forces of House Igneous and the other noble airships. 

The  prisoners  couldn’t  help  him  with  the  second.  But  they might be able to aid him with the first. 

“Uriel  Diamondspear!”  Alec  yelled,  prompting  several  of  the men to cheer. But it wasn’t the start of a chant—Alec had a question. 

“I  came  down  here  to  free  my  uncle,  but  he’s  not  in  his  cell.  Does anyone here know where they’ve taken him? Have you seen him?” 

Prisoners glanced at each other in confusion, each searching the other for signs that they’d witnessed Uriel being taken out of his cell.  Alec  began  to  lose  hope—then  an  aged  prisoner  with  a  long, scraggly beard raised a hand. 

“Aye,  I  saw  the  Archmage,”  he  said,  his  voice  ragged  from disuse. Alec wondered dimly how long he’d been in his subterranean cell. “He was taken out of his cell not long before you showed up, in fact.” 

Damn! Alec must have just missed Uriel. Again, he wondered how  he  could  have  possibly  walked  past  the  Archmage  and  his guards  without  them  seeing  him.  Perhaps  the  prison  had  secret passages he knew nothing about, but were used by the High King to transport  particularly  important  prisoners.  It  made  more  sense  than him simply overlooking Uriel, at least. 

“He’s  gone,  then?”  Alec  said,  something  in  him  breaking.  If Uriel  was  already  on  the  scaffold  with  the  Executioner,  it  might already be too late…

The old man shook his head. “Warden Winters took him,” he said, running greasy fingers through his long beard. “She showed up alone,  and  she  said  something  about  going  to  her  office.  I  don’t remember  the  Archmage  making  much  of  a  fuss  about  it,  come  to think of it.” 

“That’s  because  he’s   always  in  her  office,”  another  prisoner said,  guffawing  loud  and  long.  “Winters  likes  the  taste  of  well-aged meat, she does!” 

Alec  felt  his  face  contorting  into  an  expression  of  disbelief. 

Surely Uriel couldn’t be carrying out a  romance  with  the  Warden  of the prison where he was being held captive, could he? 

 It wouldn’t be the strangest place I’ve seen love bloom,  Alec told himself, ignoring the crudeness of the prisoner’s japes. 

“Where  is  Warden  Winters’s  office,  then?”  he  asked  the prisoners. 

“It’s a suite on the first floor, all the way at the end of the left hand path,” the prisoner who’d made the dirty joke said. “You might want to knock a few times before ye enter, though…” 

Alec shook his head. “All of you get up to the first floor,” he commanded, gesturing at the ceiling. “Get weapons, then fight your way out of the city. The more of a head start you can get before the

City  Watch  realizes  you’re  gone,  the  better  chance  you  have  of escaping Nessus for good—” 

An  alarm  rang  through  the  cell  block.  Piercing  and  loud,  it forced even the strongest of the prisoners to throw their hands over their ears. Alec cried out, then forced some of the element of air into his  body  and  thickened  it  over  his  ear  canals,  forming  makeshift magical plugs to dampen the sound. 

“Scratch that!” Alec roared at the top of his lungs, trusting to be heard over the alarms. “They’re on their way! Everyone fight!” 

With that, Alec forgot his position as leader and ran. He  had to  make  it  to  Warden  Winters’s  office  before  the  City  Watch descended on his position. He was under no illusions that he could fight  his  way  to  Uriel  through  the  best  and  brightest  Nessus  had  to offer. Even a handful of men as powerful as that mage in the markets would  test  his  powers,  and  Alec  had  no  intention  of  letting  Uriel  be brought to the gallows while he fought off lackeys. 

Men  raced  up  and  down  the  stairs  as  he  reached  the  top landing. Some charged upstairs, spitting and heaving obscenities in the eyes of the City Watch, while others fled. It only took Alec a split-second  to  see  why.  The  first  cadre  of  guards  that  arrived  at  the prison  had  entered  a  pitched  battle  with  the  prisoners,  who  were putting up a valiant fight. Most of them carried looted weapons from the prison’s armory, but a few muttered over books before shooting spells of lightning and fire into the City Watch. 

 Renegade  mages  must  have  looted  grimoires  from  the armory, too!  Alec realized, his jaw dropping as he ran.  The High King must  have  kept  more  political  prisoners  than  just  Uriel  here  in  his dungeon.  Pity  for  him  he  didn’t  think  to  sequester  them  in  some  of those villas…

Alec ducked and dived through the chaos, trusting on his wits and his spear to get him through. It was difficult to distinguish friend from  foe,  and  soon  the  battle  devolved  into  a  chaotic  melee, everyone fighting for their lives. More than once, Alec found himself using  the  Bloodcloak  to  teleport  past  spots  where  the  fighting  was

thickest, snapping in the blink of an eye past a bewildered guard or enraged prisoner. 

 The left-hand path,  he told himself, racing down the hall. The sounds of carnage echoed just behind him, and from the cries of the dying  it  sounded  like  the  City  Watch  had  finally  managed  to overcome  the  rebelling  prisoners.  Got  to  make  it  all  the  way  to  the end of this hall! 

The fighting was still going on as Alec reached the Warden’s office. The heavy iron door was closed but not locked, and within lay a stately little study that would have been right at home in one of the faculty offices of the Royal Academy. The place looked so calm and quiet  that  Alec  felt  a  moment  of  disorientation,  particularly  as  he could  still  hear  the  muffled  screams  of  the  dead  and  dying  through the door he’d just closed behind him. 

“Where’s  Uriel?”  he  groaned,  pushing  his  way  through  the room. “He has to be here. He just  has  to…” 

But  Uriel  was  nowhere  to  be  seen.  Neither,  to  be  fair,  was Warden Winters, but this fact failed to cheer Alec in the slightest. 

 They  must  have  heard  the  alarms  and  run  off,  he  realized, his heart sinking into his stomach. A horrible feeling of hopelessness spread through his body as he realized his own attempt at creating a distraction may have lost him his opportunity to save Uriel. Had the Warden heard the sirens, seen the signs of fighting, and decided to fly the coop with his uncle? If so, then Uriel was already halfway to the Executioner. 

His frustration mounting, Alec grabbed a paperweight off the Warden’s desk. It was heavy, carved in the same sun sigil that had adorned  the  breast  of  the  mage  guard  in  the  marketplace,  and  as Alec tossed the thing across the room, he pictured himself shoving a massive spike of fire energy through the man’s chest before he could execute  the  thief.  How  dare  these  people  execute  innocents!  How dare they harm Uriel…! 

The paperweight shot across the room, like a crossbow bolt. 

It hit the bookshelf against the opposite wall with a massive  thwack, 

shaking several volumes onto the floor. 

The bookshelf swung inward an inch with a creaking sound. 

Alec  had  to  do  a  double  take  to  make  sure  he’d  just  seen what he thought he saw. The shelf, covered in heavy tomes, had just swung  inward.  As  if  it  rested  not  against  a  solid  stone  wall,  but  an open hallway. 

His  earlier  thought  about  secret  passageways  recurred  to him. His hands trembling, he crossed the room in three short strides and  grabbed  the  near  side  of  the  bookshelf.  It  was  lighter  to  the touch than it appeared, easily sliding to the side. An inch of darkness showed behind it, along with a gentle breeze of chilly wind. 

And with it, the sound of two people arguing. 

Alec’s heart skipped a beat. He didn’t know the second voice, a  gruff  feminine  tone  that  sounded  middle  aged.  But  the  first  was none other than Uriel Diamondspear. 

Alec  slid  into  the  gap  between  the  shelf  and  the  wall,  then slid the whole thing closed behind him as best as he could. Despite the urgency of the situation, he knew it was a good idea to hide this secret passage. It wouldn’t be long before either prisoners or guards broke  into  the  Warden’s  office,  and  he  didn’t  want  any  of  them finding this pathway the same way he had. 

Just  beyond  the  hole  in  the  wall  lay  a  set  of  narrow  stone steps,  descending  into  the  darkness.  Alec  conjured  a  small  flame over his head, using the last of the fire energy he’d taken from the cell block’s torches, and made his way down as quickly as he could. 

The sounds of conversation grew louder as he went, until he could just barely make out the words being said far below. 

“It’s  not  that  one,”  the  female  voice  was  saying.  “You’ve already searched that one, Uriel. Hell, I think you searched it  twice!” 

“Calm yourself, Lana,” came Uriel’s gruff reply. “We  will  locate the tome. The Archon would not allow his servants to lose all hope. It must  be  in  here  somewhere.  Perhaps  we  should  check  the  Index once more, and see if there is any aid hidden within its pages we did not notice before—” 

The  final  two  steps  of  the  stairwell  were  cracked  in  the middle. Alec stumbled on them and went sprawling forward, passing through a heavy curtain to land in the middle of a well-lit library. The subterranean shelves were covered in books, and their musty smell permeated  the  room.  The  chamber  extended  for  a  long  way  in  two directions,  giving  the  place  the  appearance  of  a  warehouse  for grimoires and texts. 

Standing in the middle of it all were Warden Winters and Uriel Diamondspear. The latter blinked confusedly a few times at the sight of the youth hitting the ground in front of him. 

“Or  perhaps  the  Archon  is  planning  to  send  a  more  direct form  of  help,”  the  Archmage  said  wryly.  “Hello,  Alec.  I’m  going  to assume you’re the reason we heard all those alarms upstairs?” 

A hidden library? This was growing stranger by the moment. 

Alec managed to get to his feet, his gaze rapidly cycling between his mentor  and  the  Warden  of  the  prison.  Warden  Winters  looked  less surprised  to  see  him  than  Alec  had  expected  —and  far,  far  less upset about Uriel being in this hidden chamber than she should have been.  Were  the  prisoners’  jokes  about  their  romance  true,  or  were they merely working together? Did it make a difference? 

“Uriel,” Alec said, his heart skipping a beat at the sight of his mentor.  Then  he  laughed.  “You  weren’t  in  your  cell.  You’re  not  an easy man to find…” 

The Archmage chuckled through his heavy beard, gesturing around the hidden library. “Yes, well—I had some urgent business to take  care  of  prior  to  my  execution.  Alec,  this  is  Warden  Winters  of the  High  King’s  dungeon.  Warden,  this  is  my  adopted  son,  Alec Diamondspear.” 

“I know who you are.” Winters regarded Alec warily, as if he were a viper that might strike at any moment. “How many of my men upstairs have you killed, Alec Diamondspear?” 

“None that I know of,” Alec said. “The prison was practically empty. I freed the prisoners to create a distraction so I could get Uriel

back  to  the   Titan’s  Claw,  but  I  hadn’t  expected  him  to  be  in  the Warden’s Office. Now the City Watch has the dungeon surrounded.” 

The Warden digested this, then gave a curt nod. “I suppose that’ll have to do.” She sighed. “Uriel, if the boy can do something to help  you  find  the  right  tome,  you’d  better  have  him  do  it  now.  If Alrick’s deployed his mages, it won’t be long before you’re found.” 

Uriel nodded. “It appears you’ve arrived just in time, Alec. I’m going to need your help.” 

Help? 

“I  came  here  to   free   you,”  Alec  said,  glancing  back  at  the heavy  curtain  shielding  the  stairs.  “Not  to  aid  you  in  fulfilling  some errand for the High King’s lackeys…” 

Warden  Winters  made  a  face  at  that,  which  caused  Uriel  to chuckle. 

“Normally you would be correct in such an assumption,” the Archmage  explained,  “but  Warden  Winters  is  firmly  on   our   side, young man. She’s been sneaking me out of my cell as often as she’s been  able  to,  in  order  to  search  this  library.  You  see,  most  people don’t know this place exists —not even the citizens of Nessus realize such a repository lays beneath their feet.” 

“It’s my job to protect it,” Winters said. “Was,  anyway. I doubt I’ll be keeping my job much longer after there’s been a prison break under my watch.” 

Alec grimaced. “Sorry,” he muttered. 

“Don’t  be,”  Winters  said,  gesturing  at  Uriel.  “Just  focus  on helping  your  Uncle.  There’s  so  many  important  relics  and  banned tomes down here, he hasn’t been able to find what he’s looking for. 

We’ve searched this library dozens of times, but it’s like trying to find a needle in a haystack.” 

“If  we  don’t  locate  it  this  time,  we  won’t  have  another chance,” Uriel said sagely. 

Alec’s confusion mounted. “What are you looking for?” 

Uriel’s lips twisted in the knowing smile the Archmage always made  when  he  was  about  to  make  Alec’s  life  a  hell  of  a  lot  more complicated.  Oh no,  Alec thought.  Here we go. 

“What  you’re  looking for,” Uriel said, his voice filled with sage wisdom, “is a way to save the world, young man.” 





Chapter 8







Alec stared blankly down the rows of books, confusion filling his  expression.  “What  do  you  mean,  save  the  world?”  he  blurted, looking from Uriel to Warden Winters as if this might be some kind of joke.  From  the  look  on  Warden  Winters’s  face,  though,  the  woman had been born without a sense of humor. “That’s what I’m trying to do, Uriel. We need to get you out of here…” 

“What  we  need  to  do,”  Uriel  corrected  him  gently,  “is  locate the blueprints for the Chaos Immolator. It’s of paramount importance that you bring those documents to the alliance formed between the nobles, led by House Igneous. Without them, it won’t matter whether you  save  me  from  the  headman’s  axe  or  not,  young  man.  We’d better locate them quickly.” 

Alec’s vision swam. “I’ve never heard of a Chaos Immolator,” 

he  said,  wondering  how  his  mission  had  managed  to  get  so  off-course this quickly. “Uriel, you’re not making any sense!” 

The Archmage shook his head sadly. “No doubt you haven’t, but  I  believe  you  may  have  seen  where  it’s  being  housed,”  he explained, keeping one eye on the exit while he spoke. “A realm with a  deep  purple  sky,  filled  with  strange  plants  and  animals?  Where there are walls as tall as the horizon, with locks keeping people from seeing what lies within?” 

Alec  gasped.  As  Uriel  said  it,  his  mind’s  eye  filled  with  the sights,  sounds  and  smells  of  that  strange  place.  “In  Dean  Wolfe’s office,”  Alec  said,  excitement  filling  his  veins.  “There  was  a  hidden door,  and  it  led  to  the  place  where  the  spies  of  Chaos  have  been meeting with their masters. We found the Book of the Guilty there…” 

“Indeed,”  Uriel  said  with  a  nod.  “That  world  you  glimpsed from  the  portal  in  Dean  Wolfe’s  office  is  Chaos’s  home  realm.  One

might  even  say  it’s  a  whole  other  world—one  that  bears  little resemblance  to  the  one  in  which  you  and  I  live.  Behind  that  wall, which  you  and  your  familiar  were  unable  to  pass,  lies  the  Chaos Immolator—the  weapon  by  which  the  forces  of  Chaos  intend  to destroy the forces of magic. If it’s allowed to be deployed, all magic within our world will cease. Mankind’s only connection to the Archon will be broken, and he will have truly lost his war.” 

Alec’s mouth went dry. All this time, the forces of Chaos had been  building  something  in  that  strange  realm?  No  wonder  they’d turned  the  minds  of  the  greatest  mages  in  the  world  to  evil.  By corrupting the only people who could stop them, they’d made it that much easier to rid the world of magic once and for all. The thought made the blood in Alec’s veins freeze. 

“What  is  it?”  he  asked,  unable  to  restrain  himself.  “The Immolator. Is it a weapon, like the Diamondspear, or a vessel like the Titan’s Claw?” 

“It is something of both,” Uriel said. “I could answer you with more  clarity  if  I  had  the  blueprints.  They’re  somewhere  inside  this library, you understand. Warden Winters and I have been searching for them in secret ever since I was first held captive in this place.” 

Something  didn’t  add  up.  Alec  felt  his  eyebrows  furrow together in confusion. “If the Immolator was built in that Realm, why would  the  blueprints  be  here?”  he  asked,  realizing  in  the  same moment he may have gone too far. “I hate to say it, Uriel, truly—but the documents you’re looking for may simply not be here.” 

But  Uriel  was  already  shaking  his  head.  “You  don’t understand  the  circumstances  around  the  weapon’s  construction,” 

he said, just as an explosion shook the prison. 

“Oh dear,” Warden Winters said, looking up. “Alrick’s brought in airships to quell the uprising.  That  was fast.” 

“Then time is truly of the essence,” Uriel said, turning back to his pupil. “I don’t have time to go into all of it, young man, but suffice to  say—the  High  King  was  involved  in  the  Chaos  Immolator’s construction. Alrick Demesne is not the fair, just ruler he was for the

first two decades of his rule. His mind and soul have been corrupted by Chaos, and it was  he  who provided them with the scientists and mages needed to put the finishing touches on the Immolator.” 

“Which  means,”  Warden  Winters  chimed  in,  “his  engineers helped with the design.” 

“Precisely,”  Uriel  said,  gesturing  at  the  rows  of  books. 

“Copies  of  the  blueprints  they  shared  with  Chaos  are  here  in  this library. Even corrupted, Alrick Demesne has the intelligence to store everything  that  could  possibly  reflect  negatively  on  his  reign  down here in his hidden library. The Warden and I have spent every night combing through these records, but as you can see, the place is far too large for two people to thoroughly search.” 

“I  can  see  that,”  Alec  said  after  a  moment.  “You’d  need  an entire team to comb through these records. Even then, it would take weeks to locate the correct document.” 

They didn’t have weeks. Even as Alec said it, another one of those  horrible  explosions  shook  the  prison  to  its  very  foundations. 

This far beneath the Earth, Alec, Uriel, and the Warden felt it as little more  than  a  gentle  tremor,  but  the  violence  up  above  must  have been incredible. 

 Those  prisoners  caused  the  High  King  serious  trouble,  Alec thought  proudly,  mentally  wishing  the  best  for  those  he’d  freed.  I hope they give the City Watch every bit of justice they deserve…

“We’re out of time,” Warden Winters said. “Uriel, I’m sorry, but we  can’t  find  the  blueprints.  You’ll  have  to  find  some  other  way  to destroy the Immolator.” 

A strange look gleamed in the Archmage’s ancient eyes. Alec had  never  seen  him  look  like  this  before—not  even  when  he’d dispensed  justice  to  the  thieves  who’d  nearly  taken  Alec’s  life.  He somehow managed to look both more resigned and fiercer than he’d ever seen the Archmage in his life. 

“Then  we’ll  have  to  keep  searching  until  the  last  moment,” 

Uriel  said,  starting  down  the  hall.  “Come,  Alec!  Perhaps  you’ll  see something an old man’s eyes will have overlooked!” 

Warden Winters sighed as Uriel made his way down the hall. 

“You  know  it’s  hopeless,”  she  called  after  the  man,  clucking  her tongue  as  Alec  started  chasing  Uriel  down.  “We  should  get  out  of here while we still can.” 

Alec caught up with Uriel. “I hate to say this,” he said, tugging on  the  Archmage’s  shoulder,  “but  the  Warden  is  right.  Uriel—can’t you see that I’ve come to rescue you? Eleira, Jolenta, Vodalus, and I all risked the streets of Nessus to make it to this prison. Maimonides is waiting at the docks in the  Titan’s Claw,  ready to fly us out of the city and bring us to the alliance of the noble houses! Please, let me get you to safety!” 

Uriel turned to Alec, his eyes looking almost impossibly old. 

“My  safety  is  not  important,”  he  said,  sharing  a  hard  look  with Warden Winters. “Keeping Chaos from activating the Immolator and destroying all magic in the world is far more important than any one man, Alec. Even me.” 

 Uriel  must  have  gone  mad  down  here,  Alec  thought.  It  was the  only  explanation.  There  was  no  other  way  the  Archmage  of House Diamondspear could be speaking this way. 

“That’s  a  lie,”  Alec  said,  meaning  it  with  all  his  heart.  “We need  you, Uriel! You must lead the alliance against Chaos, or we’re all done for!” 

The corner of the Archmage’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Well, then,  we’d  better  get  to  finding  those  documents  then,  young  man. 

Because I have no intention of leaving this chamber without them.” 

With that, Alec threw himself into the search. As the sounds of fighting and shelling intensified outside, he hunted the shelves for anything  that  might  look  like  blueprints  for  the  Chaos  Immolator. 

Warden  Winters  proved  surprisingly  helpful  in  this  regard—the woman  waved  Alec  off  from  shelves  that  had  already  been searched,  directing  him  toward  little-used  sections  of  the  hidden library. 

Meanwhile,  Uriel  Diamondspear  was  anything  but  idle.  The old  man  moved  with  a  surprisingly  spry  step,  working  his  way

through  the  aisles  at  a  speed  that  would  have  shamed  most  of  the workers  back  at  the  Archon  Temple.  Together  they  separated grimoires  from  technical  manuals  and  tossed  relics  to  the  floor  in their  search,  digging  through  a  prodigious  number  of  titles  in  the dungeon’s libraries. 

Yet  Alec  could  see  fairly  quickly  that  it  wouldn’t  be  enough. 

The volume of tomes on display simply outweighed any search three people could put together. 

“This is hopeless,” he muttered, leafing through a book full of detailed diagrams on the building of His Majesty’s airships. “There’s simply too many books to search them all, Uriel. We’ve got to get out of here…” 

As he said it, he thought of the Bloodcloak. The idea came to him that he could simply toss the crimson fabric over his and Uriel’s shoulders  and  be  gone—yet  as  he  thought  it,  a  pulse  of  power rippled through the garment. Alec looked down at the sheaf of paper in his hand and realized a curious thing. 

The jewel on the Ring of the Archon was  glowing. 

“What are you trying to tell me?” Alec whispered, holding up the ring. The gem flashed, its facets sparkling in an odd pattern as Alec held the jewelry up to his face. Then, as an experiment, he took a few steps to the side, his eyes on the ring. 

The jewel’s pulse slowed, the light within it growing dim. 

His eyes widening, Alec walked in the other direction. As he moved from shelf to shelf, the glowing red energy at the center of the gem pulsed more rapidly, flashing faster and faster until it resembled nothing so much as a beating heart. The brightness intensified along with  the  speed,  until  Uriel  and  Warden  Winters  took  note  of  the flashing light in Alec’s hand. 

“Son,”  Winters  grunted,  the  red  glow  of  the  Ring  of  the Archon reflected in her dark eyes, “what in the blazes is  that?” 

Alec  couldn’t  respond.  The  Ring  of  the  Archon  tugged  him from  the  inside  out,  like  a  gentle  shove  from  the  power  of  creation

itself.  He  moved  further  and  further  between  the  aisles,  heading  to one of the darkest and least traveled parts of the hidden library. 

Here,  dust  covered  the  tomes.  Alec  sensed  in  his  heart  of hearts that the thin coating of dirt on the covers of the grimoires was a  form  of  camouflage.  The  pulsing  beat  of  the  Ring  of  the  Archon went absolutely mad, until it was nearly a solid, rippling glow on his finger. 

As  he  reached  out,  Alec  felt  a  tremble  in  his  mind.  He  saw the  nearby  shelf  of  books  expand  in  his  mind’s  eye,  his  fingers moving out without conscious intention. He closed his eyes, grabbed a volume, and pulled it thoughtlessly from the shelf, holding it to his chest. 

He opened his eyes. And felt confusion. 

“This…  this  is  just  a  ledger  of  Imperial  grain  prices,”  Alec muttered,  holding  up  the  thick  old  book.  “Why  would  the  Archon’s ring lead me to this—” 

The  tome  fell  open.  Inside,  tucked  up  snugly  between  two pages  detailing  the  average  cost  of  lentils  a  decade  before  Alec’s birth,  was  a  thin  sheet  of  vellum,  folded  up  on  itself  multiple  times. 

Alec dropped the book to the ground, sensing this thin sheet was the true prize the Archon’s ring guided him toward. 

He  unfolded  it  with  shaking  hands,  his  gaze  growing  wilder and  wilder  as  he  saw  what  was  on  the  page.  The  designs  were technical  in  the  extreme,  far  too  detailed  for  anyone  save  an engineer  to  fully  grasp,  but  what   was   understandable  was  still enough to freeze Alec’s blood. 

“It’s an airship,” he whispered, fear infiltrating his voice. “The biggest airship I’ve ever seen…” 

Suddenly  a  presence  was  just  behind  his  shoulder.  Uriel Diamondspear looked down, frowning through his mustaches at the blue ink on the thin white paper. “So these are what Alrick Demesne sold his soul for,” the Archmage said gravely. “By the Archon, it looks even more horrible than I’d guessed.” 

Alec  handed  the  paper  to  Uriel  like  an  offering,  almost  too stunned to speak. “Uriel, this weapon… I can’t make heads or tails of most  of  it,  but  it  looks  like  it  could  destroy  an  entire  city.  Even  His Majesty’s Royal Sky Watch wouldn’t be able to take this down…” 

Uriel  folded  the  blueprints  up,  nodding  gravely.  “You  must bring the plans to Maimonides,” the Archmage explained, rolling up the sheet, wrapping a ribbon around it, and handing it back to Alec. 

“They’re  far  too  technical  for  a  layman  to  understand,  but  the Shadebringer should be able to analyze them. If there’s a weakness we can exploit to destroy the Immolator, the gnome is certain to find it.” 

“And  if  he  doesn’t,  his  girlfriend  will,”  Alec  blurted  without thinking. 

Uriel’s eyebrows rose. “Girlfriend?” 

Alec laughed. The Archmage looked more surprised by that than anything so far—even being tossed into prison. 

“He  met  someone  on  the  Haunted  Isle,”  Alec  explained, trying to refrain from laughing further at the look on Uriel’s face. “A dark elf by the name of Viya… he’s quite taken with her, actually.” 

“Will  wonders  never  cease,”  the  Archmage  muttered. 

“Regardless,  you  must  get  the  plans  to  them.  No  matter  what happens, Alec. Promise me.” 

“I  promise,”  Alec  said.  “But  you  can  hand  the  plans  over  to Maimonides the Shadebringer yourself, Uriel. It’s time for both of us to get out of here.” 

Uriel  looked  over  at  Warden  Winters,  who  nodded.  “I suppose it is,” Uriel said, gathering his robes about himself. A deep sigh  escaped  the  Archmage’s  lips,  and  he  glanced  back  down  at Alec as if there was something else he wanted to say. “Alec…” 

His tone made Alec do a double take. Whatever this was, it was important. “Yes?” 

Uriel looked from side to side, his expression cut through with a  rare  moment  of  awkwardness.  “You  made  it  to  the  center  of  the

Haunted Isle,” the Archmage explained. “You saw the Inscribers’ city, didn’t you?” 

Suddenly  Alec  understood.  “Yes,”  he  said.  “And  I  met  my mother, Hera.” 

Uriel nodded. A deep sense of regret filled his ancient eyes. 

“I see.” 

Something  clicked  in  Alec’s  head.  Seizing  on  his  courage before  it  could  desert  him,  he  looked  into  his  mentor’s  eyes  and asked  a  question  that  had  been  in  the  back  of  his  mind  ever  since Hera refused to tell him about the circumstances of his birth. 

“Uriel  Diamondspear,”  Alec  said,  standing  up  straight.  “Are you  my father?” 

It  would  have  made  sense.  Alec  knew  something  had happened to drive a wedge between the High King and the House of Diamondspear, and a child with the wrong woman could certainly do that where nobles were concerned. He could even understand why Uriel would have wanted to hide his mistress and her child, though the idea filled him with bitterness all the same. 

But  Alec  could  tell  by  the  shocked  look  on  Uriel’s  face  that the  answer  to  his  question  was   no.  Disappointment  filled  him  as Uriel’s mouth worked soundlessly, searching for an answer. 

Finally,  the  Archmage  spoke.  “I’m  sorry,  Alec,”  he  said, shaking  his  head.  “I  am  not  your  father.  Although  I  truly,  truly   wish that I was.” 

“As  do  I,”  Alec  said,  fighting  back  tears.  “You  would  have made a good one, Archmage.” 

“Bah!” Uriel waved an arm, his own eyes beginning to water. 

“Considering the mistakes I made with my natural born son, I doubt I would  have  been  as  good  a  sire  to  you  as  you  imagine.  To  be honest, Alec, many of the things I’ve done to help you have been my own  way  of  atoning  for  the  past.  I…  wasn’t  the  father  that  Baldir needed.  And  now  I’m  paying  for  it.”  The  Archmage  hung  his  head. 

“Even dead, my own son wishes to kill me.” 

Alec  wanted  to  continue  this  conversation,  and  dig  deeper into  the  story  of  Uriel  Diamondspear  and  his  wayward  prodigy.  But before he could ask for more details, an even larger explosion than the  previous  ones  rocked  the  prison  above.  Rocks  and  dirt  rained down  from  the  ceiling  as  the  underground  cavern  shook.  To  Alec’s right,  one  of  the  ancient  shelves  collapsed  in  a  spray  of  books, leaving covers and papers littering the floor. 

“That’s our cue to get out of here,” Alec said, glancing back toward the stairwell. “Uriel, are you well enough to climb?” 

The Archmage smiled at Alec. “We won’t need to climb,” he explained, gathering power around his hands. “Bring us back to the ground floor with your Bloodcloak, Alec. Then I’ll clear us a path to the  Titan’s Claw. ” 

Alec  couldn’t  wait  to  see  what  that  entailed.  Then  he remembered  the  Warden.  “What  about  you?”  he  asked,  turning  to the woman. 

The Warden shrugged. “I’m going back to my office and hide under my desk,” she explained, giving Uriel a nod. “Right after I do this.” 

Without  a  moment’s  hesitation,  the  Warden  grabbed  up  a wooden  piece  of  the  shelf  and  slammed  it  into  her  own  face.  Alec watched in horror as the board split in two, showering shards all over the Warden’s hair and coat. A thin streak of blood trickled from her nose, which appeared to be broken. 

“When  they  find  me,  I’ll  tell  them  the  bastard  traitor  Uriel Diamondspear  knocked  me  out  with  a  spell  and  ran  off,”  Warden Winters said with a blood-stained grin. “I’ll probably still be fired for the prison break happening under my watch, but at least I won’t end up on the gallows.” 

“Once you can,” Uriel said to her, “find a way out of Nessus and  come  to  the  Northmund  Estate.  My  people  will  give  you sanctuary…” 

Warden  Winters  shook  her  head.  “Thanks,  Uriel,  but  no thanks. I’m a Nessus girl—always have been. I’m not leaving my city

behind.” She smiled. “But I wish you the best of luck in restoring the High King’s mind.” 

“Thank you,” Uriel said. “Alec, if you would…” 

Still  wondering  what  exactly  the  relationship  between  those two was, Alec did as Uriel asked. The Bloodcloak rippled around the pair, the crimson fabric expanding by magic to block out the world for both student and mentor. For another one of those stomach-churning moments, the world  wrenched  around Alec, then reestablished itself. 

The atmosphere on the other side of the cloak was much hotter than before,  with  the  chilly  feeling  of  the  inner  prison  replaced  by  the nearness of the sun. 

Alec pulled back the fabric to see the first floor of the Imperial prison.  A  half-dozen  guards  had  been  fighting  with  a  group  of prisoners a few feet away, and as Alec and Uriel materialized, both gangs fell silent, all thoughts of combat forgotten for the moment. 

Uriel Diamondspear rose to his full height, towering over the fighters.  Almost  as  one,  the  guards  and  prisoners  realized  how powerless they’d be before the full, unveiled might of the legendary Archmage. All of them had heard stories about how dangerous the Lord  of  House  Diamondspear  could  be—and  now  he  stood  before them, freed and filled with rage. 

“Run!” someone screamed. 

The  crowded  hall  emptied  out  like  a  barrel  of  water  with  a hole in it, guards and prisoners alike scrambling over each other in their  hurry  to  be  away.  Alec  watched  them  go,  laughing  at  the cowardly way they fled from the combined might of himself and his uncle. 

“There’s  more  of  them  outside,”  Alec  said,  readying  the Diamondspear. “I doubt all of them are going to turn and flee the way these poor souls did, Uriel.” 

The Archmage tossed back his head and laughed. “No, Alec. 

We won’t be going that way. I have a much simpler path in mind.” 

Alec  was  just  about  to  ask  Uriel  what  his  plan  was  when another one of those bone-rattling explosions rocked the walls of the

prison. Unlike the others, this one didn’t stop after a few moments. 

Instead,  it  grew  louder  and  louder,  until  torches  fell  from  the  walls and bits of dust rained down from the ceiling. 

With  a  start,  Alec  realized  they  weren’t  being  shot  at  from airships. That vibration—it was coming from  Uriel! 

The  Archmage’s  face  contorted  with  anger  as  he  gave  full vent  to  his  magic.  He  muttered  the  words  of  a  spell  into  his  beard, opening  up  a  conduit  between  himself  and  the  Archon  as  he channeled raw power between his outstretched palms. 

The  shaking  continued  until  Alec  wasn’t  sure  which  would break  apart  first—his  body  or  the  walls  of  the  prison.  Then,  with  a mighty  roar,  Uriel  thrust  his  hands  forward  toward  a  section  of  the wall near the rear of the chamber. 

What  happened  next  defied  simple  understanding.  Light erupted  through  the  cracks  in  the  wall’s  foundation,  bathing  the chamber  in  a  pale  blue  glow  that  crackled  with  magical  energy.  At the  same  time,  the  rumbling  sound  intensified,  until  it  sounded  like one of His Majesty’s airships lay directly on the other side of the wall. 

The  sheer  rock  face  buckled  inward.  Uriel  balled  his  hands into fists and  pulled,  and the whole thing collapsed with a groan, as quickly and thoroughly as if a dozen men had slammed a battering ram  into  the  wall.  Sunlight  poured  through  the  now  open  hole, leading directly into the busy Nessus street. The path to the docks—

and the  Titan’s Claw— now lay open before them. 

All  save  for  a  figure  in  a  crimson  robe,  carrying  a  vicious looking axe. 

“The  Executioner!”  Alec  cried,  grabbing  hold  of  Uriel’s shoulder. By the Archon, how had the man found them? Somehow, the  robed  figure  had  known  exactly  where  Uriel  was  planning  on busting through the wall of the prison. How long had he been waiting there for them to emerge into the light? 

For  Uriel,  the  answers  didn’t  matter.  “Step  aside,”  the Archmage  said,  power  surging  across  his  fingers.  “You  won’t  be

needing to perform your job today, headsman. Unless you savor the idea of dying for your King, I would suggest you move.” 

The Executioner acted as if he hadn’t heard Uriel. Then the figure’s  shoulders  began  to  move,  and  Alec  heard  the  sound  of deep, muffled laughter. 

“I  don’t  think  so,”  the  figure  said,  his  voice  oddly  familiar  to Alec’s  ears.  “You  may  be  set  to  disappoint  the  High  King,  Uriel Diamondspear,  but  I  have  a  score  to  settle  with  that  young  man standing beside you.” 

Confusion  filled  Alec’s  thoughts.  The  Executioner  wanted him? Wasn’t the whole point of the role to oversee the death of his uncle  Uriel,  instead?  And  why  did  that  voice  sound  so  strangely familiar…? 

The  figure  continued  to  chuckle.  “I  can  see  you  don’t recognize me,” the Executioner said, tossing aside his axe as easily as  a  man  discards  a  used  toothpick.  “Let  me  shed  this  mask  and show you the error of your ways.” 

Before Uriel or Alec could mount a defense, the figure ripped off the crimson hood obscuring their face. Alec gasped. 

Dean Jonas Wolfe of the Royal Academy stood before them, grinning like a madman. 

“Jonas!? ”  Uriel  looked  surprised  in  the  extreme  to  see  the Headmaster  blocking  their  exit.  “What  are  you  doing  here,  man?  I would’ve thought you were too afraid to leave the protection of your office, and your little porthole into Chaos…” 

Jonas Wolfe began to cackle. Alec had once fought a shade of this man, one that had challenged him and taunted him even as they’d  collided  with  cataclysmic  amounts  of  magical  power.  Right now,  the  Headmaster  of  the  Royal  Academy  resembled  nothing  so much  as  that  shade.  An  insane  glow  burned  in  his  eyes,  which looked red in the harsh light of the noonday sun. 

“I’ve lost everything because of your whelp,” the Headmaster explained,  his  poisonous  gaze  seeming  to  be  for  Alec  and  Alec alone. “My standing in the community of nobles, my reputation as a

guardian of higher learning… even the lower houses are pulling their students from my Academy now! All because of your little brat, and his inability to keep from sticking his nose in places where it doesn’t belong!” 

“Alec  is  a  good  person,”  Uriel  said  sagely.  “Which  is  more than I can say for you, Jonas. Where did you go so wrong?” 

Dean  Wolfe’s  lips  pulled  back  in  a  sneer.  “Chaos  has  given me  everything  I  could  have  ever  dreamed  of,”  the  Headmaster sputtered,  his  spittle  raining  down  on  the  cobblestones.  “A  second chance—and an opportunity to get revenge on Alec. Now it is I who must ask  you  to step aside, Uriel. That boy is mine!” 

Uriel’s heavy brows furrowed together in a frown. “Oh Wolfe,” 

the Archmage said, shaking his head. “You truly are lost, aren’t you?” 

For a brief moment, something of the old Headmaster shined through. Then a shutter went down over Jonas Wolfe’s face, and his eyes  burned  with  panic  and  rage.  “Move  aside!”  the  Headmaster commanded,  springing  forward  in  his  crimson  robes  with  a  speed that looked disturbing coming from a man of his age. 

He  made  as  if  to  slam  into  Uriel,  then  twisted  at  the  last moment.  His  shoulder  connected  with  Alec’s  sternum,  sending  him stumbling  away  from  his  mentor.  A  swift  kick  from  the  Headmaster sent him off his feet, slamming through the door of a nearby building. 

A  dirty  floor  greeted  Alec.  Whoever  lived  in  this  apartment, they’d  either  fled  or  joined  the  fight  against  the  City  Watch.  Alec’s pride was hurt far more than any part of his body, and he stood up quickly, reaching for the spear in his robes. 

Dean  Wolfe  stepped  through  the  door  and  did   something  to the  open  space  leading  out  to  the  street.  Before  Alec’s  horrified eyes,  a  shimmering  wall  of  pure  magic  covered  the  windows  and doors of the apartment. 

“There,”  the  Dean  said,  casting  a  pleased  look  over  his shoulder.  “That  should  keep  that  old  goat  from  interfering  with  this fight.  You  belong  to   me,  Alec  Diamondspear—it’s  only  fitting  that your death should come from me, in a one-on-one bout.” 

Alec  sized  up  his  foe.  Though  Dean  Wolfe  should  not  have been an imposing figure, it was as if phantom fingers moved the old man’s shockingly spry body. His wrinkles and thinning hair seemed not  to  matter  at  all—for  the  moment,  at  least,  Jonas  Wolfe  was  as quick  and  feisty  as  a  youthful  acrobat.  Alec  knew  this  would  be  no ordinary fight. 

“You’ve  got  it  all  wrong,”  Alec  said,  extending  the Diamondspear to its full length. “You haven’t trapped me inside here with you, Dean Jonas. You’ve trapped yourself in here with  me! ” 

Fear flickered in the Dean’s eyes for a moment. Then it was extinguished on a blaze of pure hate. 

“Die!” Jonas Wolfe shrieked, his crimson robes transforming. 

The  fabric  wrapped  tighter  and  tighter  around  the  old  man’s  body, rippling  like  the  Bloodcloak  itself  as  his  robes  shimmered  with  the corruptive touch of Chaos magic. Wolfe grinned, and twin circles of flame surrounded his wrists. 

He  lifted  his  hand,  and  a  pillar  of  fire  shot  from  his  palm, aimed straight at Alec’s heart. 

Whispering  a  silent  prayer  that  whoever  owned  this apartment  would  forgive  him  for  destroying  it,  Alec  wedged  the Diamondspear beneath the couch and levered it upward. The whole thing shot off the ground, blocking the pillar of flame. The cushions ignited  instantly,  filling  the  room  with  smoke  as  the  whole  thing  set itself ablaze. 

“Parlor tricks!” Dean Wolfe cackled, firing burst after burst of flame. “Beneath the dignity of a true student of the Royal Academy! I should have expelled you your very first week, Diamondspear!” 

Alec ducked and dove across the room, using the furnishings for  cover  from  the  flames.  His  motions  kept  his  own  person  from being set on fire, but did nothing for the status of the room itself. The flames  across  the  couch  spread  onto  the  carpet,  and  the  curtains over the magically sealed windows had begun to sizzle and smoke. 

If he didn’t end this fight quickly, both of them would die here—burnt to death inside the makeshift oven Dean Jonas Wolfe had created. 

Alec reached out toward the flames and pulled them into his body. Each of the batteries on his belt began to glow as he did his best to drain the bonfire ripping the room apart, one crystal and then the  next  igniting  with  the  red  energy  of  fire  magic.  Dean  Wolfe watched this happen with a pleased expression, cackling merrily to himself. The man had clearly lost his mind. 

“So you do have a few advanced tactics under your belt!” the Dean  cried.  “Although  in  this  case,  Diamondspear,  I  mean  that literally.  Relying  on  Maimonides’s  tricks  to  get  you  through  a  fight makes you a poor mage, Alec! A shame you won’t have time to learn that lesson before I kill you!” 

Raising  both  hands  into  the  air,  Dean  Wolfe  channeled  the flame. An axe the same size and shape as the one he’d wielded as the  Executioner  ripped  through  the  air,  sliding  into  his  outstretched palms  as  if  it  had  been  custom  made  for  them.  Though  the  whole weapon seemed made of fire itself, it did not burn Wolfe—nor did it even  singe  his  clothes.  Whatever  gifts  Chaos  had  given  this  man, they included his full protection against his own power. 

“Come here!” the Dean shrieked, his blubbery face quivering like  a  walrus’s  as  he  mounted  the  flaming  couch.  “Fight  me  like  a man,  Diamondspear!  I’ve  wanted  to  see  that  weapon  of  yours  in action since you arrived at my school—test your steel against mine!” 

Alec  knew  that  no  steel  existed  within  that  Chaos-blessed weapon.  The  axe  tore  through  wood  and  metal  alike,  slashing through  the  obstacles  keeping  Alec  separated  from  the  Dean.  He backed up again and again, until the kitchen counter connected with his lower back. There was nowhere else to run. 

“I should have snuck into the Beast Stable and poisoned your familiar  in  the  middle  of  the  night!”  Jonas  Wolfe  cackled,  swinging the  axe  in  a  hard  horizontal  slash.  Alec  ducked  away  and  watched as the weapon passed right through the faucet, turning the sink into a  gushing  geyser  of  water.  Even   that   wasn’t  enough  to  slow  the flames  rapidly  spreading  through  the  apartment,  or  the  smoke

covering  the  ceiling.  “Should  have  stabbed  your  little  elf  girl  right between the eyes!” 

To the Dean’s frustration, Alec kept ducking away. Soon Alec could  feel  the anger pouring from Jonas Wolfe, so much like the very flames  he  wielded  as  a  weapon.  The  man’s  face  twisted  in  a sardonic  smirk,  and  his  heavy  sweeps  slowed  as  he  sized  up  his opponent. 

“Coward,”  the  Dean  pronounced,  evidently  getting  a  great deal of pleasure from the word. “Wimp. Raise your weapon and fight me,  Diamondspear!  Or  would  you  rather  burn  to  death  inside  this building?” 

Still Alec kept moving. He hadn’t laid a finger on the Dean—

but  neither  had  Jonas  Wolfe  been  able  to  touch  him  with  that strange, flaming axe. The Dean grit his teeth, growling like a caged animal as his attacks grew wilder and wilder. 

“Is  that  it?  You  think  that  by  stalling  me,  I’ll  die  here  along with  you?”  The  Dean  laughed  in  Alec’s  face,  feigning  to  one  side before  delivering  a  vertical  slash  that  nearly  cut  through  the Bloodcloak.  “You’ll  be  slain,  but  at  least  you’ll  protect  your  friends from my wrath!? Is  that  why you refuse to fight me, Diamondspear!?” 

Alec  could  hear  the  Dean’s  voice  about  to  crack.  The  man seemed  on  the  edge  of  something,  and  Alec  intended  to  push  him over if he could. 

“You’re  not  worth  it,”  Alec  said,  running  his  fingers  through the  spray  of  the  faucet.  Another  battery  at  his  belt  began  to  glow, only  this  one  held  a  faint  blue  tinge,  rather  than  the  flames  Dean Jonas  would  have  expected.  In  fact,  had  he  been  paying  attention, most   of  the  batteries  were  now  blue,  rather  than  red.  “There’s  no point in fighting you, Wolfe. I figured I’d just let you get out some of your frustrations at being bested!” 

The man let out a roar like a bear with its leg caught in a trap. 

“You bastard!” Wolfe shrieked, his voice reaching heretofore unheard of  levels  of  shrill  as  he  lowered  his  head  and  charged.  It  was  the moment Alec had been waiting for. 

At  the  last  second,  he  twisted  to  the  side,  letting  the  Dean slam into the kitchen counter. 

Then the room exploded. 

Water gushed from every crack and crevice of the apartment. 

The  flames  coursing  through  the  rooms  were  snuffed  out  by  a veritable wall of water—one so powerful that after its passing, water two inches deep remained on the floor of the apartment. Dean Wolfe screamed, then gagged as he spit out great gouts of water, his axe winking out of existence. 

As  the  last  bits  of  smoke  faded  away,  only  a  very  soaked apartment remained. 

Dean  Wolfe  turned  from  the  counter,  his  face  falling  as  he witnessed  Alec’s  handiwork.  “No,”  the  man  whispered,  angered  to have  been  cheated  one  last  time.  “No,  you   can’t!  The  flames  gave me my power—you can’t have extinguished them—” 

Alec didn’t realize what he was doing until he’d already done it. 

In truth, he’d meant to strike out with the Diamondspear. The silver  weapon  remained  in  his  hand,  whispering  into  his  mind  with the  familiar  battle  fury  that  accompanied  every  warrior  mage  of  his line into combat. Yet at the last moment, Alec dropped the spear to the ground, watching as it slid closed into the baton he carried with him always. 

Dean Wolfe’s expression filled with the same confusion Alec felt.  “What  are  you  doing?”  the  old  man  asked,  his  jaw  quivering. 

“Wait, don’t—” 

It was too late. Alec brought up the Ring of the Archon and held the jewel before the Dean’s eyes. 

The  gem  within  began  to  pulse  with  that  strange  red  light. 

The  atmosphere  thickened  in  the  room,  becoming  intolerably  stuffy for a moment, and when the feeling passed, it was as if a series of tightly  wound  strings  had  been  cut.  The  tautness  in  Dean  Wolfe’s stance faded, and what stood before Alec Diamondspear once more was merely a very old, very tired Headmaster. 

Dean  Jonas  blinked.  “You…  what…?”  The  old  man  looked around,  as  if  he’d  gone  on  a  walk  and  somehow  lost  his  bearings along the way. “What… what just happened? Where am I?” 

For a long moment, Alec expected a trick. For the old look of hatred  to  settle  on  Dean  Wolfe’s  face  once  more  and  for  him  to spring  forward  once  again,  a  new  weapon  burning  to  life  in  his hands.  But  it  failed  to  occur.  And  when  it  did,  Alec  realized something very important. 

 This  was  the  true  power  of  the  Ring  of  the  Archon.  As  he’d been  told,  it  destroyed  Chaos  everywhere  it  touched  it—and  it  had done so. Whatever fell power had taken control of Dean Wolfe had just been banished. 

“Oh  dear,”  the  Dean  said,  running  his  hands  over  his  eyes. 

Without a hint of self-consciousness, the old man began to sob. “Oh no, I… I’ve done something terrible. No, I’ve done  so many  terrible things. My goodness, what took control of me?” 

Alec  felt  conflicted.  As  much  as  he’d  grown  to  hate  Dean Wolfe, he couldn’t deny that he’d truly never met the actual man until now. As it was, perhaps there stood reason to be merciful under the circumstances. 

“We’ve  freed  you,  Dean  Wolfe,”  Alec  said,  glancing  back toward  the  front  of  the  apartment.  The  shimmering  wall  over  the doors and windows had faded, destroyed the moment Alec lifted the veil  from  the  Dean’s  eyes.  Uriel  stood  in  the  middle  of  the  street, having  just  stopped  his  attacks  on  the  magical  barrier.  He  looked almost as shocked as Alec was. 

Dean  Wolfe  looked  past  Alec  and  saw  the  Archmage.  His expression  lit  up,  and  some  of  the  weariness  dropped  from  the man’s  face.  “Why,  is  that  Uriel  Diamondspear!?  I  have  so  much  to say to him! We need to rally the troops at once—His Majesty’s Royal Sky Watch will be needed—the forces of Chaos are on the move…” 

“We  know,”  is  what  Alec  tried  to  say.  But  Dean  Wolfe  was already in motion. The old man hobbled to the doorway and stepped through, gingerly avoiding the heavy door that had been sent to the

ground  by  Alec  when  he’d  been  tossed  inside.  Dean  Wolfe  spread his arms in greeting, his face almost childish in its relief as he made his way across the street to where Uriel stood. 

“Archmage  Diamondspear!”  the  Dean  cried,  quickening  his step. “A great evil has been done to the city of Nessus, but you and I can fix it! I’ve been freed from the grip of Chaos, all thanks to your son—” 

There was undoubtedly so much the Dean wanted to say to Uriel.  Apologies,  reminiscences,  words  of  advice  and  warning  he’d picked  up  during  his  long  sojourn  within  the  bosom  of  Chaos.  So many things that could have been said within a few short steps. 

Unfortunately,  Dean  Jonas  Wolfe  would  never  take  those steps. 

A few strides away from Uriel,  something  fell from the sky like a lightning strike. It landed just behind Dean Wolfe, and suddenly six inches of steel protruded from the man’s chest. 

“No!” Alec screamed, only now seeing the scene before him. 

Dean Wolfe let out a tiny noise of surprise, then toppled. He was  dead  before  he  hit  the  ground—before  the  figure  standing behind  him  even  finished  removing  the  scythe  blade  that  had cleaved his heart. 

Baldir Diamondspear stood in the middle of the street. 

Above his head, floated an entire  fleet  of airships. 





Chapter 9







“Father. It’s so good to see you again.” 

The  words  tumbled  like  silk  from  the  lips  of  Baldir Diamondspear—silk covered in expensive, exquisite poison. After so long apart, the sight of the shade of Uriel’s deceased son instilled a deep  sense  of  dread  in  Alec.  The  mage’s  robes  were  of  a  brilliant white,  decorated  about  the  sleeves  and  chest  with  the  same  sun logo the High King’s elite troops had worn. Only now did Alec realize whose symbol the logo  truly  was. 

Uriel Diamondspear looked as if  he’d  been the one stabbed in the heart, rather than Dean Wolfe. Tears sprang to the Archmage’s eyes as he stared into the face of his dead son, resurrected in this thing  that wore his face and manners like a suit. 

“I am not your father,” Uriel said sadly. “Though I would gladly call you son, if it caused you to cease this madness…” 

The thing that was Baldir Diamondspear tossed back its head and  laughed.  Long  white  hair  trailed  down  the  shade’s  back,  his resemblance to the Archmage stronger than ever before. 

“Believe  it  or  not,  I’m  not  here  for  you,”  Baldir  said  harshly, turning  away.  “I  don’t  care  a  fig  whether  the  High  King  separates your  head  from  your  body  or  not.  I’ve  come  here  for   you,  Alec Diamondspear.” 

Despite  all  the  trials  and  tribulations  Alec  had  bested,  the monsters  he’d  defeated,  the  sheer   adversity   he’d  overcome,  the sight of Baldir Diamondspear smiling like that froze his blood. Some tiny part of his brain, more emotional than rational, had always told him that Baldir’s shade would never be able to escape the House of Doors.  That  even  if  he  served  the  forces  of  Chaos,  Baldir  would

always do so behind the scenes—in places where he couldn’t harm Alec or his friends. 

Now  that  assumption  had  been  blown  away.  Baldir  stood before him, wielding a silver scythe, and the man’s grin couldn’t hide the desire to kill sitting behind those pale gray eyes. 

“You  should  be  happy!”  Baldir  said,  the  corner  of  his  mouth curling in a smirk. “I just rid you of one of your oldest enemies. Dean Wolfe  has  been  conspiring  to  make  your  life  hell  ever  since  you enrolled  at  the  Royal  Academy.  Nearly  everything  bad  that’s happened to you within those walls was  his  fault. I didn’t have a thing to  do  with  it.”  Baldir  gestured  over  his  shoulder  toward  where  the Dean’s body lay in a pool of blood. “Aren’t you thrilled he’s gone?” 

“You’re a monster,” Alec managed. “He didn’t deserve to die. 

I’d  freed  him…” 

“Ah  yes,”  Baldir  said,  his  eyes  narrowing  to  slits.  “Another one of the Archon’s gifts. He really  does  seem to favor you, doesn’t he? Tell me though, Alec—when the creator of magic has to tip the scales  so  many  times  to  keep  you  alive,  what  does  that  say  about your natural abilities, hmm? Maybe that you’d be dead a dozen times over if you weren’t the Archon’s favorite little boy?” 

The words stung. “I’m not a little boy,” Alec said, rising to his full  height.  The  Diamondspear  rolled  across  the  ground,  snapping back  into  its  Master’s  hand  as  if  it  was  meant  to  be  there.  “And you’re  not  a   man   at  all,  Baldir  Diamondspear.  Uriel’s   real   son  is dead,  and  has  been  for  years.  You’re  just  his  father’s  guilt  made manifest. A ghost.” 

The words cracked Baldir’s cultured facade like nothing else could.  “I  am  Uriel’s  trueborn  son!”  the  shade  growled,  its  face contorted in hate. “Those stories the old man told you, Alec? They’re all   lies!   I  am  the  true  heir  of  House  Diamondspear,  and  now  that Chaos gave me a route out of the prison my father shoved me into, I intend to  claim what’s mine! ” 

Alec shook his head. A wave of sadness washed over him—

the  most  unexpected  emotion  he  could  have  imagined.  Really?  At

 this moment? To feel pity? 

“You really think that, don’t you?” Alec asked the shade. 

Baldir’s expression collapsed. “It’s the truth,” he said—though he no longer sounded as sure as he once had. “My… my  father—” 

“Your father loved you,” Alec said, cutting him off. “He made mistakes  with  you,  to  be  certain—and  he’s  paid  for  them.  Is   still paying for them, as a matter of fact. He loves you still, even though you’re  not  his  son,  Baldir.  The  real  Baldir  has  a  gravestone  on  the grounds of the Northmund Estate.” A faint, sad smile tugged at the corners of Alec’s mouth. “The people of the village still put flowers on it,  Baldir.  They  loved  Uriel’s  son   that   much,  that  it  still  pains  them after all these years—” 

“Quiet! ”  the  shade  roared,  putting  the  hand  not  holding  the scythe over its ear. “Shut up, shut up! They told me the truth, the  real truth! My name is in the Book of the Guilty now, Diamondspear! And it says  B-A-L-D-I-R, as plain as day!” 

Alec could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Their realm is the origin of lies,” he told the shade, sounding almost sympathetic. 

“Don’t you see that, Baldir? They made Dean Wolfe believe he was more than just an old man. And they made a passing shade believe he was the heir of House Diamondspear.” 

For  a  moment,  Alec  thought  he’d  broken  through.  The  truth seemed  to  filter  through  Baldir’s  mind,  cutting  through  the  careful web  of  lies  and  half-truths  the  shade  had  used  to  keep  itself  alive and sane for the years since the true Baldir’s death. The lower half of  Baldir’s  body  even  lost  some  of  its  definition  for  a  moment, withering away as if he’d begun to realize he was nothing more than a shade. 

Then Baldir’s face went completely blank. 

“I’m  the  lord  of  House  Diamondspear,”  he  said  in  a  near monotone.  “Which  means  that  by  rights,  I   should  be  the  one  who receives the Archon’s gifts.” 

“You  are  not,”  Alec  said,  taking  a  protective  step  backward. 

“You’re…” 

“Don’t  worry,”  the  shade  said  with  a  faint  smile.  “You  can keep  the  spear.  I  don’t  want  it  anymore.  I’ve  built  my   own Diamondspear—although  I  suppose  it’s  more  of  a  Diamondscythe, now.”  The  shade  chuckled  as  he  pulled  the  weapon  through  a  few short, tentative swipes. “Yes, it handles much better than that ancient thing. Out with the old, and in with the new, that’s what I say!” 

“Baldir,” Alec warned. “Don’t!” 

Just then, a whole group of figures spilled into the street. At first  Alec  tensed,  expecting  more  soldiers  of  Chaos,  but  these weren’t the High King’s forces—and neither were they the prisoners Alec had set free from the High King’s dungeons. 

It was his friends. 

“Alec!” Eleira cried. “Uriel? Baldir?!” 

To  her  left  stood  Jolenta  and  Vodalus,  and  to  her  right  was Trystara, floating six inches off the ground. 

“Oh  good,  your  friends  are  here,”  Baldir  said,  letting  the words wash down his back unheard. “They can watch  this.” 

And Baldir tossed the Diamondscythe at Alec. 

Alec  parried  the  scythe  easily  in  mid-air,  but  that  wasn’t  the point.  As  much  as  Baldir  had  talked  up  the  weapon,  he  simply wanted to be rid of it before the true fight began. The  real  show was in  the  waves  of  magic  rippling  over  the  shade’s  body,  distorting  his fine white robes beyond recognition. 

Alec  wasn’t  sure  what  to  expect.  He’d  seen  Dean  Wolfe charge up before summoning that strange flaming axe, however, so he possibly thought that Baldir would do something much the same before  throwing  himself  at  Alec.  It  was  this  he  readied  himself  for, grabbing  hold  of  the  Diamondspear  with  both  hands  to  block  any incoming weapon. 

Only to realize the Diamondspear could no longer aid him. 

Cries of surprise and dismay filled the street as Baldir’s body began to grow and change. His face distorted into a serpentine maw as he grew, in one moment as tall as the top of a nearby building and

then in the next even bigger. Scales rippled up and down his skin as he shed his human form, casting it away as neatly as a coat one no longer intended to wear. 

What  rose  into  the  air,  flapping  its  leathery  wings,  was  a White Dragon. 

 By the Archon,  Alec thought, his heart plummeting toward his stomach.  He even has  that  power…

Alec  had  turned  into  a  dragon  once  before,  while  he  fought the great beast at the heart of the Haunted Isle. But that power had only  come  to  him  for  a  few  moments,  and  only  at  his  moment  of greatest need. Never in his life had he ever even  dreamed  of being able  to  control  it  in  the  way  that  the  shade  of  Baldir  Diamondspear did.  To  transform  into  such  a  powerful  beast  at  will,  to  rain  down havoc on the kingdoms? It was a fearsome ability, indeed. 

“Oh  Gods,”  Alec  heard  Uriel  whisper  as  the  transformation finished. “What have you done, Baldir?” 

The  dragon  tossed  back  its  head  and  roared.  White  flames spewed  from  its  mouth,  so  bright  as  to  be  almost  colorless. 

Wherever  they  touched,  buildings  did  not  burn  so  much  as   melted, destroyed  instantly  by  the  heat  of  the  White  Dragon.  Baldir Diamondspear’s true form lay revealed before the people of Nessus, and they trembled to see it. 

Suddenly  there  was  a  presence  at  Alec’s  shoulder.  Several presences, in fact. His friends had come to join him. 

“You’ve  got  to  stop  him,”  Eleira  said,  staring  up  at  the monster  as  if  she’d  never  seen  anything  so  horrible  in  all  her  life. 

“You  have  to  do  what  you  did  at  the  Haunted  Isle,  Alec.  That’s  the only way you’re going to beat Baldir!” 

“Do  we  really   want   to  beat  Baldir,  though?”  Jolenta  asked, clinging to Vodalus in fear as the great White Dragon soared down the street. “At the moment, it appears he’s destroying our  enemies. 

Perhaps it’s a good idea to simply let him level the city, and flee via the  Titan’s Claw  before the whole place is destroyed?” 

To  Alec’s  shame,  he  considered  it.  Then  he  thought  of Warden Winters, who’d saved Uriel’s life yet considered the city her true home. And of all the prisoners he’d freed, those who had been tossed into the dungeon and kept from their families on the flimsiest of pretexts. 

 This  place  has  Chaos’s  claws  in  it  like  no  other  city  in  the world,  Alec thought, remembering what he’d been told.  But perhaps it doesn’t have to. 

If  he  struck  a  blow  here,  showed  the  people  the  truth, perhaps he could shake Chaos’s grip on the place. He had to try. 

Tens  of  thousands  of  lives  stood  in  the  balance.  Most  of which were as innocent as the students who stood around him. 

“Jolenta,” he commanded. 

She gave a little start and stood up straighter. “Yes, Alec?” 

“Take Eleira and get to the  Titan’s Claw,” he said, nodding in the  direction  of  the  docks.  “Vodalus,  you  go,  too.  Escort  my  uncle Uriel, so that he doesn’t get into any trouble on the way there.” 

“I… think I can do that for you, Alec,” the man said, giving the Archmage  of  House  Diamondspear  a  sideways  glance.  “If  he’ll cooperate, that is…” 

“We’re not leaving you,” Eleira said, her eyes filling with worry for him. “You can’t face that monster down alone!” 

“If  Firemane  were  here,  you  might  stand  a  chance  of helping,” Alec said, looking into his beloved’s face. “But we kept him behind,  to  keep  the  people  of  Nessus  from  knowing  who  we  are. 

There’s  nothing  you  can  do  right  now,  Eleira.  The  best  thing  is  for you, my uncle, and the rest of my friends to get away.” 

“Besides,  he  won’t  be  alone.”  That  was  Trystara,  who’d already  slipped  into  her  evolved  form.  A  black  diadem  of  obsidian rested against her noble forehead, and thick barbs like sword blades stood out from her tail. “If you turn into a dragon again, you’ll be able to fly. And I’ll fly right along with you!” 

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Alec said with a grin. “If you get  the   Titan’s  Claw   to  the  city  limits,  you  might  have  Maimonides take a few shots at the White Dragon. But I won’t have you all risking yourselves for me.” He glared up into the sky, watching the dragon cavort and spit flames on buildings. “This is between me and Baldir.” 

Everyone appeared to be in agreement, though Alec’s friends looked reluctant to let him fight Baldir on his own. That was, until a commanding voice spoke up from behind him. 

“I’m sorry, Alec. I cannot allow you to do that.” 

It was Uriel Diamondspear. The Archmage had regained his senses and stood just in front of Alec, watching the shade of his son fly over the city in dragon form with an almost impossible sadness. 

“This is my fault, Alec,” Uriel said, the beginnings of tears in the  man’s  eyes.  “Everything  that’s  happened  is  because  of  me. 

Baldir, the war… even your orphaning. It is all my fault, and I have so much to atone for. I cannot allow you to shoulder this burden alone

—” 

Flames rained down from the sky. Alec had just enough time to cry out as the blue sky filled with piercing white fire, aimed at them from Baldir Diamondspear. 

Uriel roared and threw up a hand. A blue shield erupted from his  outstretched  palm,  every  bit  as  thick  and  strong  as  the  Shield Ring Alec had given to Eleira to be her engagement ring. Uriel’s face contorted  in  effort  as  he  held  the  gout  of  flame  at  bay,  his  powers severely tested. 

“Run!” the Archmage commanded. “All of you!” 

Alec’s friends raced for the docks. But Alec—and his familiar, Trystara—stood their ground. 

“I  told  you  to  run!”  Uriel  commanded.  Tongues  of  flame lapped  around  the  shield,  digging  deep  cracks  into  the  magical barrier. “It won’t hold much longer, Alec! Listen to me and flee—!” 

“I’m  done  fleeing,”   Alec  said,  his  voice  distorted  by  the draconic  power  already  flowing  through  him.  “I’m  taking  Baldir

 Diamondspear  down!  That   thing   has  hurt  my  friends  for  the  last time! ” 

A look of panic filled Uriel’s eyes. As the great shield began to  crack,  Alec’s  vision  dimmed.  Something  deep  inside  of  him  took hold—something that had nothing to do with his spear, or his cloak, or any of the other gifts the Archon had given to him. In that, at least, Baldir Diamondspear was wrong. 

Alec grinned as he began to transform.  This isn’t the Archon, Baldir. This is all me! 

The  shield  broke,  but  no  flames  engulfed  Uriel Diamondspear.  A  great  Red  Dragon  took  over  just  over  his  head, parrying  the  white  blaze  with  black  flames  of  its  own.  An  observer from ground level would have been too busy running for their lives to make  much  sense  of  the  chaos  up  above—but  had  they  been watching, they’d have seen something impossible. 

A  look  of  shock  and  fear  on  the  White  Dragon’s  serpentine face. 

“No! ”  the  shade  of  Baldir  Diamondspear  roared.  The  call went  over  the  city,  ringing  like  a  thousand  bells.  “You  can’t!  That power is not yours!” 

“It’s  all  mine!”  Alec  roared  right  back.  “Come  and  fight  me, Baldir Diamondspear! Let me prove to you that you’re nothing but a ghost!” 

For a moment, the White Dragon made as if to swoop down and  lock  claws  with  Alec.  Then  it  shied  back,  flapping  toward  the northern wall on its mighty, pearl-white wings. 

“All  units!”  Baldir  Diamondspear  cried,  his  voice  a  dragon’s flame. “Attack! Kill the Red Dragon!” 

The  fleet  of  airships  surrounding  the  city  opened  fire. 

Cannonballs filled the sky, whizzing past Alec’s draconic head as the vessels Baldir Diamondspear brought with him to Nessus focused on his dragon’s body. 

With  an  angry  growl,  Alec  dove  low,  avoiding  most  of  the shots.  That  coward!  He  thought,  anger  sizzling  in  his  heart  like  the flames that powered his claws and scales.  He thinks he’s going to let the High King’s airships do his dirty work? 

He’d show Baldir the  true power of a dragon! 

Alec  soared  toward  the  nearest  airship  like  a  bullet,  tucking his wings in low for speed. The ship erupted two times with cannon shot, then three, until he could see the faces of the Imperial troops on  deck.  The  men  began  to  panic,  switching  to  arrows  and longbows, but it was already too late. 

Alec peered over the side—then the rage of the dragon took hold.  His  maw  erupted  with  flame,  burning  the  deck  to  a  crisp. 

Tongues of fire coursed across the boards, roasting the interior of the airship. Finally, something inside of it exploded, ignited by the flame, and  the  vessel  began  to  rapidly  lose  altitude,  free  falling  out  of  the sky. 

 One down,  Alec thought.  Archon only knows how many to go

—

A  cannonball  whizzed  directly  at  his  head.  Alec  braced  for impact,  the  shot  too  close  to  dodge—then  something  collided  with the mass, sending it off course. 

Trystara floated in front of his face, wreathed with power. The demoness looked like a goddess of the underworld, her skin clad in sharp black armor. When she grinned, she had a mouth of fangs. 

“That  was  close!”  Trystara  said,  sounding  like  her  ordinary self  in  that  fearsome  body.  “They  almost  managed  to  land  a  hit  on you, Master!” 

Alec’s draconic maw grinned. “Well done,” he told his familiar. 

“Let’s make sure they don’t get a second chance!” 

Alec and Trystara split up, each attacking the airships. As it turned out, the dreaded need to clear the sky fully before they could engage  the  White  Dragon  didn’t  occur—once  he  and  Trystara destroyed  another  half-dozen  airships,  the  morale  of  the  remaining crews  broke.  Soldiers  retreated  from  the  decks,  taking  the  relative

safety of the engine room as the airships reversed course, heading out toward the sea. 

“What are you doing!?” the White Dragon demanded. Baldir Diamondspear’s voice sounded stripped of command—almost like a petulant child as he watched his forces flee. “Turn around and fight, damn you! Focus on the Red Dragon and bring him down!” 

A  small  figure  raked  its  claws  across  the  White  Dragon’s scales.  Trystara  giggled  with  malicious  glee,  diving  away  from  the grip of Baldir’s claws before he could grab hold of her. 

“Your  friends  aren’t  willing  to  risk  their  lives!”  the  demoness yelled, soaring back toward Alec. “That’s the difference between you and Alec, Baldir! Other than the whole ‘not being a ghost’ thing!” 

White  flames  erupted  in  Baldir’s  eyes.  “You’ll  die  for  that remark, wench!” the White Dragon growled, channeling more energy into its scaled body. 

Trystara  flew  over  to  Alec  and  slapped  one  of  his  clawed hands.  “Your  turn!”  the  demoness  said  brightly,  sticking  her  tongue out  at  Baldir.  “Take  him  down,  Alec!  Let’s  finish  this  thing  and  stop Chaos for good!” 

A surge of enthusiasm filled Alec Diamondspear as the Red Dragon flew aloft. He closed the distance between himself and Baldir Diamondspear,  his  claws  flexing  as  more  flames  erupted  from  his maw. The White Dragon flew this way and that, missing most of the blasts.  It  was  clear  that  the  two  of  them  would  soon  be  in  melee range, and they’d settle this one-on-one. 

Alec took a swipe at Baldir’s great draconic head, gouging at one  of  the  flames  in  his  eyes.  In  response,  the  White  Dragon wrapped  its  arms  around  him,  grappling  like  a  wrestler  in  a gladiator’s  ring.  The  two  collided,  a  mass  of  claws  and  teeth  and angry  remarks.  Alec  swung  his  tail;  Baldir  headbutted  Alec  right between the eyes. 

“We seem to be evenly matched in the air!” Baldir cried, his muscles  bulging  as  he  tried  to  get  Alec’s  neck  into  a  sleeper  hold. 

“Let’s see how you handle things on the ground, foundling!” 

Baldir tucked in his wings and stopped holding himself aloft, clinging  even  more  tightly  to  Alec’s  scales  as  he  did  so.  The combined weight of two mighty dragons proved too much for Alec’s strength, and both the White Dragon and the Red toppled from the sky. They turned end over end, each trying to be on top when they finally hit the streets of Nessus. 

Baldir  managed  it  by  slipping  out  of  Alec’s  grip  just  before impact. The White Dragon overtook the Red, pushing downward as Alec  hit  a  building   hard.  The  foundation  buckled  beneath  him,  and the  two  were  falling  once  again,  crashing  through  the  rubble  to  the street below. 

Alec,  however,  had  no  time  to  regain  his  senses.  The moment  Baldir  lay  on  top  of  him,  the  White  Dragon  erupted  with  a bolt of pure flame, spitting it into his eyes from a distance of no more than a playing card’s width. Alec screamed as his vision was ripped away—the entire world flared with pain. 

Then Baldir did it again. And  again. 

Alec  struck  out  blindly,  trying  to  make  the  endless  waves  of fire stop. Just by chance, his fist connected with the side of Baldir’s head, forcing the White Dragon to twist. 

Alec’s  vision  cleared  just  in  time  to  see  Baldir  looming  over him, both sets of claws outstretched. The White Dragon was about to stab him through the eyes, blinding him for good! 

He  twisted,  trying  to  roll  away,  but  the  rubble  held  him  fast. 

Far  above  Baldir’s  head  he  could  see  Trystara  descending  like  a barrel going over a waterfall, but the beautiful demoness wouldn’t be able to reach him in time. He lifted a claw weakly, preparing to do his best to parry the blow…

A tiny explosion rocked the side of Baldir’s head. The White Dragon roared in sudden pain, clutching the wound, his debilitating attack forgotten. He turned in a rage to see a small airship flying over the skyline, firing with everything that it was worth. 

The  Titan’s Claw! 

“Your  friends,”  Baldir  growled,  looking  annoyed.  “Always  the whole  world  is  against  me,  Diamondspear.  All  society,  all  known order itself conspires against me! Yet still I rise! Yet still I  win—!” 

“I  wish  you’d  shut  up  already!”  Trystara  growled,  landing  on the  back  of  Baldir’s  head.  Her  claws  raked  the  fresh  wound  the Titan’s  Claw   had  opened,  rending  flesh  and  scales  alike.  Baldir’s cries became a horrified shriek as pale white blood dripped down the side of his head, his claws battering at Trystara but missing. 

The   Titan’s  Claw   did  not  fire  again.  Seeing  Trystara  on  the White  Dragon’s  head,  it  rapidly  gained  altitude  and  began  heading back out toward the docks. Alec could just barely see his friends on deck, cheering him on. 

Then  Baldir  fired  a  beam  of  white-hot  flame  at  the  airship, and the vessel twisted in the air. 

“No!”  Alec  shrieked,  but  it  was  too  late.  The   Titan’s  Claw began  rapidly  losing  altitude,  spinning  in  a  circle  as  it  frantically searched  for  a  safe  place  to  land.  He  could  see  his  friends  being flung  around  like  rag  dolls  on  board,  though  thankfully  no  one  had gone overboard. “Trystara, help them!” 

The demoness jumped off Baldir’s head and flew toward the airship, moving as quickly as she could. Baldir watched her go with glee and leaned on Alec harder, droplets of his white blood sizzling across Alec’s scales. 

“That’s  what  happens  when  your  friends  are  willing  to  risk their  lives  for  you,”  the  White  Dragon  said  in  a  mocking  tone. 

“Sometimes, they  lose  those lives!” 

Alec  knew  his  friends  weren’t  dead,  but  they  most  certainly were in trouble. He needed to finish this fight and help them, get the Titan’s Claw  running before the High King’s troops could capture his group. 

“You’re  nothing,  Baldir  Diamondspear,”  Alec  said,  grabbing the White Dragon’s shoulders and forcing him back. He rose to his full height, spitting flame, and extended his claws. “You’re not even worthy of that name!” 

The  two  grappled  again  and  again,  leaving  destroyed buildings and rubble in their wake. Trystara disappeared, along with the  Titan’s  Claw,  and  Alec  just  had  to  hope  for  the  best  where  his friends  were  concerned.  He  had  to  use  all  his  concentration  just  to keep Baldir from defeating him. 

Despite  all  his  powers,  Alec  felt  himself  beginning  to  flag before the onslaught of Baldir Diamondspear. The shade was full of so much  hate,  so much self-denial, that nothing could get through to him—and nothing could stop him. 

Alec managed to get his hands around Baldir’s throat, but the White  Dragon  dealt  a  punishing  tail  swipe  to  his  midsection  that forced  him  to  retreat.  Each  of  them  fired  a  beam  of  flame,  which twisted  down  the  street  and  destroyed  each  other  in  their  power. 

Finally, Baldir just hauled off and  grabbed  Alec, digging in his claws as light washed over both dragons. 

“Let’s  finish  this  the  old-fashioned  way,”  the  shade  spoke  in Alec’s ear. Its tone was mocking, cruel—the voice of a victor playing with the defeated before landing the killing blow. “I wouldn’t want you to destroy the platform where they’re going to kill my dear father…” 

In  fact,  it  was  that  very  platform  where  Alec  and  Baldir  now found  themselves.  Both  shrank  back  down  from  draconic  form,  the awesome  and  terrifying  powers  that  had  transformed  them  both extinguished  for  the  moment.  Alec  had  no  idea  where  the Diamondspear  could  be,  and  he’d  seen  no  sign  of  Baldir’s  scythe since  they’d  landed.  The  two  fought  with  fists,  feet,  and  teeth,  like men possessed. Like cavemen fighting over a slain kill. 

Alec  kept  on  fighting,  but  his  vision  had  begun  to  dim.  He’d wounded Baldir just as many times as the man had managed to hurt him,  yet  only  Alec  appeared  to  feel  the  pain  and  debilitation  of  his wounds.  Baldir  looked  fresh  as  a  daisy,  ready  to  go  for  ten  more rounds if that’s what was needed to defeat Alec. 

Finally,  the  young  man  found  himself  on  the  boards,  with Baldir standing over him. Blood trickled from Baldir’s nose and teeth, yet the look on his face was savage and triumphant. 

“You  lose,  foundling,”  Baldir  said,  wiping  his  mouth.  He searched the scaffold for something to land the killing blow with and came up with a discarded knife. It looked like little more than a black piece of metal from the forge, one of the cheap offerings given to the City Watch. 

But it would do the job. 

“Stop, Baldir,” Alec said, lifting the Ring of the Archon. Surely that  gift  would  clear  the  fog  in  Baldir’s  mind  and  allow  him  to  see what he truly was? “Look at the ring, shade! See your true nature—” 

Baldir gave the ring a glance, then slashed viciously with the knife.  Alec  felt  a  horrible  pain  in  his  finger,  then  a  searing  burn  as Baldir  applied  fire  to  the  wound.  When  Alec’s  vision  cleared,  he found himself staring at the stub of his ring finger. The digit carrying the Ring of the Archon lay on the boards, severed at the knuckle. 

 Impossible,  Alec thought, watching the severed finger twitch. 

The  light  went  out  of  the  Archon’s  Ring,  the  connection  between himself and divinity severed.  No, he can’t have…

Baldir  lifted  the  knife  with  both  hands,  only  for  a  rock  to  hit him in the back of the head. It was more of an annoyance than an actual wound, yet it prompted the shade to turn. 

Eleira stood at the edge of the scaffold, two more rocks in her fists.  “Don’t  you   dare   hurt  him,  you  bastard!”  the  elf  girl  shouted, tossing another stone as she reached for her spellbook. 

Baldir ducked out of the way of this second stone, rolling his eyes. “Your friends,” he said, as casually as if he and Alec were old schoolyard  chums.  “Gods,  they’re  so  annoying.  Like  little  rats,  and every  time  you  think  you’ve  managed  to  stop  the  infestation,  they pop right back up…” 

“Eleira,” Alec croaked weakly. “Run! Save yourself!” 

A grin like nothing Alec had ever seen before twisted Baldir Diamondspear’s face. “Hard to get married when you’re missing your ring finger,” the shade said, glancing over at the elf girl. “I think I’ll cut both of your little tramp’s off, right before she watches me kill you—” 

“BALDIR DIAMONDSPEAR!” 

The  sound  rang  across  the  scaffold  like  the  voice  of  the Archon  himself.  Baldir  froze,  nearly  dropping  the  knife  from  his suddenly nerveless fingers. Slowly, the shade turned, grinning as he watched something out of Alec’s view. 

“There   you  are,”  the  shade  cackled  happily.  “I  thought  you ran for the hills, Dad! But here you are, right where you belong…” 

Somehow,  Alec  managed  to  sit  up.  He  reached  for  his severed  finger  and  plucked  the  Ring  of  the  Archon  from  it,  then tucked the all-important piece of jewelry into a pocket of his robe. His severed digit no longer hurt—it was as if Baldir had put some kind of healing spell in with the fire he’d used to cauterize the wound. Thank the Archon for small mercies, at least. 

He managed to crawl to Eleira on her side of the scaffold. On the opposite end stood Uriel Diamondspear. 

Alec had seen the Archmage in many different moods. He’d been  a  father  figure  to  Alec,  a  guiding  light  in  the  most  difficult  of times,  and  a  fierce  warrior  on  the  battlefield  in  his  younger  days. 

He’d  watched  the  man’s  regret  at  his  past  mistakes,  and  shared  in his hopes for the future. 

He’d never seen Uriel like this before. Surrounded by power, wrapped  in  his  splendid  robes,  the  Archmage  of  House Diamondspear looked like the Archon himself. 

“Baldir,” Uriel said, taking a step forward. “Oh, how I’ve failed you.” 

Baldir  Diamondspear  snickered.  All  thoughts  of  finishing  off Alec or severing Eleira’s fingers had fled from the man’s mind. It was clear that Uriel Diamondspear, his so-called father, was the one thing that occupied his mind. 

“So  you’re  finally  willing  to  come  clean,”  the  shade  said, clapping  his  hands.  A  new  scythe  materialized  in  Baldir Diamondspear’s  hands—or  perhaps  it  was  the  same  weapon  as before, teleported from where it had fallen to its Master’s hands. “Tell them, Dad! Tell them everything you did to me!” 

“I should have saved you,” Uriel said, shaking his head sadly. 

“I should have bent the laws of time and space itself in order to keep my son with me. But I will not make the same mistake twice. I will run from the past no longer. Baldir. Come to me.” 

“Uriel,  don’t!”  Alec  couldn’t  understand  it.  The  Archmage wasn’t even trying! Baldir had an incredible amount of power on his side, yet Uriel could have still thrown everything he had at the shade. 

Why  did  he  just  stand  there,  staring  at  the  shade  of  Baldir Diamondspear as if he were seeing a ghost? 

 Because he  is  seeing a ghost,  Alec realized. 

“Maimonides  almost  has  the   Titan’s  Claw   ready,”  Eleira whispered as she helped Alec to his feet. “He’ll be here any minute, and—oh my gods! Alec, your finger…” 

Alec just shook his head. “Fight  me! ” he demanded, taking a shaky step forward. “We aren’t finished yet, Baldir! You haven’t killed me!” 

The  shade  didn’t  even  turn.  But  Uriel  looked  over  his  son’s shoulder, giving Alec a look that was as fierce as the Archon himself. 

“Make sure Maimonides studies those blueprints,” Uriel said, casting his voice over the scaffold as Baldir advanced on him. “Take the Ring of the Archon to the High King, Alrick Demesne. Somehow you must convince the High King to see reason, and launch the Sky Watch against the forces of Chaos.” 

“I can’t!” Alec cried. He felt himself on the verge of tears. “The Ring—it  failed!  Baldir cut it right from my hand!” 

A sad smile spread across Uriel’s face. “You must try again,” 

the old man said. Baldir was now only a few steps away, the scythe twisting back and forth in his hand. “And I must ask one last thing of you, Alec.” 

“Please,  no,”  Alec  said.  He  made  to  race  after  Baldir,  but Eleira  held  him  back.  “You  don’t  want  him,  Baldir!  You  want  me! 

Finish what we started!” 

“Make  sure  you  never  lose  this  again,”  Uriel  said,  tossing something across the scaffold with a faint smile. “Give it to your and Eleira’s  children,  so  that  they  can  carry  on  the  Diamondspear  line where I failed.” 

The silver baton of the Diamondspear landed in Alec’s hands. 

“Uriel!” 

“You may not have issued from my loins, young man, but you are my son,” Uriel said. “Remember that, Alec. Always.” 

Baldir  struck  once  with  the  scythe,  and  Uriel  fell  to  the ground. 

“Noooo! ” Alec screamed. It was no use. Eleira tugged at him from behind, her own sobs filling the square. Both of them cried as Baldir raised the scythe once more, slashing through the fallen figure of Uriel Diamondspear. The Archmage. 

Dead. 

Silence  filled  the  square.  Baldir  Diamondspear  stared  down at  the  man  he  called  his  father,  blood  dripping  from  his  weapon. 

There  was  no  longer  anything  that  could  be  called  even  remotely human in his eyes. 

“Very  well,”  Baldir  said,  straightening  up  from  Uriel’s  body. 

“Let’s go ahead and take care of you two now—” 

A  gust  of  wind  blew  across  the  scaffold,  blowing  Baldir backward.  Just  behind  Alec  and  Eleira,  a  silver  airship  descended from  between  two  buildings,  its  bottom  covered  in  magical  runes. 

Maimonides the Shadebringer stood on the helm, guiding the vessel down to the scaffold with great skill. 

When he saw the body curled up at Baldir’s feet, he let out a mournful cry. “Urry! No…” 

“Come  on,”  Eleira  said  through  her  tears.  “Alec,  we  have  to go!” 

Alec  felt  as  if  he  were  standing  in  waist  deep  syrup.  “I…  I can’t,”  he  said,  watching  Baldir  slowly  approach  with  the  scythe.  “I have to go to Uriel. I can’t let this happen…” 

Then suddenly, stronger hands were lifting Alec from his feet. 

The  demoness  Trystara  grabbed  him  beneath  the  shoulders  and pulled  him  onto  the  deck  of  the   Titan’s  Claw,  having  just  done  the same to Eleira a few moments before. 

“Maimonides,  now!”  Jolenta  screamed  from  the  deck. 

“They’re on board! Rise, man,  rise! ” 

The   Titan’s  Claw   soared  into  the  air,  leaving  the  rapidly shrinking form of Baldir Diamondspear standing on the scaffold. The white-haired mage locked eyes with Alec as the airship rose out of his reach, smiling like a shark. 



Chapter 10







Alec awoke in the depths of the  Titan’s Claw, hours later. 

For a time, he simply lay in the darkness, wishing none of it had happened. When he closed his eyes, he saw the grinning face of Baldir Diamondspear. He saw Uriel moving to embrace the shade of his dead son, perhaps in the hope of somehow freeing him from his madness. He watched it again and again, each time praying that it would somehow be different. 

He’d lost. Baldir had won. Which meant  Chaos  had won. 

Alec  remained  that  way,  alone  in  the  darkness,  until  he  felt the   Titan’s  Claw   dock.  The  airship  shuddered  as  it  came  to  rest, though  against  what  Alec  couldn’t  have  said.  Had  they  run  all  the way back to the Haunted Isle while he’d been unconscious, or had they flown off to join the armies of House Igneous in fighting off the forces of Chaos? Neither seemed to matter very much to him. 

Uriel  Diamondspear  was  dead.  His  mentor,  his  teacher,  the man  who’d  finally  called  him  ‘son’—slain  by  the  shade  of  Baldir Diamondspear. 

How could they go on now? 

“Alec?”  A  square  of  light  intruded  on  the  darkness.  Even  in the  dim  light,  Alec  could  tell  from  the  voice  and  the  silhouette  that Trystara  had  been  chosen  to  come  down  and  get  him.  “Are  you there? Are you alright?” 

“No,  I’m  not  alright,”  he  said,  sitting  up.  He  hadn’t  realized until then how stuffed up his nose had become, or how many tears he’d cried. “He killed Uriel, Trystara. That monster killed my uncle…” 

The  demoness  came  to  the  side  of  the  bed  and  sat  down next  to  Alec.  Now  that  the  battle  was  finished,  Trystara  had  gone

back to her more ordinary form. “I know, Alec. I know. He meant a lot to you. He meant a lot to all of us…” 

She put an arm around him, giving him time and space to cry. 

Alec felt something give inside of himself, yet knew instinctively that this would be the last time. He’d cried enough to be able to function, even  though  he  hated  knowing  that  he’d  be  able  to  carry  on  a conversation soon. What business was there left for them to do? 

“We’re at the Northmund Estate,” Trystara said, answering a question he hadn’t asked. “It was close by, and the forces of Chaos won’t  dare  assault  us  here.  Not  yet,  anyway.  There’s…  there’s people who want to talk to you, Alec. They need to see you.” 

Alec  looked  into  the  eyes  of  his  familiar.  “Why  is  this  all  so unfair, Trystara? Why?” 

The  demoness’s  face  fell,  and  she  hugged  Alec  tightly. 

“There there,” she whispered, more a mother to him than the woman who’d given birth to him. “I know, Alec. I  know.  But right now, you’ve got to be strong. The rest of the team… they’re about to come apart at the seams. Eleira is inconsolable—she’s hardly spoken since the Titan’s Claw  left Nessus. We  need  you, Alec…” 

Alec could hear it in her voice. Trystara was  scared. 

And  why  shouldn’t  she  be?  This  was  the  closest  their fellowship—the thing most like a family that the demoness had ever known—was  coming  to  breaking  apart.  If  Alec  allowed  himself  to break, then the alliance they’d forged truly would come to pieces. 

It  was  unfair  that  it  should  all  fall  on  him.  Given  the  choice, he’d rather spend the next six months in that dark room, grieving and meditating on the unfairness of life itself. 

But his friends needed him. And from what Trystara had just said,  Eleira  needed him, too. 

“Alright,”  Alec  said,  rising  from  the  bed.  “Alright.  Give  me  a minute, would you? Tell the others I’ll be upstairs in a moment.” 

“Okay,”  Trystara  said,  trying  to  hide  how  relieved  she  was. 

The  demoness  was  poor  at  it,  which  amused  Alec  despite  his

sadness.  How strange,  Alec thought,  that I can be amused at a time like this.  He hated it. It would have been more appropriate to never laugh again, to never smile. “I’ll go tell the others, okay? Just come up when you’re able.” 

Once Trystara was gone, Alec fished the Ring of the Archon out  of  his  robe.  It  was  still  there,  along  with  the  baton  form  of  the Diamondspear. Just looking at it churned his stomach, so he tucked it away and focused on the ring. 

“If  you’re  really  there,”  Alec  whispered,  thinking  of  the Archon, “then I’m going to need some serious help. We’re in a pretty bad spot right now, and it’s looking like you might lose. One of your greatest defenders was just slain by the enemy.” 

Was that a faint pulse of red he saw in the deepest facets of the gem? Alec couldn’t be sure. 

“What  I’m  saying  is—I’ve  only  got  one  ring  finger  left,”  he said, slipping the Ring of the Archon onto his other hand. “If you let this thing get cut off again, I’m going to have to start wearing it as a pinky ring. And nobody wants that, don’t you think?” 

The Ring was silent, yet Alec felt strangely better. It was good to know that no matter what, he always had  someone  in his corner. 

The  feeling  withered  somewhat  as  he  went  upstairs.  The Titan’s Claw  had docked at the Northmund Estate, as Trystara had told him, yet the sight of Uriel’s mansion and the great floating chain suspending  the  island  of  the  House  of  Doors  only  filled  Alec  with sadness. His team milled about on deck, either unwilling or unable to make the trip to land themselves. 

Among them was Tanuin. The elven ranger had come across from  the  Northmund  Estate,  making  a  difficult  journey  to  be  with them. He’d been embracing Eleira as Alec ascended the deck, trying his best to calm her down. 

“Look,  he’s  right  here,”  Tanuin  said,  a  faint  smile  tugging  at the  corner  of  his  mouth.  “He’s  up  and  about,  Eleira.  Everything’s going to be alright.” 

She  turned,  seeing  Alec  for  the  first  time  since  the  fight.  At the sight of him, her expression collapsed, and she raced across the deck and embraced him. 

“I  didn’t  think  you  were  ever  coming  back  upstairs,”  Eleira whispered into his ear. “If you didn’t, Alec, I… I don’t know how I’d find the strength to go on…” 

Alec  didn’t  know  how   he   was  going  to  find  that  strength, either.  “It’s  alright,  Eleira,”  he  assured  his  beloved,  squeezing  her tightly. “I know things feel hopeless without Uriel at the tiller. But we still have the Archon on our side. Remember that.” 

As  he  said  it,  he  held  up  the  hand  with  the  Ring  of  the Archon. 

“So  it   wasn’t   lost,”  Eleira  said,  holding  his  hand.  Then  she remembered what Baldir had done to the other one and grabbed it, exploring the stump of his ring finger gingerly. “Are you alright? Does it hurt?” 

Alec shook his head. “It’s fine. Tanuin’s told me that women are  attracted  to  a  man’s  scars,  but  I  doubt  this  one  will  be  winning any awards…” 

With  a  shocked  little  look,  Eleira  leaned  in  and  gave  his severed stub a kiss. “I’ll give you all the awards you want,” she said boldly,  marshalling  her  courage.  “We  all  will.  We’d  have  died  in Nessus if it weren’t for you.” 

“Yes, we live on,” Jolenta said, swaying unevenly across the deck.  She  had  clearly  hit  the   Titan’s  Claw’s   stockpiles  of  alcohol almost  immediately  after  takeoff,  and  probably  hadn’t  stopped drinking  until  Alec  arrived  from  below  decks.  “Though  I’m  not  sure why. How are me and Vodie supposed to hold the alliance with the Inscribers together without Uriel to guide us!? Rawiri is going to  kill me when he finds out about this, he’s simply going to kill me…” 

“No one is going to kill you, dear,” Vodalus said, helping his beloved to the side of the airship. “Sorry, Alec—we’ve all been taking what  happened  rather  hard.  Your  Eleira  spoke  more  words  to  you just  now  than  she’s  said  since  we  left  Nessus,  and  my  Jo…”  He

paused as Jolenta retched over the side of the  Titan’s Claw. “She’s never been this bad before, I promise.” 

“It’s  alright,”  Alec  assured  him.  “We’ll  find  a  way.  The  noble houses  don’t  have  much  choice,  after  all,  do  they?  It’s  either  us  or Chaos now.” 

“Alec.”  Tanuin  strode  forward,  his  eyes  eager.  “Uriel  said something to you right before Baldir did what he did. No one heard it except  you  and  Eleira,  and  she  hasn’t  been  talking.  What  were Uriel’s last orders?” 

Alec  glanced  at  Eleira,  a  bit  surprised.  “He  told  me  to  take this  to  the  High  King,”  he  said,  holding  up  the  Ring  of  the  Archon. 

“And that Maimonides and Viya need to search those blueprints for a way to destroy the Chaos Immolator. And… and…” 

Alec faltered. 

Tanuin embraced him, patting him on the back. “It’s alright,” 

the elven ranger said. “I have a pretty good idea what the last thing Uriel  told  you  must  have  been.  He  meant  it,  too,  Alec.”  The  elven ranger  pulled  back,  beaming  at  Alec.  “He  was  proud  of  you.  So proud.” 

“Thanks,”  Alec  said.  “I  know  that,  too.  I  just  wish  he  was here.” 

Silence  reigned  on  the  deck  of  the   Titan’s  Claw   for  a moment. Then Maimonides the Shadebringer spoke up. 

“Uriel’s final commands,” the gnome said, striding across the deck  toward  where  Alec  stood.  “I  understand  the  part  about  the blueprints—if  Viya  and  I  can’t  find  a  weakness  that  will  allow  us  to destroy  the  Chaos  Immolator,  we’re  all  done  for—but  what  did  he mean about the Ring? Why must you take it to the High King, of all people?” 

Alec  nodded.  “Back  in  Nessus,  we  didn’t  just  fight  Baldir Diamondspear,” he explained to the gnome. He felt more than a little bit of surprise that no one else in the group had given Maimonides a detailed  account  of  their  fight—but  then  again,  they  were  all mourning Uriel. Perhaps they’d overlooked it. “The Executioner who

was supposed to behead Uriel was none other than Jonas Wolfe, the Dean of the Royal Academy.” 

Maimonides  let  out  a  shocked  little  noise.  “Dean  Wolfe!?  I know the man was a spy for Chaos, but to bring the blade to Urry’s neck himself…” 

“He  was  corrupted,”  Alec  explained.  “Chaos  dug  so  deep inside  of  him  that  there  was  barely  a  man  left—just  a  suit  in  the shape of one. Then I used the Ring of the Archon on him.” Alec held it up, letting the gnome see the gleaming facets of the deep red gem. 

“It purged the Chaos from his soul, Maimonides. It cleared his mind. 

I’m thinking that’s the  purpose  of the Ring of the Archon—to act as an extermination device against Chaos’s influence.” 

“Which would be why Uriel wants it to go to the High King,” 

Maimonides said slowly. “There’s very few people in this world with a better  claim  to  being  corrupted  by  the  forces  of  Chaos  than  Alrick Demesne.  If  your  Ring  can  free  the  High  King,  turn  the  entire  Sky Watch into our allies rather than our enemies, we might very well be able to make war against Chaos on our own terms!” 

For  a  moment,  the  mood  brightened  on  the  airship.  Then Alec’s face fell. “It didn’t work on Baldir,” he said, holding up his other hand.  “Perhaps  it  was  about  to,  or  maybe  he  felt  a  touch  of  its influence, but he was able to resist it. He… he cut the finger right off my hand!” 

“Hmmm…”  With  his  characteristic  love  of  knowledge, Maimonides scrutinized the stump of Alec’s missing finger. Alec felt a little  strange  that  the  gnome  didn’t  feel  at  all  awkward  about  doing this—he  treated  Alec  like  a  patient  in  a  clinic,  or  one  of  his experiments  in  his  lab  back  at  the  Royal  Academy.  “That   is interesting. To me, Alec, that would imply that the Ring of the Archon is in fact  very  effective against Baldir Diamondspear. So effective, in fact, that the man cut off your finger rather than experiencing it for a single extra moment.” 

Alec had been thinking along those same lines, himself. “If I could  only  force  him  to  see  it,”  he  whispered,  shaking  his  head.  A

mad little laugh escaped Alec’s lips. “He’s not even Uriel’s son. He’s just  a  ghost,  a  figment,  a  shade  born  out  of  Uriel’s  own  guilt.  If  we could just convince him of that, he’d  poof  right out of existence…” 

Maimonides’ face grew grave. “I agree, but I doubt you’d be able to until you gave Baldir a good thrashing. The more important question is this—will the Ring of the Archon work on the High King?” 

“That’s  what  we’re  going  to  find  out,”  Tanuin  said.  “It’s decided. The only way to keep the alliance together without Uriel is to add someone new to it—and  fast. High King Alrick Demesne will fill  the  hole  Uriel  left  behind.”  The  elven  ranger’s  expression  grew bitter. “Though I doubt even he could fill Uriel’s shoes.” 

That  gave  Alec  pause.  “We  need  to  tell  everyone  what’s happened,” he said, stepping naturally into the party’s role as leader. 

“Is there a room in the Northmund Estate where we can contact the other members of our alliance via magic?” 

Both Maimonides and Tanuin gave a start. 

“You  want  to   tell   them?”  the  gnome  asked,  looking  harried. 

“No, no Alec. You want to chase bad news with good. We shouldn’t inform the rest of the nobles until we’ve already replaced Uriel with Alrick Demesne—otherwise we’re going to have nobles dropping like flies from our ranks!” 

“The gnome is right,” Tanuin said. “That’s about the only time you’ll  ever  hear  me  say  that,  but  it’s  true.  We  have  to  keep  this  a secret, Alec.” 

But Alec was already shaking his head. “We’ll only lose our allies  if  we  lie  to  them,”  he  said,  looking  down  at  the  Ring  of  the Archon  on  his  finger.  At  times  like  these,  he  truly  did  feel  the presence  of  the  Archon  looking  down  on  him.  “Get  a  Council  room together.  We’re  going  to  let  everyone  mourn  Uriel—and  then,  we’ll take our next steps.” 

Alec  could  tell  that  both  Maimonides  and  Tanuin  thought  it was a bad idea. Yet both men ceded the floor to him, obeying him as if  he’d  already  stepped  into  Uriel  Diamondspear’s  shoes.  The thought  gave  Alec  pause,  and  he  stared  up  at  the  massive  chain

connecting the floating island to the estate proper. Then he looked at the mansion of his mentor, his arms crossed over his chest. 

 I suppose it’s mine now,  he thought.  Uriel has no heir, and I’m the closest thing to a relative left to him. It’s probably in his will that the Northmund Estate goes to me, if we can even find such a thing. 

The  thought  was  bittersweet.  Alec  promised  himself  to  take care of everything that had belonged to Uriel—but he’d much rather have  taken  stewardship  of  the  Diamondspear  estate  decades  from now, long after Uriel had met his and Eleira’s future children. 

In  short  order,  they  found  a  location  to  make  the  call.  The group  gathered  in  a  high  tower  overlooking  the  green  hills  of  the Northmund  Estate,  with  a  wide  circular  table  in  the  center  like something from an old fairy tale about knights and dragons. Several servants  brought  in  food  and  drink—for  them,  the  transition  from waiting  on  Uriel  to  waiting  on  Alec  was  less  extreme  than  most. 

Though he was certain the staff were mourning in their own way, of course. 

“I hope you’re sure about this,” Maimonides said, setting up a device in the center of the table. It looked like three seashells welded together  by  a  skilled  blacksmith,  covered  in  strange  runes  and ribbons.  Each  member  of  the  alliance  had  such  a  device,  which could be used to generate an image of the wielder at will. Tanuin had ventured far and wide to deliver them to each member of the group, at great personal peril. 

 Yet  another  one  of  his  exploits,  Alec  thought,  smiling  at  the elven  ranger  as  he  took  a  seat  at  the  table.  One  of  these  days, Tanuin will have to tell me about all the adventures he’s been having whenever he leaves me and the rest of my friends…

Eleira  took  the  seat  next  to  Alec—the  one  that  would  be reserved for her as his wife. Maimonides sat at his right hand, with Viya on his other side, and the rest of the group fanned out across the  table.  Jolenta  still  looked  hungover,  while  Trystara  kept  her elbows on the table, leaning over it as she watched the device at the center with a hungry eye. 

Maimonides waited, then Alec nodded. The gnome made an incantation, and the runes on the device began to flash. 

Lines  emerged  across  the  table,  sticking  out  at  angles  like tree branches. A tiny wall of magic rippled along each, showing the spot  where  other  holders  of  the  devices  would  appear  once  they were  connected.  Alec  waited  for  the  first  noble  to  pick  up,  ice spreading through the pit of his stomach. This would not be an easy conversation. 

Though the first person to arrive set him somewhat at ease, at  least.  One  of  the  branches  nearest  Eleira  rippled,  then  peeled back  like  a  curtain  to  reveal  the  floating,  blue-tinted  face  of  Olivia Pawmaw. The former Familiar trainer of the Royal Academy beamed across the table, never stronger than when she saw Alec and Eleira sitting together at the head. 

“Well,  hello  there!”  she  said,  glancing  quickly  behind  her. 

“Hang  on,  everyone  else  is  coming  in.  I  understand  there’s  an  all-hands meeting?” 

Despite the circumstances, Alec found himself grinning. “It’s good to see you again,” he said. “How are you doing?” 

“Oh, I’m passing awful,” Olivia said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smile. “How’s your familiars? I see Trystara sitting here. 

What about Firemane and Voynamir?” 

Eleira  and  Jolenta  assured  the  teacher  their  familiars  were doing  well—though  Jolenta  had  to  groan  through  it  mostly.  She downed cup after cup of water and spiced coffee, trying to sober up quick. 

Before she could ask any other questions, however, the other branches  at  the  center  of  the  table  began  to  light  up.  Here  was Alison Raleigh, framed by her parents with a bit of the Haunted Isle’s sunset  behind  her.  A  few  moments  later,  Rawiri  Igneous  and   his father joined the line, looking stately in their fine robes. He noticed a group  of  women  behind  them  and  recalled  that  Rawiri  had mentioned  his  father  had  many  wives.  Alec  watched  as  nearly

everyone  he’d  met  on  his  journey  poured  in,  even  several  of  the Royal Academy’s teachers like Brutus. 

Soon  the  tree  was  completely  full,  everyone  staring  at  each other and waiting to begin. It was Rawiri Igneous’s father, a tall man with thick, dark braids, who first dared to ask the obvious question. 

“Alec Diamondspear,” he rumbled. “It is good to see my son’s friend again. Where is Uriel?” 

Alec swallowed hard.  That’s why they waited,  he realized. Of course they all assumed it would be  Uriel  running this meeting. 

“There  is  something  I  have  to  tell  you  all,”  Alec  said,  rising from  his  seat.  Next  to  him,  Eleira  took  his  hand,  nodding  gently  in support.  “Uriel  Diamondspear  was  killed  yesterday  in  the  city  of Nessus. Slain by the hand of the shade of Baldir Diamondspear.” 

Shocked looks erupted over the line. 

“Aw  hell,” Olivia said, clapping a hand to her forehead. “I liked him. I know you must be hurting really bad, Alec.” 

She was the only person concerned for him, however. At the news of Uriel’s death, the other talking heads in the room erupted in a flurry of conversation. 

“We  should  strike  now,”  Rawiri  Igneous’s  father  was  saying. 

“Take  back  Nessus  immediately.  My  airships  can  do  the  job.  The people  will  cheer  for  us,  and  the  veil  of  Chaos  over  that  city  will finally retreat—” 

“It’s a tactical error!” Alison Raleigh argued. The sight of the spunky  young  rebel  holding  her  own  against  Rawiri’s  old  and venerable father would have been amusing, had it not come at such a time. “We need to fall back to the Haunted Isle and regroup!” 

“You’re not listening to me!” someone cried. 

“Without Uriel, why do we even bother having this alliance at all!” 

“—all in the same boat against Chaos—” 


“—no, I  don’t  really care—” 

“QUIET! ” 

The  whole  Council  fell  silent  as  one.  That  last  voice  was Brutus,  who  was  sternly  glaring  at  each  member  of  the  alliance  in turn,  daring  them  to  contradict  him.  “All  of  you  listen  to Diamondspear. I get the feeling he has much more he wants to say.” 

Then Brutus turned to Alec, blowing out his heavy moustaches. “And I’m sorry for what happened to Uriel, Alec. He will be missed.” 

“He will be missed, ” came the reply around the table. 

“Thank you,” Alec said. He cleared his throat and prepared to begin,  knowing  full  well  that  the  next  few  minutes  would  determine the  trajectory  of  his  life.  If  he  couldn’t  make  a  speech  that  would keep the whole crew together, they’d fall to the forces of Chaos. All of it lay on his shoulders now. 

He looked down at the Ring of the Archon on his finger. And at the severed stub Baldir Diamondspear had left behind. 

“I  received  something,”  he  stammered,  trying  to  raise  his gaze back to the crowd. “From the… the Archon. I, I… the Ring…” 

The room appeared to be on the verge of chaos itself. Half a dozen voices rose in tandem to interrupt Alec, eager to take authority away from the young Diamondspear. 

But before they could, a final branch along the tree lit up. A latecomer to the meeting. 

“Um, hello?” the voice asked. “Is this thing working?” 

Everyone  fell  silent.  All  save  for  Alec—who   recognized   that voice. 

“Master  Abel!? ”  he  gasped,  feeling  for  a  moment  like  a foundling of the Archon Temple again. “Is that you?” 

It  wasn’t   just   Master  Abel.  As  Alec  watched,  half  a  dozen orphans  from  the  Archon  Temple  muscled  into  the  shot,  appearing on  the  screen.  They  were  older,  as  was  Alec  himself,  but  he  still recognized  one-eyed  Mortimer  and  Marcus,  jostling  for  space against the old monk. 

“Alec,  man,  it’s  so  good  to  see  you!”  Mortimer  said,  leaning forward until his face filled the screen. “Wow, you’re looking dapper! 

When did you go off and become a noble?” 

Alec began to laugh. “I’ve been on quite a journey.” 

“Yeah, I’ll say,” the foundling replied. “Hey, we heard all you people arguing by the way! You need to shut up and remember who our  real  enemy  is!  We’re  fighting  the  forces  of  Chaos  here,  and Alec’s pretty much the only guy left between us and total obliteration! 

So you need to stop fighting and unite!” 

 From  the  mouths  of  babes,  Alec  thought,  chuckling  to himself. “I’m sure the noble houses appreciate the lesson.” 

“Noble houses!?” Marcus said, craning his neck. “Oh, let me see! I want to see…” 

“Yes, you’ve all seen Alec Diamondspear,” Master Abel said, shoving  his  way  back  to  the  front  of  the  screen.  “Rest  assured, young man, all the foundlings are here. Even if you cannot see them

—they would never all fit in this odd contraption. I didn’t understand why   Tanuin  insisted  we  have  one,  but  now  I  see  matters  more clearly.  You  needed  these  boys  to  give  your  friends  some  Archon Temple wisdom.” 

“Something  like  that,”  Alec  said.  With  the  foundlings  on  the line,  Alec  suddenly  felt  his  worries  evaporate.  It  seemed  like  only yesterday he was worrying about not looking a fool in front of them—

now he found himself commanding  armies.  What a life. 

“Alright,” Alec said, calling for order. “I know you’ve all seen the  Diamondspear—the  ancestral  weapon  of  my  house.”  No  one dared claim that Alec was not of that House now—he’d live and die a Diamondspear, as Uriel had requested. “What you didn’t know, and I wasn’t aware of myself until recently, is that the Diamondspear was built to house this ring…” 

Over  the  course  of  the  next  fifteen  minutes  or  so,  Alec explained everything he knew about the Ring of the Archon. He told the group about fighting Dean Jonas Wolfe (the members of House Igneous all hissed at his name) and explained the change that had

come  over  the  old  headmaster  when  he’d  been  exposed  to  the Archon’s ring. 

“You  think  that  ring  could  really  cure  the  High  King’s madness?” Rawiri asked as soon as Alec had finished. “We should definitely try that!” 

“If  that’s  the  case,”  Alison  Raleigh  retorted,  “then  I  would argue  the  more  important  thing  to  do  is  to  show  the  Ring  of  the Archon  to  Baldir  Diamondspear  a  second  time.  He’s  the  most dangerous acolyte of Chaos by far—destroy him, and the remaining forces in the Kingdoms won’t stand a chance!” 

“Haven’t  you  heard  anything?”  one  of  the  noble  houses shouted  over  the  line.  “We  have  to  destroy  that  airship  they’re building! The Incinerator, or whatever it is! Otherwise our Houses are finished!” 

Alec listened to the fighting go on for a few more moments. It irritated him mightily to be spoken of like he wasn’t even in the room

—like he’d become little more than another war resource for people to deploy and exploit. 

“Unfortunately for you all,  I  am the bearer of this Ring,” Alec said, cutting off further argument. “And my plan is to take the  Titan’s Claw  to the High King and convince him to see reason. Does anyone know where he is?” 

The  High  King  had  many  estates  throughout  the  world.  He could have been at any of them—and if Alec knew his guesses, the forces of Chaos had probably sent the man to a far off one to keep him from seeing what was going on under his reign. 

“The Royal Hunting Grounds,” Brutus said. “To the far North. 

Our Majesty never fails to bring home a stag from the autumn hunt, and the deer are thickest in the woods during these weeks. Mating season.” 

“Then that’s where we’ll go,” Alec said with a nod. 

“But it’s a war zone!” Olivia said, looking panicked. “None of you know about it?” 

Confused looks filled the room. 

“We  haven’t  heard,”  Alec  said,  cocking  his  head  to  the  side and gesturing for Olivia to speak. 

“The  High  King’s  council  declared  a  state  of  emergency around  that  area,”  Olivia  said.  “Something  about  familiars  going berserk.  They  deployed  a  bunch  of  airships  up  there  to  keep  the peace…” 

Olivia  trailed  off  as  the  connections  clicked  together  in  her head.  A  few  moments  later,  Alec  saw  it  dawn  on  the  rest  of  the meeting’s participants. 

“Son of a kobold,” Olivia said with a snort. “It’s fake! They’re just  up  there  protecting  the  High  King.  No  wonder  nobody’s  heard about it except for familiar fanatics like me!” 

“So  our  destination  is  surrounded  by  the  forces  of  Chaos,” 

Alec said, rising to his full height before the assembly. “I will still go. 

Uriel’s final command to me was to bring the Ring of the Archon to the  High  King  and  free  his  mind—and  on  my  honor  as  a Diamondspear, I accepted that command. I’ll take the  Titan’s Claw  to the  Royal  Hunting  Grounds.”  He  looked  around  the  room,  taking  in both the people sitting by him and the ones far away. “Who will go with me?” 

Almost  as  soon  as  the  word   me  had  left  his  lips,  Tanuin sprang  from  his  seat.  “My  Lord  Diamondspear,”  the  elven  ranger said,  smoothly  dropping  into  a  bow.  “It  would  be  an  honor  to accompany  you  on  this  voyage.  My  blade  served  House Diamondspear for many years—let it serve still!” 

Even  though  Alec  had  expected  it,  he  was  still  shocked  by Tanuin’s depth of emotion. “Of course you’re coming,” he said with a little  laugh,  clapping  his  friend  on  the  shoulder.  “It  wouldn’t  be  a damn fool misadventure without you!” 

“I’m going,” Eleira said firmly. “As your betrothed, Uriel’s last commands  apply  to  me  as  well.  I’m  both  honor  and  duty  bound  to follow you to the High King, and break his madness.” 

Alec started to argue, but Tanuin held up a hand with a smile. 

“Better  not,”  he  said,  chuckling.  “You  wouldn’t  want  the  rest  of  the alliance  to  see  her  dressing  you  down  in  front  of  everyone,  would you?” 

Alec laughed. “Of course you’re coming,” he told his beloved, helping her to her feet. 

Trystara  flew  over  the  table,  her  wings  spread  wide  as  she landed next to Alec. “I’d kill you if you tried to leave me behind,” she said simply, flexing her claws. “I’m your familiar. I go where you go.” 

“Yes  you  do,”  Alec  said,  glancing  across  the  table.  “Anyone else?” 

Jolenta and Vodalus shared a look. 

“A  dangerous  mission?”  Jolenta  asked,  cocking  one flawlessly  manicured  eyebrow.  “One  with  very  little  chance  of success,  and  a  very  great  risk  of  turning  us  all  into  little  bits  of sausage beneath Chaos’s boots?” 

Alec chuckled. “One that will either save the world, or give us a big, heroic death. The kind that will be sung about for generations.” 

Jolenta laughed. “Well, I’d be a fool to miss out on that!” she said,  standing  up  and  dragging  Vodalus  with  her.  “We’ll  be  heroes with you, Alec Diamondspear!” 

“You  haven’t  killed  us  yet,”  Vodalus  added.  “And  really,  how could we let the spirit of Poicstesme die without throwing ourselves into the breach!?” 

At  that,  many  voices  began  offering  support.  So  many  that Alec was honestly taken aback. “I know you all want to help us,” he said, silencing the room. “But we plan to leave at first light. Most of you  simply  can’t  make  it  here  in  time.  The  best  thing  for  you  is  to stay where you are.” 

“What else can we do?” Rawiri Igneous asked. 

Alec’s  eyes  narrowed.  “Prepare  for  war.  Once  Maimonides and  Viya  decipher  those  documents,  and  we  free  the  High  King, we’re  going  to  hit  Chaos  hard  and  fast.  We’ll  want   everyone  in  the

fight  as  much  as  possible,  so  get  your  troops  and  your  airships ready. When I give the command, we strike as one. Understood?” 

Oh,  they  understood.  Cheering  filled  the  hall,  so  loud  that Alec  was  nearly  struck  deaf.  As  they  applauded  their  new  leader, Alec  looked  around  the  room  and  saw  how  he  was  surrounded  by his friends and family, all ready to support him. 

He had a plan. And a fellowship of friends to make it happen. 

Now they just had to free the High King’s mind. 





Chapter 11







The   Titan’s  Claw  cut  through  the  night  sky  like  a  hot  knife through  a  loaf  of  black  bread.  The  faint  glow  of  the  runes  on  the underside  of  Maimonides’s  airship  made  the  only  light,  bathing  the deck  in  a  wan  glow  that  bought  to  mind  long  nights  at  the  Royal Academy  and  dangerous  adventures.  From  his  position  on  the bridge,  Alec  set  the  coordinates  as  close  as  he  could  get  to  the Royal Hunting Grounds without being seen and turned the deck over to  a  guard.  The  ship  would  fly  throughout  the  rest  of  the  night, coming to a rest just outside of Chaos’s scanning range. 

Then,  once  they  were  all  rested,  they’d  fly  to  see  the  High King. And their future would be set, one way or the other. 

 It’s  a  shame  Maimonides  isn’t  checking  out  this  view,  Alec told himself as he descended from the bridge. But the gnome and his new girlfriend had taken to the documents Uriel and Alec stole from the  High  King’s  library  the  way  a  fish  takes  to  the  water.  Alec  had very  little  doubt  that  if  there  was  a  weakness  in  the  construction  of the  Chaos  Immolator  that  would  allow  them  to  destroy  the  airship, the Shadebringer and his paramour would find it. 

So that was one worry to be safely tucked away. Leaving only about a million others. 

Even now, late into the night, he knew the Shadebringer and Viya were deep in the heart of the ship, working. All his attempts to get Maimonides and Viya to remain behind at the Northmund Estate had failed. Despite the danger, the old gnome had wanted to be here

—or perhaps he just couldn’t take the sight of Uriel’s ancestral home just yet. 

Alec could understand that, too. It would be a long, long time before he ever thought of the Northmund Estate as truly his. 

As  he  descended  below  decks,  the  sounds  of  conversation reached  his  ears.  A  smile  spread  across  his  face  as  he  listened  to his  friends  drink  and  gossip.  Some  things  never  change,  Alec thought, and maybe he didn’t want them to change. It felt good to be surrounded by people who he cared about and who cared about him, and that was something he never wanted to stop. 

Most  of  the  talking  seemed  to  be  coming  from  the  dining chamber. Alec made his way there, picking up a bottle of something dark  and  strong  on  the  way.  It  felt  like  the  night  before  a  pitched battle,  and  Alec  had  heard  tales  that  a  little  bitter  helped  a  man forget his troubles at times like this. 

It  wasn’t  all  that  long  ago  that  Alec  had  fantasized  about being a soldier in the King’s Expeditionary Force. Had he achieved that  fantasy,  he’d  have  been  halfway  across  the  world,  fighting  on some  foreign  battlefield.  While  the  High  King  did  what,  exactly? 

Chased magical game across his forest? 

There  was  so  much  wrong  with  society,  Alec  now understood.  Leaders  didn’t  lead,  and  the  paragons  of  excellence intended  to  help  the  people  lined  their  own  pockets  instead.  He hoped that once he defeated Chaos, the Archon’s light would come back  into  society—but  for  the  moment,  he’d  be  satisfied  with  just safeguarding magic for another generation. 

“No,  he  really  did,”  Jolenta  was  saying  as  he  opened  the door. “All over the library floor! My poor Voynamir was so rattled up, I had to keep her in a special box for a week…

The  sounds  of  conversation  died  out  as  Alec  entered  the room. Jolenta, Vodalus, Eleira, Tanuin, Maimonides, and Viya all sat around  the  table,  with  several  plates  of  food  and  bottles  of  drink between  them.  The  party  had  apparently  been  going  on  for  some time, while he’d been upstairs on deck shepherding the  Titan’s Claw over a particularly tricky patch of rivers. 

“Looks like the gang’s all here,” Alec said, taking a seat next to  Eleira.  She  smiled  and  nodded,  letting  him  know  she’d  saved  it just for him. “What are we talking about?” 

“The past,” Jolenta explained, giving a characteristic flourish of her hand. “And the future!” 

Alec  thought  over  her  words  and  nodded.  “Much  rather  talk about the past,” he agreed, popping his bottle and pouring some of the  rich,  dark  stuff  into  a  glass.  “It’s  already  happened,  it’s  set  in stone—much less messy than the future.  Future  you get into arguing way too often.” 

“I’ll drink to that,” Tanuin snorted. “I’d much rather talk about the old glory days anyhow.” 

“Yes, you do seem to have plenty of those,” Jolenta said with a  narrowing  of  the  eyes.  “Why  don’t  you  tell  us  a  little  about  them, Tanuin? Some exciting, juicy story—with lots of action and intrigue!” 

“And a beautiful woman, perhaps?” Vodalus added. 

Tanuin gave the pair an awkward smile, then took another sip of  his  drink.  “Sorry,”  he  said,  putting  his  feet  up  on  the  table. 

“Classified.” 

Viya, who up until now had been quietly downing more liquor than Alec had ever seen a woman drink in his life, put her glass to the  side  and  scoffed.  “Classified?  Who  do  you  work  for,  light  elf? 

You’re  sitting  across  the  table  from  the  Lord  of  House Diamondspear!” 

“I’m perfectly aware of that,” Tanuin said with a drunken grin. 

“And who the hell are you calling  light  elf?” 

“That’s  what  we  call  your  people,”  Viya  said  with  a  sassy shrug.  “Since  you’re  all  so  pale  and  all.  Which  doesn’t  make  any sense when you think about it, because it’s  my  people who spend all their time living underground! So shouldn’t we be the pale ones, and you the ones with the smooth, flawless skin the color of a grape?” 

Maimonides nearly choked on his drink. “Where did you hear a thing like that, dear?” 

“Why,  you  said that to me,” Viya said with a predatory smile. 

“When  you  were  nodding  off  the  other  night,  darling.  Don’t  you remember?” 

Alec  had  rarely,  if  ever,  had  cause  to  see  the  great Maimonides the Shadebringer flustered. Much less when matters of the opposite sex were involved. The gnome took a hasty drink of his liquor to hide his emotions, nearly coughing so hard he spit them out. 

“I  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about,”  he  said,  gesturing  over Tanuin’s maniacal laughter. “If you’re just going to make up stories, I can make them up too…” 

Jolenta  sported  a  wicked  grin.  “I  can  tell  you  what   isn’t   a story,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. She had the air of someone with  a  secret  they  simply   can’t   keep  to  themselves,  which  wasn’t exactly the demeanor you wanted from someone part of a secret plot to save magic and the world. “Have a gander at this!” 

Jolenta slid her hand out of her robe, revealing a ring with a splendid diamond on it. The women of the table  oohed  and  aahed  it appreciatively, and even Tanuin looked impressed. 

“Vodalus  and  I  are  engaged!”  Jolenta  cried,  the  words burning into a squee of delight. 

The room erupted in congratulations. Vodalus did his best to avoid  blushing,  but  even  the  quiet,  stoic  student  couldn’t  keep himself from turning red as Maimonides and Tanuin clapped him on the back. 

“Don’t  worry,  it  won’t  happen  until  this  is  all  over  and  done with,”  Jolenta  explained  to  Eleira.  “And  we  wouldn’t   dream   of scheduling  it  any  time  near   your   wedding,  darlings.  You’ve  been wearing Alec’s ring longer, so you have pride of place!” 

“Although if they were on the same day, that would be a pip,” 

Vodalus  said  sardonically.  “I  imagine  there’d  have  to  be  a  duel  or something dramatic like that.” 

“Ah,  a  duel!”  Jolenta  pressed  herself  into  a  mock  swoon, pretending  to  faint.  “Two  men  fighting  over  a  woman’s  hand—what could be more romantic than that!” 

“Flowers,” Tanuin said with a guffaw. 

“Oh, that is so very pretty,” Viya said, getting a clearer view of Jolenta’s ring. “I wonder when  I  might end up with a ring like that?” 

Alec had thought Maimonides looked unsettled  before!  “You, ah…  you  would  like  one  of  those,  my  dear?”  the  gnome  asked, looking more on the back foot than Alec had ever seen him. 

“Yes, your little grape sweetie would,” Viya replied teasingly. 

“Though I’d settle for the promise, since rings are undoubtedly hard to come by in the middle of the night on an airship. After all, we’re all probably going to die on the High King’s doorstep anyway, once he tells Alec to take the Archon’s light and shove it up his—” 

“I,” Maimonides said mildly, “am a  very  old gnome, Viya. Very set in my ways…” 

Viya dismissed this protest with a gesture. “Please! I’m nearly a century older than you, Monty! Dark elves are  very  long lived, you know.”  The  dark  elf  flashed  a  wide  grin.  “All  the  girls  back  in  Job’s Bet teased me about robbing the cradle with you, don’t you know…” 

They  carried  on  this  way  long  into  the  night,  drinking  and celebrating. Finally, even Tanuin managed to drink himself under the table,  and  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  had  excused  themselves  for  bed. 

With  Trystara  on  patrol,  it  eventually  left  only  Alec  and  Eleira together and awake in the dining room, looking at each other. 

“We  have  a  long  day  ahead  of  us  tomorrow,”  Eleira  said mildly,  nudging  away  Viya’s  hand  from  her  boot.  The  dark  elf muttered  in  her  slumber  and  turned  over,  saying  something  about

‘Monty’ and ‘grape’ that Alec couldn’t make out. “Perhaps we should head to our cabin, darling?” 

That sounded good to Alec. Seeing as space was limited on the  Titan’s Claw,  most of its occupants were forced to share rooms. 

This proved easy for the group to figure out, as they’d mostly paired off into couples anyway. Alec and Eleira had their own cabin near the main deck, and if anyone teased them about sharing a room it was only to remark on how chaste the two were together in public despite that. 

 We  are,  Alec  thought,  escorting  Eleira  from  the  dining  hall, but there have been times when we weren’t. When my emotions got control  of  me,  and  it  almost  seemed  I  might  become  a  beast.  To

Alec,  it  felt  almost  akin  to  the  strange  surge  of  battle  fury  that washed over him when he wielded the Diamondspear. Holding Eleira produced a sensation no less strong. 

Their  cabin  had  a  window,  overlooking  the  landscape.  Alec and Eleira peered out of it together, watching the forests and rivers slowly pass. 

“The  Titan’s Claw  isn’t moving very fast,” Eleira said, turning the sentence into a question. 

“It  doesn’t  have  to,”  Alec  said.  “We’ve  just  got  to  get  to  the edge  of  the  Royal  Hunting  Grounds  tonight,  and  we’ll  make  that easily. With Trystara flying around watching for enemies, we ought to be as safe as we can be.” 

“It’ll  probably  be  the  safest  we’ll  be  for  weeks,”  Eleira  said sardonically. “Even if we  do  break the hold the forces of Chaos have over the High King’s mind, it just means we’ve gained a major ally in the  war.  We’ll  still  be  jumping  straight  from  his  court  to  the  final battle.” 

The thought hadn’t escaped Alec’s mind, either. “I know. It’s going  to  be  dangerous.  But  it’s  what  Uriel  would  have  wanted.  He made  the  last  act  in  his  life  giving  us  these  orders.”  He  hesitated, looking out the window. “And telling me that I was his son…” 

Chapter 12







Once  everyone  was  all  fed  and  watered,  they  met  on  deck. 

Maimonides  and  Viya  had  already  ascended  to  the  bridge,  the former deftly handling the controls of the  Titan’s Claw  while the latter watched  on  approvingly.  Unlike  the  rest  of  the  group,  who  had hangovers  ranging  from  mild  to  nearly  debilitating,  the  dark  elf looked as fresh and clean as if she’d retired to bed early last night with  a  hymnal  book.  Alec  found  it  amusing—Jolenta  and  Vodalus clearly found it maddening, however. 

“Alright,  Viya,”  Maimonides  said  excitedly,  relinquishing  the controls. “Go ahead and show them.” 

Confusion filled Alec. Show them what? He hadn’t known of any  surprises  to  come  during  this  voyage  to  the  Royal  Hunting Grounds. 

The  dark  elf  strode  to  the  control  console,  pushed  a  few buttons, and stepped back with a grin. 

“New  feature,”  Viya  explained.  “Monty  and  I  have  been making a few additions to the   Titan’s  Claw’s   arsenal. Weapons are good and all, but subsystems have just as much chance of providing the edge to prevail in a fight.” 

It didn’t take long for Alec to understand what she meant. At Viya’s  touch,  a  transparent  image  sprang  to  life  over  the  central console  of  the  airship,  much  like  the  one  Alec  had  used  at  the Northmund  Estate  to  keep  in  touch  with  the  other  members  of  the alliance. Only this one didn’t show a view from another place, but a map.  Alec  traced  the  contours  in  his  mind,  then  glanced  over  the side of the  Titan’s Claw,  matching the map to the territory. Here was this   river,  there  was   that   mountain—the  whole  thing  reproduced  in

miniature, with the dot in the center representing the  Titan’s Claw’s current location. 

“This will allow us to view the whole of the Hunting Grounds,” 

Maimonides  explained,  “and  avoid  the  largest  of  the  patrols.  Once the  group  leaves  the  ship,  it  will  also  track  you—you’ll  show  up  as little dots on the map, the same as the  Titan’s Claw  in the center. So if you get into trouble and need someone to get you out in a hurry, we might be able to help you with that.” 

Everyone  looked  suitably  awestruck  at  the  new  invention. 

Particularly  Tanuin,  who  got  up  close  to  the  tiny  scale  map  and studied it for a long while, clucking his tongue. 

“You’ve  outdone  yourself,  Maimonides,”  Tanuin  proclaimed. 

“This invention will revolutionize warfare. Scouting, reconnaissance, all  those  good  ranger  things—they’ll  be  so  much  easier  with  an invention like this.” 

“Yes,  well,  thank  you,”  Maimonides  said  with  a  cough.  “The real credit belongs to Viya, my beautiful bride to be.” 

“Bride  to  be?”  Tanuin  asked,  his  eyebrows  raising.  “So  you did  pressure the old goat into popping the question last night!” 

Viya grinned from ear to ear, her teeth white and even. “No ring  yet,”  she  said,  holding  up  a  hand,  “but  I  think  I  like  this  better, anyway.” A narrow band ran along the outside of her ring finger, with a  faint  blue  glow  in  the  center.  “It’s  one  of  the  runic  coils  from  the Titan’s Claw  itself.” 

“A  piece  of  my  most  cherished  invention,  for  my  most cherished person,” Maimonides said proudly. “I’m glad you like it.” 

The  pair  kissed,  while  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  sighed  in appreciation for the romantic scene. Trystara waggled her eyebrows at Alec, but kept quiet—for the moment, at least. 

“Alright,  so  here’s  the  plan,”  Maimonides  explained,  using their brand-new map as a guide. “The High King’s Cabin is in these woods. Of course, it’s not  really  a cabin, more like a palace, but you give things rustic names out here. The woods are thicker to the right

of the cabin than the left, so Viya and I will drop you off on the left-hand side of the Hunting Grounds.” 

“Sounds  good,”  Tanuin  said,  watching  with  approval  as Maimonides marked the requisite spots on the map. “What will you and the lovebird be doing while we’re risking our necks?” 

“Risking  ours,”  Viya  said  with  a  smirk.  “While  you  cross  the Hunting Grounds, Monty and I will be on the  right  side of the woods, making  as  much  noise  as  humanly  possible.  Or   gnomely   possible, as the case may be.” She grinned. “I made a few improvements to the  Titan’s Claw  where munitions are concerned, as well.” 

“I  just  bet  you  did,”  Tanuin  said,  sounding  amazed.  “So  you get  all  those  troops  and  airships  heading  in  one  direction,  chasing the ‘threat’, while we slip in mostly undetected? Sounds pretty good to me.” 

It  sounded  good  to  Alec,  as  well.  “You  open  the  gap,  and then we exploit it,” he said, gripping the Diamondspear in his robes. 

“Sounds like a plan.” 

The  Titan’s Claw  set down on the edge of the woods, rolling out the gangplank for Alec and his friends. The five of them touched down  on  the  ground:  Alec,  Eleira,  Tanuin,  Jolenta,  and  Vodalus. 

Together, they’d make their way through the woods and free the High King. 

Or be killed in the attempt. 

“Keep  an  ear  out  for  the  explosions,”  Maimonides  yelled  as the  Titan’s Claw  began to rise. “Viya is quite skilled with them! You should  be  able  to  hear  them  wherever  you  are.  That’s  your  cue  to push through to the cabin proper!” 

“We  will!”  Alec  cried,  waving  with  the  Diamondspear  as  the Titan’s Claw  rose into the sky. 

Then  they  were  alone,  standing  on  the  edge  of  the  woods and listening to the whistling sound of the wind. 

“Well,”  Tanuin  said  brightly.  “This  is  my  department,  Alec. 

Sneaking through a sylvan glade is kind of my  thing,  being an elven

ranger and all. May I take point?” 

Alec  nodded.  Only  a  fool  neglected  the  strengths  and weaknesses of their team when they went out on a mission. Tanuin would  be  the  best  choice  to  guide  them  through  the  woods  and  to the  High  King’s  cabin—Jolenta  or  Vodalus  would  probably  have them walking in circles, helplessly lost within an hour. 

“Lead the way,” he said. 

Tanuin  did.  The  treeline  thickened  as  they  plunged  into  the woods,  with  no  natural  path  that  could  be  found.  As  a  result, traveling through the Hunting Grounds required a lot of tripping over roots  and  snapping  branches  beneath  boots.  Any  hopes  Alec  had once  had  of  making  a  stealthy  approach  to  the  High  King’s  Cabin were soon dashed when Jolenta bashed her knee on a tree stump and made so much noise that the few birds in the trees around them took flight. 

Far  above  their  heads,  Trystara  flew  over  the  treeline.  The familiar had insisted on keeping watch as best she could from above, after which she’d drop down and follow them on foot the rest of the way to the High King’s Cabin. It made Alec feel a bit easier, knowing she was up there looking after them, but he also worried for Trystara. 

If one of those airships caught sight of her, she could be in a lot of trouble. 

“Do you do these sorts of things often, then?” Jolenta asked a short while later. Her knee had been hastily bandaged with a piece of  silk,  and  she  looked  utterly  miserable—though  she  hadn’t complained  once,  which  Alec  took  as  a  sign  of  bravery.  “Traipsing through the woods without so much as a map?” 

“Left  the  map  back  on  the   Titan’s Claw, ”  Tanuin  said  with  a smirk. “But don’t worry. I’ve got it all right up here. Studied it pretty fiercely before Maimonides let us off.” 

“That does make me feel better,” Jolenta said. Alec couldn’t tell  if  she  was  being  sarcastic  or  not.  “It’s  always  good  to  have  an experienced  wilderness  guide  with  you  out  on  a  hike,  particularly

when  it’s  a  romantic  one  with  your  fiancé.  Not  that  he’s  said  ten words since we set foot in the Royal Hunting Grounds, I suppose.” 

“I bandaged your knee,” Vodalus protested. “That’s  love! ” 

Jolenta  flashed  one  of  those  smiles  that  told  Alec  a  whole speech was coming. “Love is sneaking into your true love’s window late  at  night  with  flowers  and  chocolate,  even  when  you  know  her father will kill you if he finds you. Because his House and yours has a  blood  feud  that’s  been  going  on  for  three  generations,  and  only your marriage can prevent—” 

Suddenly Jolenta went silent. “Did anyone hear that?” 

Everyone quieted down. Tanuin cocked his head to the side, relying  on  his  elvish  hearing  to  discern  whether  Jolenta  was  just hearing things or if she’d accidentally spotted a patrol. 

“I’m not hearing anything,” Tanuin finally whispered. “Perhaps you were just—” 

“Help  me!”  The  voice  was  faint,  but  unmistakable.  It  came from just off the direction they were heading, a little south of the path toward the High King’s cabin. “Someone please, help me!” 

“What on earth is that?” Jolenta said, her eyebrows shooting up. “It sounds as if someone is in trouble!” 

Tanuin’s  face  darkened.  “They  must  be  in  trouble  with  the High King’s guards, then. Best that we not get involved in it.” 

“Somebody,  please!” the voice pleaded, a little louder now. “I need help! My baby! My baby!” 

“Her  baby?” Jolenta asked. “Or  his  baby, as the case may be. 

That does sound like a distinctly male voice, though I’m not entirely sure.” 

“Please! Somebody help! I’m going to die!” 

The group looked at each other. Eleira tugged at Alec’s hand, her lips a tight little line. 

“I know,” Alec said, glancing toward the source of the distant noise. “You want me to go help—” 

But  Eleira  shook  her  head.  “The  best  thing  we  can  do  right now is reach the High King and stop his madness,” she said, peering into the brush. “Besides, there’s something…  off  about that voice. I think it might be a guard trying to trick us.” 

“How  could  it  be  a  guard?”  Jolenta  asked.  “No  one  even knows we’re here!” 

“Eleira’s  right,”  Alec  said.  Even  if  she  hadn’t  been,  Alec shared in her misgivings. There was something unnatural about that voice.  Something  that  made  the  hair  stand  up  on  the  back  of  his neck. “Let’s keep moving. Ignore it for now.” 

The  group  continued  on.  The  woods  grew  deeper  around them, the trees pushing in so thick that the landscape darkened. The lack of light made the whole Hunting Ground look downright spooky

—and  the  fact  that  all  of  them  could  hear  someone  desperately calling for help didn’t aid matters in the slightest. Alec did his best to block  out  the  sound,  but  some  of  his  group  looked  supremely disturbed by the noise—Jolenta most of all. 

Finally,  she  stopped  in  her  tracks.  “We  have  to  help  that person,”  she  pleaded,  glancing  in  the  direction  of  the  screams. 

“These woods are dangerous! Just look around!” 

Alec  did.  Then,  with  a  sinking  feeling  in  the  pit  of  his stomach, he looked up. 

Trystara was nowhere to be found. 

“Where  did  Trys  go!?”  Alec  cried,  shielding  his  eyes  with  a hand  as  he  scanned  the  trees.  Despite  his  best  efforts,  he  couldn’t locate the demoness. It was as if she’d simply disappeared. 

“This  is  starting  to  freak  me  out,”  Vodalus  whispered. 

“Something’s very wrong here—” 

“Help me! Someone help me!” 

Suddenly the voice grew louder. Then louder  still. 

“It’s coming this way,” Tanuin said, the color draining from his face. “Quick, everyone find a place to hide!” 

Alec  and  Eleira  raced  for  the  brush,  while  Jolenta  and Vodalus  climbed  in  after  them,  covering  up  as  best  they  could  with branches and leaves. Alec didn’t see Tanuin, but had to assume the elven ranger had hid himself as well—and that he knew how to do so a little bit better than the rest of the group. 

“Help  me!”  the  voice  shrieked.  It  sounded  like  it  was  almost on top of them. “I’m going to die!” 

The  brush  near  the  clearing  moved,  and  Alec  got  his  first glimpse of the thing that cried for help. Had he not been hidden, he felt certain it would have been his last. 

It was naked, was the first thing he realized about it. Seven feet tall and completely hairless, the creature that burst through the underbrush could only properly be called a  thing.  Its skin was so pale that  for  a  moment  Alec  thought  of  Trystara,  and  perhaps  this creature  was  some  distant  cousin  of  a  demon  far  back  in  the evolutionary line. But skin color was where the resemblance ended. 

Its muscles bulged. Two long tusks hung down from its open mouth,  like  a  walrus’s.  Its  eyes  were  crusty  and  green,  like  twin arrow punctures in its broad, flat face. 

It opened that mouth and screamed. 

“Help me! ” the creature cried, unaware that people were less than ten feet away from its location. “Someone help me! Please! My baby is going to die!” 

The  creature’s  yell  froze  Alec’s  blood.  It  sounded  just  like someone  in  an  extremely  difficult  situation,  on  the  very  edge  of panic. Yet the creature it came from stood calmly, rocking back and forth from one foot to the other as it shrieked again and again. 

Eleira’s  hand  grabbed  Alec’s  hand  hard  enough  to  bruise. 

With  her  other  hand,  she  covered  her  mouth,  her  eyes  filled  with horror.  Next  to  her,  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  did  the  same,  just  barely managing to keep from crying out at the  thing  standing a few feet in front of them. 

“Help me! ” The thing cocked its head to the side and took a step toward the shrub where Alec hid. “I’m going to die—” 

Tanuin sprang up behind the monster, his daggers flashing in his hands. He slashed the back of the creature’s neck with a flourish, then drove the other hunk of sharp silver between the monster’s ribs. 

The  creature  toppled,  falling  face  first  into  the  leaves.  The thing was so tall that the top of its head hit the ground inches away from Alec’s foot, nearly revealing his group’s hiding place. 

“Help me…” the creature wheezed. “My baby…” 

Tanuin  drove  both  daggers  into  the  creature’s  neck,  and  it was finally still. 

Alec  and  company  remained  frozen  to  the  spot,  their  eyes frozen on the corpse of the strange monster. 

“It’s  alright,”  Tanuin  finally  said,  wiping  his  mouth  with  the back of his hand. “You can come out now. It’s not getting up.” 

Slowly, Alec and his party scrambled out of the brush. They looked far worse for wear, covered in dirt and grime, but at least they were alive. Alec kept his eyes on the creature on the ground, his free hand  clasped  around  the  Diamondspear.  He  extended  it  to  its  full length  and  kept  the  sharp  end  between  the  creature’s  shoulder blades, just to be safe. 

“What  is  that thing?” Jolenta managed. The rest of the group looked too stunned to speak. 

“It’s  a  legend,”  Tanuin  said,  shaking  his  head  as  he  stared down  at  what  remained  of  the  creature.  “I’ve  heard  of  them,  in certain  craggy  borderlands  of  the  world,  but  never  seen  one  in  the flesh. The old woman who told me about them called it a  Khodunyk.” 

He kicked the creature with the side of his heel. “It’s said they roam the  Shatterspine  Mountains,  near  the  summits,  guiding  climbers  to their  doom.  They  make  the  calls  of  people  in  trouble,  to  trick  the unwary.” Tanuin looked nearly awestruck by the sight of the monster. 

“I can’t believe I killed it.” 

Eleira’s shoulders rose and fell rapidly. “If this legend of yours lives at the top of mountains, then what is it doing  here? And what is it doing existing at all!?” 

The answer, unfortunately, no one knew. 

Shortly  after  they  left  the  body  of  the  khodunyk  behind,  the forest  began  to  change.  First  the  trees  thinned  out,  the  solid  earth beneath their feet replaced with marshy bog, then the colors of the sky through the trees began to twist and distort. Colors that should not have been in the sky appeared, and the trees sprouted strange protuberances along with their branches. 

“Alec,”  Eleira  gasped,  studying  one  tree  intently.  “This  looks like that place you told me about. The one where you and Trystara found the Book of the Guilty!” 

“It  does,”  Alec  replied.  He’d  been  thinking  it  for  some  time, but had been too worried to say anything. “Just like it. It’s almost like a cross between the normal world and that… that place…” 

Tanuin’s face darkened. “I think I’ve just figured out where the khodunyks  came  from.  Although  I  have  no  idea  how  they  got  from the  Realm  of  Chaos  to  those  mountains.  They’re  creatures  of Chaos.”  The  elf  ranger  looked  around  him,  frowning  at  the  bizarre landscape on display. “I’m guessing the border between their realm and the High King’s is getting thin from how corrupted he’s become. 

If we don’t save Alrick Demesne, more of these  things  will pour into our world.” 

As if on cue, they suddenly heard a voice calling through the trees. “Help me! Help me!” 

“Oh  gods,”  Jolenta  moaned,  her  face  going  pale.  “There’s another one.” 

A second voice joined the first. “Help! Please!” 

The party froze. 

“There’s more than one,” Vodalus blurted, all courage leaving the man. “There’s more than one…” 

More voices joined the first. All of them increased in volume, as if the creatures were heading their way. 

Just as Alec was about to give the order to run, an explosion rang through the sky. The sounds of yelling filled the forest—and to

Alec’s relief, they were the cries of startled  men.  Return fire followed the first explosion, with another hot on its heels. 

“That’s  the  signal!”  Alec  cried,  heedless  of  alerting  the creatures.  They  certainly  knew  where  they  were  by  now. 

“Maimonides is attacking the forest with the  Titan’s Claw! ” 

Tanuin made an executive decision. “Run for the cabin!” the elven  ranger  cried,  gesturing  with  his  daggers.  “I’ll  do  my  best  to cover your trail!” 

Alec wasn’t about to let valor be the greater part of discretion. 

He  and  his  friends   ran,  sprinting  between  the  trees  as  if  a  wall  of pure  fire  were  pursuing  them.  Behind  him,  he  could  hear  Tanuin crying  out,  making  as  much  noise  as  possible  to  get  the  creatures following  him  rather than the students. 

“Come  on,  you  stupid  mongrels!”  the  elven  ranger  roared, clanging  his  daggers  together  and  throwing  sparks  into  the  air. 

“Come get me! Here’s fresh meat for you, hahaha!” 

Alec  could  have  praised  his  friend’s  heroism,  or  he  could have run his life. Clinging to Eleira and half holding her from falling, he  chose  the  latter.  The  pair  raced  between  the  trees,  watching  as the  bizarre  landscape  around  them  distorted  even  further.  The leaves  were  yellow  beneath  them,  a  sickly  wan  color,  and  the  sky lurked as purple as a bruise. 

Jolenta  let  out  a  cry  next  to  them  and  went  down.  Alec scooped her up without a second thought, then shoved her forward to Vodalus. “Go!” he screamed, hearing the harrowing, fake cries of the creatures behind them. 

More and more cries followed the ones they’d already heard. 

It felt as if an entire herd of the monsters chased them through the woods—as if every one of the gray-skinned chaos  things  had been summoned by their headlong flight. Alec’s hope began to drain from him,  and  he  considered  turning  around.  I  could  keep  the  three  of them safe,  he thought,  like Tanuin. I could even maybe take a few of those monsters down with me—

One more set of trees, and Alec and Eleira burst through to the grounds of a mansion. It stood like a menacing finger against the dark purple sky, five stories tall and covered in gargoyles. A handful of guards in normal attire stood before the gates, looking startled at both  the  cries  coming  from  the  woods  and  the  handful  of  young people who’d come racing into their lap. 

Behind Alec, two of the creatures burst through the treeline. 

These  two  monsters  appeared  to  be  swifter  than  their  fellows,  like party guests who arrive even before the event is about to start. Their jaws snapped open and closed like toys, the thick tusks flashing as they raced toward Alec and his friends. 

“Help  me!”  one  screamed,  sounding  as  if  it  had  its  foot caught in a trap. “Please!” 

The  guards  fell  back  to  the  gate,  their  faces  twisting  in disgust. 

Alec  drew  the  Diamondspear,  stepping  between  Eleira  and his  other  friends  and  the  monsters.  “I’ll  handle  these,”  he  told  his friends. “Get that gate open!” 

He  didn’t  see  whether  they  were  successful  or  not.  Alec turned  to  the  first  monster  and  swung  in  a  low  arc,  aiming  for  the creature’s ankle. To his surprise it made no move to defend itself: its purpose in life appeared to be simply to run toward the nearest living thing  and  then  kill  it.  The  creature’s  foot  was  severed  in  a  single blow, the massive torso toppling into the brush. 

The  second  creature  bit  down,  aiming  for  Alec’s  jugular.  He hopped  backward  from  the  first  monster,  its  jaws  missing  him  by mere  inches.  He  backed  up  again  and  again,  swinging  at  the monster’s chest as it advanced on him. All the while, it screamed like it  was the victim. 

“My  baby!”  the  creature  roared,  its  face  completely  blank  of emotion as it advanced on him. “Please, someone help, my baby’s in trouble!” 

“Die!”  Alec  shouted  back,  stabbing  the  Diamondspear  in  a two-handed  grip  at  the  creature’s  face.  The  blade  end  sunk  right

between its eyes, spearing flesh and bone. The monster went down in a heap, spouting gibberish. 

Gibberish  that  was  still  preferable  to  the  sounds  it  normally made. 

“Got  them  both,”  Alec  said,  turning  around.  “The  rest  are almost here—” 

His  friends  were  not  inside  the  fence.  Instead,  they  were fighting the guards—who appeared to be doing their best to get his friends  killed.  Alec  heard  the  sounds  of  snapping  branches  behind him and made a quick decision. There was no time to waste. 

“To me!” he screamed, stopping Eleira, Jolenta, and Vodalus in their tracks. He had no idea where Tanuin had gotten himself to, or if  the  elven  ranger  were  even  still  alive,  but  Alec  refused  to  let  his sacrifice be in vain. 

To illustrate what he wanted, he grabbed the Bloodcloak and flapped it aloft. The trio understood and pushed themselves as close as  they  could  to  Alec,  letting  the  crimson  fabric  blot  out  the  world around them. As it settled, they could hear the guards readying their weapons. 

Then the sounds died, and they felt solid wood beneath their feet. Alec pulled back the Bloodcloak to find they’d transported just within  the  door  of  the  High  King’s  cabin.  Although  ‘mansion’  was  a far better descriptor for the massive, jewel-encrusted foyer in which Alec and his friends now found themselves. 

But Alec had little time to survey the scene. As soon as he’d understood  his  surroundings,  the  sound  of  dozens  of  screams  for help erupted from the woods. Alec and his friends had just enough time  to  press  their  faces  to  the  windows  to  see  the  monsters  fall upon the guards, ripping them limb from limb like starved piranhas. 

Next  to  him,  Eleira  covered  her  mouth  with  both  hands. 

Jolenta and Vodalus both looked like they were going to be sick. 

“Those  are  the  King’s  men,”  Jolenta  whispered.  “They’re…

those monsters are killing them…” 

“And eating them,” Vodalus added as the sounds of slurping and chewing reached their ears. 

As  Alec  and  his  friends  cowered  within  the  closed  doorway, safe  for  the  moment  behind  the  wrought-iron  fence  and  the mansion’s front, Alec had a terrible realization. 

“They eat their own kind,” he muttered. “Even the people on their side. If we don’t find the High King and save him, this will never stop. Chaos will consume everything, even its own servants. Then it will eat  itself.” 

All three of his friends looked sickened by his words. 

“We’d better find him, then,” Eleira said, mastering herself. 

They  shut  the  curtains,  but  nothing  they  did  could  block  out the sounds. 



Chapter 13







“The High King lives  here?” Eleira asked, craning her neck as she  examined  the  marble  staircase  at  the  center  of  the  mansion’s entrance  hall.  “That  seems…  extremely  improbable.  It  looks  like we’re  the  first  people  to  set  foot  in  this  hall  in  months,  much  less today.” 

Alec  could  understand  what  she  meant.  The  interior  of  the High  King’s  cabin  looked  luxurious  in  the  extreme—but  it  was  the luxury  of  a  fallen,  decayed  empire.  The  silver  fixtures  in  the  room were  tarnished  and  covered  in  dust,  with  only  feeble  light  spilling through  the  windows  to  illuminate  the  fineries  within.  Despite  the entrance  hall’s  size,  it  smelled  musty  and  stuffy,  as  if  no  one  had bothered cleaning the surfaces or washing the curtains in a very long time. 

“I’d heard that the High King has so many mansions that he doesn’t have time to visit them all,” Jolenta said, running her finger through an inch thick layer of dirt on a statue, “but this is ridiculous. 

Even if he only visited this remote mansion but rarely, there should be servants to keep the place in tip top shape…” 

A  suspicion  in  the  back  of  Alec’s  mind  hardened  into certainty. “He’s sent all the servants away,” he said, realizing even as he said it that it had to be true. “Those guards outside are the only ones  left.  Whatever  madness  has  spread  through  the  High  King’s mind, it’s tipped him over into paranoia—which is why the mansion looks like this. Nothing ever gets touched…” 

Alec  had  heard  something  of  this  before.  People  with compulsions to do—or not do—different things, usually to their own detriment. When he was a lad, one of the foundlings at the Archon Temple checked the lock on their small foot locker a half dozen times

before joining the rest of the boys for the morning meal. When Alec had asked why, he’d gotten nothing but a blank stare from the child. 

“Because I have to make sure it’s locked,” he’d said matter-of-factly. And that had been that. 

Perhaps the High King was one of those afflicted people, and the  Chaos  coursing  through  his  bloodstream  had  intensified  his mental  illness  until  he  couldn’t  stand  changing  a  single  thing  in  the mansion, for good or ill. Or perhaps something entirely different was going on. Alec wasn’t sure—and  couldn’t  be  sure  until  he  spoke  to the High King himself. 

Now where was the man? 

“Jolenta,” Alec said, pointedly ignoring the sounds of chewing coming  from  the  other  side  of  the  mansion’s  doors.  “Vodalus.  You two  know  more  about  noble  protocol  than  me  and  Eleira.  Where would the throne room be located in a building like this?” 

Vodalus  had  been  peeking  through  a  crack  in  a  nearby window, his face the color of fresh snow. No doubt whatever was still going on out there was too terrible for the rest of the group to face directly. He turned away and shook himself, passing a hand over his face before he spoke to Alec. 

“It  would  be  right  up  those  stairs,”  Vodalus  said,  gesturing toward the marble staircase in the center of the room. “Up and up.” 

“The  throne  room  is  in  the  highest  chamber  of  any  of  the High  King’s  mansions,”  Jolenta  added.  “Aldric  Demesne  enjoys being close to the sun more than any ruler I’ve ever read about.” 

Alec  thought  about  the  sun  logo  he’d  seen  on  the  mage’s robes  in  the  Nessus  market  and  nodded.  “Makes  sense,”  he  said, gesturing up the stairs with the Diamondspear. “Let’s go!” 

By  being  so  forthright,  he  hoped  to  dispel  some  of  the  chill that  had  swept  over  the  group  during  the  run  up  to  the  mansion. 

Those  horrible  monsters  from  the  forest  still  filled  his  friends  with worry,  especially  as  the  noises  directly  in  front  of  the  building  had only  increased  in  the  time  they’d  been  inside.  Alec,  Eleira,  Jolenta, 

and Vodalus charged up the stairs, ready to defeat any guards who might stand in their way. 

Yet the mansion was empty.  Dangerously  empty. 

No  armored  guards  or  blooded  bondsmen  lurked  in  wait  for them. The dust covering the landing at the top of the stairs was thick and undisturbed, as if no one had walked through this section of the mansion for weeks now. Despite their energy, the group stopped at the top of the stairs, weapons ready as they waited for the enemies who  must  be  coming.  Where  was  the  High  King’s  inner  circle?  His elite guards? 

“Something  is  very  wrong,”  Alec  said,  voicing  the  words  the rest  of  his  group  kept  hidden  inside.  “Perhaps  High  King  Demesne isn’t here. Maybe they moved him before we arrived, and all this dust is just the side effect of this place being abandoned for so long?” 

“If that’s the case,” Eleira asked, “then why all the airships? 

No, this is it, Alec. Perhaps there’s some spell on this place. A ward keeping it so… so  disorganized. ” 

Perhaps.  But  Alec’s  aura  of  foreboding  grew  deeper  and deeper  the  higher  they  climbed,  until  he  fought  the  sensation  of goosebumps  spreading  across  his  arms.  The  temperature  had dropped precipitously as they reached the third floor, and by the time they set foot on the fifth, it was practically arctic. 

“It’s  so  cold!”  Eleira  cried,  her  teeth  chattering  together  with every step. “This doesn’t make any sense, Alec!” 

It  didn’t.  But  a  sudden  drop  in  temperature  was  among  the least  strange  things  about  the  High  King’s  mansion.  As  he  and  his fellows  climbed  to  the  top  floor,  more  and  more  things  about  the building  began  to  stop  making  sense.  Bits  of  crystal  emerged  from the  walls—at  first,  they  appeared  to  be  woven  into  the  boards  like some sort of decorative jewelry, but within a few feet they dominated the walls until the hallway looked more like a snowy mountain cave than the interior of a house. The temperature continued to drop, until even keeping the element of flame in his chest failed to completely warm Alec. 

Near the end of the hallway lay a larger door than the others, nearly frozen solid by the strange mass of crystal. Shivering with the cold, Alec wedged the Diamondspear into a crack and used it as a lever, breaking through the bizarre material with all his strength. The heavy  door  swung  outward,  revealing  the  entrance  to  the  throne room. 

Heads  turned  within  the  chamber  as  Alec  and  his  friends made their entrance. Within the throne room, the patches of crystal on  the  walls  had  grown  to  dominate  the  space,  until  the  whole chamber looked carved from a cavern of pure ice. 

A half dozen figures wearing the same robes with the sun on the breast as the elite mages of Nessus stood clustered around the throne.  Dozens  of  reflections  showed  on  every  crystal  surface, making  the  room  look  far  more  crowded  than  it  truly  was.  At  the chamber’s  center  lay  the  throne  of  the  High  King,  with  the  man himself sitting within. 

Only  not  sitting. And not a throne. 

Whatever  strange  crystal  madness  had  engulfed  the  High King’s  mansion,  the  throne  appeared  to  be  at  the  very  heart  of  it. 

What had once been the golden throne of Alrick Demesne had been completely consumed by the crystal, transforming into a sharp spike of glittering, translucent rock. The High King lay  within  this mass of crystal, stuck inside from the waist down. Only his torso, shoulders, and head were completely free of the transformed material, allowing him to speak and give commands to his servants. 

“By the Archon,” Eleira whispered from Alec’s left. “The High King! What’s happened to him…!?” 

That, however, was far from the most horrible sight the throne room of High King Alrick Demesne had to show Alec and his friends. 

For floating a few feet in front of the throne, shimmering in the air like a  mirage  in  the  desert,  was  a  phantasmal  projection  of  the  battle happening  on  the  edge  of  the  Royal  Hunting  Grounds.  A  single airship hung in the clear blue sky, its guns firing over the trees again and again as it tried to make as much of a distraction as possible. A

pair of figures stood on the bridge, deftly weaving the craft through the  air  in  defensive  maneuvers  as  the  High  King’s  forces  returned fire. 

This  was  the   Titan’s  Claw.  Maimonides’s  gambit  had  gotten the  attention  of  the  forces  of  Chaos,  just  as  they’d  planned—only now, the gnome had no way to flee. The airship had been cut off by the High King’s fleet. 

As Alec watched, horrified, a tiny figure dove through the air. 

 There she is,  Alec  thought,  relief  flooding  his  chest  as  the  airborne figure tore through an enemy airship with her claws.  Trystara made it back from the Royal Hunting Grounds after all. 

Yet  none  of  them  were  safe.  Not  as  long  as  the  High  King kept giving the order to fire. He had to restore the man’s mind, and soon, lest his friends be lost. 

At the sight of Alec and his friends, one of the cultists gave a start and leaned over, catching the attention of the High King. “The Diamondspear bastard is here, my lord,” the man said, his voice as thin  as  a  reed.  “It  is  just  as  we  predicted.  He’s  brought  his  rebels here to kill you!” 

It  was  the  first  time  Alec  had  laid  eyes  on  High  King  Alrick Demesne. Had it been under different circumstances, the young man might  have  been  impressed.  Even  trapped  within  the  throne  of crystal, the High King had the stance of a man well over six feet tall, with  broad  shoulders  and  graying  hair  that  washed  back  from  his widow’s  peak  like  a  crown  of  its  own.  The  man’s  eyes  were  slate gray, somewhat sunken in his regal yet weathered face. Clearly, he’d been living within the contraption of crystal for some time, if his inner circle of servants were unfazed speaking to him in this way. 

From behind, Alec heard a gasp. It was Jolenta, who pointed past the ring of mages to the High King himself. Her finger trembled, as did her bottom lip, some nameless emotion tugging at the corners of  her  eyes.  “The  High  King,”  she  babbled,  as  if  her  words  might somehow fail her. “He’s… he’s…” 

“Trapped, ”  Alec  finished  for  her.  From  the  look  on  her  face, that  hadn’t  been  the  word  Jolenta  had  been  searching  for,  but  he didn’t have time to let his friend grasp for a better one. He raised his voice  so  that  it  would  carry  over  that  of  the  mages,  and  keep  the High  King  from  hearing  his  words.  “I  am  no  enemy  to  you,  Alrick Demesne!” 

“Lies!”  the  mage  sitting  at  the  King’s  right  hand  cackled  in return.  “One  needs  only  to  look  at  him,  my  liege,  to  know  his  soul has  been  hopelessly  corrupted  by  the  Chaos  devouring  this  land. 

Even  his  friends  look  greatly  affected.  No  doubt  they’ve  all  fallen under the Bastard of Diamondspear’s spell, the same way all those nobles did to the monster Uriel Diamondspear!” 

The High King raised his head. He blinked rapidly, like a man lifting  from  a  trance,  and  cast  his  gaze  over  the  small  group  of students who’d barged into his throne room. Confusion tugged at his brows, only to deepen into outright suspicion when his gaze fell upon Alec. 

“Kill  them,”  the  High  King  begged,  his  face  filling  with  fright. 

What  had  he  seen  in  Alec’s  countenance  that  had  horrified  him  so abruptly? “Kill them all! Do not allow them to approach the throne!” 

“So much for doing this the easy way,” Eleira whispered from next to him. “Alec, we’ll handle those mages. You get to the King and free him!” 

Alec  did  not  want  to  allow  his  friends  to  fight  those  guards. 

They  looked  dangerous—and  if  they’d  chosen  to  be  Alrick Demesne’s  personal  guard  within  his  mansion,  they  were  almost certainly part of the elite of the elite. The Diamondspear sprang from its hiding place, extending to full length in his hand with a whistling sound like a scissor through fabric. 

“Just  stay  behind  me,”  Alec  said,  reaching  for  the  elements within the room. Fire from the nearby torches, ice from a glass sitting in a windowsill left unattended by one of the guards. As he opened his  senses,  he  could   feel   the  very  stones  of  the  mansion’s foundation,  sensing  the  volcanic  flows  that  had  once  cut  channels

through this part of the world long before servants cleared the land for  the  High  King’s  mansion.  Different  strands  of  rock  molded  into one within his heart, filling one of the batteries strapped to his belt. 

The mage next to the High King shrank back with a cowardly hiss.  “The  Diamondspear  Bastard  is  performing  natural  magic!”  he yelled,  pointing  at  his  fellows.  “This  is  all  the  proof  you  need,  my liege!  The  boy’s  magic  does  not  come  from  the  Archon!  It’s  part  of Chaos itself!” 

As  the  other  mages  slowly  stepped  forward,  torn  between attacking  Alec’s  friends  and  fleeing,  Alec  heaved  a  heavy  sigh.  He knew now that his earlier fantasies of talking through the High King’s madness  had  been  just  that—fantasies.  The  only  way  to  save  the man  from  this  monstrous  crystal  clung  to  the  ring  finger  of  his  left hand. 

Hopefully they wouldn’t be able to cut this one off, as well. 

Alec struck first. Leaping into the fray, he tossed a fist-sized chunk of pure ice energy at a nearby mage, stopping the man as he reached  for  the  spellbook  tied  to  his  belt.  It  struck  the  man  in  the chest and spread across his torso, forming into a vest of heavy frost within moments. The mage toppled over, his spell dying on his lips as the unbearable weight of his new armor tugged him to the ground. 

Alec  did  not  want  to  kill  these  mages.  Like  the  High  King himself,  they  were  most  likely  deluded  by  the  Chaos  coursing through their veins. But if he had no choice, he would. As he moved in  a  wide  circle  through  the  room,  twirling  the  Diamondspear,  he spared  a  glance  at  the  flickering  phantasmic  image  floating  before the  High  King.  Within  the  floating  skein  of  magic,  the   Titan’s  Claw lowered itself into a desperate dive, the figures on board doing their best  to  dodge  dozens  of  attacks  from  both  magical  and  mundane sources.  Alec  knew  his  friends  were  doing  the  best  they  could,  but even  so,  they  wouldn’t  last  much  longer  against  the  High  King’s forces. 

A  growl  loosed  itself  from  the  back  of  his  throat.  He  didn’t have  time  to  waste  on  the  High  King’s  cronies.  Only  by  freeing  the

man himself could he save the  Titan’s Claw  now. 

A flash of light illuminated the hall behind him as Eleira leapt into  the  fray.  She  scattered  mages  like  chess  pieces,  filling  the throne room with magic as Vodalus and Jolenta both began casting their own spells. Striking first aided them, but so too did the enemy’s disbelief—the men who’d surrounded Alrick Demesne day and night as he grew into this crystal monstrosity had also watched their own thoughts  crystallize  and  freeze  in  such  a  manner.  The  thought  that they could be bested by any small team of mages—much less recent graduates  from  His  Majesty’s  Royal  Academy—was  so  laughable that  several  were  doing  just  that  as  the  first  wave  of  magic  blasted them. 

Alec  raced  to  the  top  of  the  dais,  leaving  the  battle  behind. 

He trusted his friends completely, and knew they’d hold off the High King’s mages until his task was done. He ascended step by step, the Diamondspear held low in his free hand while he held the Ring of the Archon before him with the other like a magical talisman. The High King’s  eyes  widened  at  the  sight  of  the  relic,  his  mouth  moving soundlessly as he struggled to speak. 

“Your  Majesty,  you  have  forgotten  yourself,”  Alec  explained, lifting the ring. “Chaos has corrupted your mind—made you ally with your enemies while turning against your friends. The Archon himself sent me to you, to make things right—” 

As  Alec  approached  the  throne,  a  figure  leapt  from  behind the  crystal  wielding  a  knife.  It  was  the  same  cultist  who’d  been whispering in the High King’s ear as they entered the room, and the look in his eyes had gone from enraged to the very edge of sanity. 

His lips peeled back from his teeth as he slashed, growling a curse in a language Alec didn’t understand. 

Alec swung with the Diamondspear, but the man was already within its grip. As the knife flashed, Alec did the only thing he could think of to stop the weapon from piercing all the way to his heart—he threw up his other hand, brandishing the Ring of the Archon before the lowering arc of the blade. 

To both his and the cultist’s shock, the blade struck the ring. 

Sparks  flew  from  the  enchanted  jewel  at  the  ring’s  heart, blinding the cultist. Of all the men who stood between Alec and the High King, this one caused him to worry the least about the morality of  what  he  was  doing.  The  Diamondspear  struck  straight  and  true, his attack sinking home where the wicked advisor’s had missed. 

The  man  gave  a  groan  as  the  sharp  end  of  the Diamondspear pierced his chest. His fingers nervelessly gripped the hilt, struggling to dislodge the weapon, then his eyes rolled back in his head and his writhing ceased. Alec tossed him to the side like a ragdoll, his gaze fixed on the High King. 

The  High  King  did  not  even  see  his  servant  fall.  His  eyes remained  on  the  carnage  on  the  other  side  of  the  throne  room, watching  with  horror  as  Eleira  and  the  Poictesme  crew  defeated mage after mage of the King’s elite guard. 

“Leave me alone!” the High King shrieked, his voice as shrill as  an  old  woman’s.  “Your  touch  is  poison,  Diamondspear!  I  would rather die than receive it!” 

 You’ll  die  without  it,  Alec  thought,  reaching  for  the  mass  of crystal around the High King’s waist. Before he could clear the man’s mind, he had to do something about this strange growth in the throne room.  Despite  being  made  of  no  biological  element  Alec  could identify,  it  appeared  to  have   spread   from  Alrick  Demesne  himself, making the throne room its den. His fingers grazed the cold, smooth surface of the crystal, testing its strength. 

With a howl of recognition, Alec stepped back. The High King continued cursing him, and up on the phantasmic image, the  Titan’s Claw  continued its doomed defense against the airships of the Royal Hunting Grounds. Yet in that moment, none of that mattered to Alec. 

He  knew  the touch of that crystal. 

 Master  Maimonides,  Alec  thought,  staring  up  at  the hologram.  That  element  you  were  studying  at  the  Royal  Academy, the  one  of  all  elements  and  none…  I  think  I’ve  just  found  where  it came from! 

For the thick crystal encasing High King Alrick Demesne was the very same. The man was wreathed in the unknown element, and had allowed it to spread through the heart of his mansion. 

As  the  High  King  continued  ranting,  Alec  got  to  work.  First, he discharged the elements in the batteries hanging from his belt—

he’d  no  longer  need  them.  Instead,  he  needed  the  space.  That strange  element  had  to  be  leached  away  from  the  High  King’s prison,  drop  by  drop,  and  Alec  couldn’t  trust  himself  to  keep  the unknown stuff inside his own body. Who  knew  what kind of effects it could  bring!  Its  touch  might  even  bring  about  the  High  King’s madness within  him,  a fate he’d dearly like to avoid. 

“What are you doing, Diamondspear?” the High King snarled. 

In front of the King, his protectors died, and in front of Alec stood the greatest  enemy  of  Chaos  in  all  the  world.  Yet  the  High  King  stood haughty and proud, spitting defiance in Alec’s wake. “You’d best turn around  and  run,  boy!  Run  if  you  want  to  save  your  friends  on  your precious flying toy…!” 

Alec  did  his  best  not  to  listen  to  the  High  King.  Instead,  he focused on the crystal surrounding him, drawing the element into the batteries  at  his  belt.  The  interior  of  each  flared  like  a  miniature supernova  at  the  touch  of  that  strange  element,  burning  almost bright  enough  to  blind  as  Alec  pulled  the  poisonous  crystal  prison away from the High King. As he worked, he made a mental note to thank  Maimonides  for  all  his  work  as  an  Artificer  within  the  Royal Academy—were  it  not  for  the  gnome,  Alec  would  have  been nowhere  near  adept  enough  to  free  the  High  King  before  time  ran out. 

And  as  if  the  Archon  himself  had  planned  it,  the  batteries Alec possessed proved to be just enough to hold the energy of the crystal  surrounding  the  High  King.  Cracks  spread  throughout  the foundation  as  huge  chunks  were  drawn  away,  dissolving  into  mist before disappearing into the specially crafted magical devices. Alrick Demesne  slumped  in  surprise,  then  in   relief   as  he  settled  on  his throne, freed at last from the crystal prison. 

Yet  his  mind  remained  caged.  As  the  High  King  flexed  his arms and legs, free from the mass of crystal surrounding his throne for the first time in ages, his eyes remained just as full of hate and disdain for Alec as they had been. He merely used his new posture to stick his nose even further in the air, gritting his teeth with rage at the sight of the boy. 

“You’ve  betrayed  me,  just  like  your  bastard  uncle!”  the  High King  roared,  shaking  his  head.  Gray  hair  cascaded  down  his shoulders,  shimmering  like  a  waterfall.  “The  Diamondspears  have done  this  to  me!  They’ve  caused  the  downfall  of  all  Kingdoms! 

They’ve set Chaos upon my throne!” 

“Would you just  shut up already?” Jolenta scowled, kicking a downed mage in the side of the head. “Alec, use the Ring and snap him out of this!” 

Alec was already in the middle of doing as she asked. As the High King writhed on the seat of his throne, struggling to get away, Alec climbed onto the dais and placed the Ring of the Archon to the man’s  forehead.  Glowing  magic  emerged  from  the  ring,  wrapping both Alec and the High King in thick strands of power. 

“Be  healed,  your  Majesty!”  Alec  cried,  not  sure  if  he  was commanding or begging. Up on the screen, the  Titan’s Claw  took a blow  from  an  enemy  airship  that  would  have  felled  a  lesser  craft. 

Showers of magical sparks flew from the flying vessel, sending it into a  tailspin  over  the  forest.  “Be  healed,  now,  and  call  back  your airships…!” 

Alec’s  cry  rose  to  a  scream  as  a  wall  of  white  engulfed  the world. 

Before he knew what was happening, Alec Diamondspear no longer stood in the High King’s throne room. Or rather, he did—but not the throne room as he knew it. Bright light filtered in from a sunny sky, piercing the gloom to illuminate rich banners covered in the High King’s seal. Instead of a few grubby cultists, the chamber was filled with retainers, nobles and knights and mages from each of the great Houses. 

High King Alrick Demesne sat on his throne. Less gray filled the King’s hair, and the youthful tint to the ruler’s face told Alec that whatever  he  was  witnessing  had  occurred  long,  long  ago—at  the very beginning of the High King’s corruption by the forces of Chaos. 

His  legions  of  admirers  looked  upon  the  monarch  with  trust  and adoration, yet Alec could already see the look of madness beginning to gleam in his eyes. 

Suddenly  a  courtier  approached—a  woman  in  a  white  robe, with long golden hair that shined like the sun. Alec moved to get out of her way, only for the woman to continue to walk right  through  Alec, settling  down  on  a  seat  near  the  High  King  with  a  smile.  Alec watched her go, then did a double take when he got a better look at the woman’s face. 

“Hera!? ”  Alec’s  voice  was  a  strangled  cry.  “Mother?  Mother, what are you doing here…?” 

Alec’s  eyes  widened  further  when  he  saw  the  gentle  swell beneath his mother’s robe. Hera wasn’t merely within the High King’s court—she  was  also  pregnant.  Pregnant  with  him.  Alec  waved  his hands, trying to get the attention of anyone standing in the room, yet it was as if no one could see him. He felt like one of the ghosts from the Phantasmic Projector—possessed of life and movement, but with no ability to interact with the physical world. 

The  low  murmur  of  gossip  and  conversation  in  the  throne room trailed off to a halt as the wide double doors at the front of the chamber  opened.  A  cruel  smirk  spread  across  Alrick  Demesne’s face,  and  his  guards  began  to  stride  forward  before  the  monarch stopped them with a gesture. 

“Ah,”  the  High  King  said,  laying  back  further  in  his  seat. 

“You’re  finally  here.  Took  you  long  enough  to  respond  to  my summons, old friend…” 

Alec felt as if he could have been knocked over by a feather. 

Approaching  the  High  King’s  throne  was  none  other  than  Uriel Diamondspear—Uriel  as  he’d  been  twenty  years  before.  The Archmage  of  House  Diamondspear  wore  the  same  splendid  robes

he’d  always  favored,  though  they  fit  him  in  a  tighter,  more  dashing way.  Like  the  High  King,  his  hair  had  not  turned  completely  gray, though  Uriel’s  had  whitened  far  more  than  the  High  King’s  at  this point. 

“Your Majesty.” Uriel knelt before the throne. “I came as soon as I was able. Why have your airships surrounded my estate?” 

His cruel smirk deepening, the High King rose from his seat. 

At a gesture, the court fell silent, every eye spellbound by the sight of the people’s leader. He held the moment like a showman, letting the tension grow to almost unbearable levels, then spoke. 

“Uriel Diamondspear,” the High King said, spitting the words out like a curse. “I hereby name you a traitor to the crown!” 

Gasps  filled  the  throne  room.  Yet  Alec  couldn’t  help  but notice  that  the  look  that  spread  across  Uriel  Diamondspear’s  face was  not  one  of  disbelief,  but  resignation.  He’d  expected  this,  the young man realized.  The relationship between them must have been deteriorating  for  some  time.  Probably  as  soon  as  Chaos  got  its hooks in the High King…

Uriel looked around the room as if he might see the brigand responsible for poisoning the King’s mind against him. Yet no one in that grand, stately chamber would meet his eye. 

With  a  sigh,  Uriel  turned  his  attention  back  to  his  liege,  his long  beard  swaying  gently  back  and  forth  with  his  words.  “I  have never  plotted  against  you,”  he  was  saying.  “You  have  been misinformed—” 

“By my authority as High King,” the King said as if Uriel had not spoken, “I exile you from my personal lands. You are to return at once  to  the  Northmund  Estate  and  remain  there,  within  the boundaries of your own fief. Should I see you again, Diamondspear, I shall not be as merciful a second time…” 

Alec watched Uriel’s mouth move furiously, as if he longed to redress this insult. 

“I am and have always been your friend, Alrick,” Uriel finally said,  drawing  himself  up  to  his  full  height.  “One  day,  my  King,  you

will realize the error of your ways. Then you will call upon me, and we shall destroy these phantoms skulking at the Kingdom’s borders

—” 

“Oh,” Alrick said, sinking back to his chair with a smirk. “And take the  whore  with you.” 

In  the  same  way  that  Alec  realized  from  the  dispositions  of those at court that Uriel’s exile was not that much of a surprise, he now saw that this command  did  shock those in attendance. Several looked  around  in  confusion,  trying  to  understand  which  noble  the High  King  spoke  of—but  in  Uriel’s  face,  there  was  no  doubt.  He watched Hera as she did a double take, looking up at the High King with love and devotion—and as that devotion curdled into shock and dismay. 

“My…  my  love!”  Hera  whispered,  rising  her  from  her  chair. 

Her face was the palest thing Alec had ever seen. “The lies the noble houses spread are not true! I have never been anything but faithful to you! You are the only man I… I mean, I have never…” 

The High King dismissed her pleas with a gesture. “Take her, Uriel,” he said, picking up his wine. “If she remains within my borders when the sun next rises, her life will be forfeit. That and the life of the accursed child inside her.” 

Uriel  Diamondspear  looked  shocked  and  appalled  to  his core. “You will regret this, Alrick,” he growled, grabbing Hera by the hand. 

Alrick  Demesne  snickered.  “There,  you  see!  Finally,  he comes  out  and  says  it!  You’ve  always  sought  to  do  my  line  harm, Diamondspear! First by plotting against me with the forces of Chaos, and then by installing a  bastard  in my line!” 

At his words, Hera made as if to turn around. Uriel stopped her. The words he whispered were too quiet for the rest of the court to hear, but to Alec standing a few feet away, they were as plain as day. 

“Don’t waste your words on him,” Uriel told the woman. “He is not worth it. And it will not change things.” 

As the vision dissolved, the last thing Alec saw was Uriel and Hera,  their  backs  held  straight  and  true  as  they  strode  out  of  the High  King’s  throne  room.  Many  who  had  been  expecting  to  jeer  at them  instead  fell  silent,  their  expressions  collapsing  at  the  contrast between the nobility leaving them and the corrupted boor sitting on the throne. 

Yet none spoke up for Uriel Diamondspear that day. The High King’s best friend for decades, he was exiled from Alrick Demesne’s grace with no more fuss than one would rid one’s house of a spider. 

The unfairness of it galled Alec…

He blinked—and he held the Ring of the Archon against the High King’s face. Only now, his gaze was clear. 

Tears streamed down the man’s face. 

“I  sent  assassins  after  them,”  Alrick  Demesne  muttered  to himself.  “After  the  way  Uriel  shamed  me  in  court,  how  could  I  not? 

They  failed,  of  course,  and  Uriel  sent  the  woman  away  for  her protection.  My…  my  Hera.  Oh,  by  the   Archon.  I  have  been  so wrong…” 

A look of disbelief spread across Alec’s face. Then he smiled. 

“Your  Majesty,”  he  said,  a  beam  of  light  spilling  from  the ceiling  of  the  throne  room  to  illuminate  the  two  men.  “It’s  nice  to finally meet you.” 

Then the High King was embracing Alec, the dust falling from his fine robes. The man’s strength returned as he clutched at Alec, squeezing him as huge, shuddering sobs wracked his rapidly healing frame. 

“My  son,”  Alrick  Demesne  gasped,  raising  his  face  from Alec’s  chest.  “My  son.  At  long  last,  you’ve  returned  to  me.  You’ve healed  me…” 

In a flash, the rest of Alec’s team joined him on the dais. The few  members  of  the  High  King’s  elite  mages  who  hadn’t  been slaughtered by the group turned and fled the moment they saw Alec push  the  Ring  of  the  Archon  against  their  leader’s  forehead—they were probably halfway through the forest by now, if they hadn’t been

eaten  by  those  horrible  screaming  creatures.  Either  way,  they  no longer mattered. 

“Your Majesty,” Eleira said, looking someone alarmed. “Your mind was poisoned. Alec is not your son—he’s merely the one who saved you…” 

Jolenta jostled the elf with her elbow, then pointed. “I saw it when we first came in,” she gasped, and Alec remembered the way she’d  pointed  at  Alrick  before  the  fight  began.  “Look  at  the  two  of them,  Eleira.  Look  at  the  resemblance…  by  the   Archon,  he’s  the spitting image of the High King…” 

Both  trailed  off,  looking  at  Alec  with  new  eyes.  He  returned their gaze for a long moment, barely daring to believe it, then turned to the High King. 

“My mind is clear, for the first time in years,” Alrick Demesne said, rising from his throne. “In  decades.  I may have forgotten much while  Chaos  shrouded  my  mind,  but  some  things  will  never  leave me.” 

His hand came down on Alec’s shoulder. “You are my son. I am certain of it.” 



Chapter 14







 My son. 

Alec stared into the eyes of his father. After so long, to truly believe that none other than High King Alrick Demesne himself had sired him… it seemed too impossible to accept. Yet as he stared into the eyes of the High King, he saw many features that stared back at him in the mirror each morning as he dressed and shaved. Alec may have shared quite a bit of his mother’s face and mannerisms, but the resemblance between himself and the man who sat the throne could not be denied. 

Yet  something  inside  of  Alec  remained  unsure.  “Your  son?” 

he  gasped,  remembering  the  way  Uriel  and  Hera  had  walked  from the  High  King’s  throne  room  with  their  heads  held  high  nigh  on twenty years ago. “You and Hera, she…?” 

The  High  King’s  gaze  sharpened.  “Hera.  Alec,  my  son,  tell me—does Hera still live?” 

Rarely  had  answering  a  question  ever  given  Alec  so  much pleasure.  The  relief  in  the  High  King’s  face  was  palpable  as  he nodded.  “Yes,  Your  Majesty.  Hera  lives  on  the  Haunted  Isle,  along with  the  rest  of  the  Inscribers.  She’s  become  one  of  their  leaders, since you exiled her and my uncle Uriel from your court.” 

“Exiled  Uriel!? ”  Jolenta  gave  a  start.  “How  long  ago  was this?” 

“Around  the  time  you  were  born,”  the  High  King  said  with regret.  “Hera  was…  she  was  pregnant  with  Alec  when  I  sent  her away.  I  didn’t  realize  she’d  lived—after  she  disappeared,  I  sent agents to search for her, but they always came up empty handed. I’d assumed  she’d  died  in  childbirth,  or  the  people  she’d  been  sent  to had turned on her. Had I known, I’d have…” 

He  trailed  off.  Alec  finished  for  him.  “You’d  have  had  her murdered,” he said, not saying it unkindly or sympathetically. Just as a  statement  of  fact.  “Because  the  forces  of  Chaos  clouded  your mind.” 

In this, Alrick Demesne showed why he had truly been made High King all those years ago. Rather than deflect, or try to blame his bad decisions on the evils spreading through his land, Alec watched as the High King  consciously  took on the weight of his mistakes. His head looked heavier when he nodded, as if the density of his crown had grown. 

“This is true,” the High King admitted. “All this time, Hera was on the Haunted Isle—searching for a way to restore her lover’s mind. 

I  should  have  married  that  girl,  though  it  would  have  gone  even worse for her if I had. Well, there’s time to correct old mistakes yet!” 

“Speaking of mistakes,” Eleira said quickly, gesturing toward the phantasmic image in the center of the room. “Could you call off your forces before they destroy our airship!?” 

Now  it  was  the  High  King’s  turn  to  give  a  start.  Alrick Demesne sprang from his throne, startled into motion by the sight of the  battle  unfolding  before  him.  “Stop  the  battle!”  he  commanded, searching for some way to give orders to his troops. “Cease firing on that airship…!” 

Yet in truth, the High King’s orders weren’t needed. As Alec and his friends watched through the phantasmic image, the tenor of the battle began to shift rapidly. The forces of Chaos, their hold over the  High  King’s  mind  shattered,  were  fully  in  retreat  before  the ascendent form of the  Titan’s Claw.  As Alec and his friends cheered, triumphant, Maimonides’s airship fired a blast of magic that cleaved a fleeing ship in two. Behind it, a new hero entered the fray, spitting walls of fire at the remnants of Chaos’s troops. 

“Firemane!”  Eleira  shouted,  crowding  in  closer  to  see  the action. “Oh, my precious baby! I’m so proud of you!” 

Alec  and  company  watched  the  carnage  for  a  few  more moments.  Then  Alec  felt  a  hand  come  down  on  his  shoulder,  and

saw the High King beaming down at him. 

“Where  is  my  old  friend  Uriel  Diamondspear?”  Alrick  asked with a faint smile. “I have many,  many  things to apologize to him for. 

Above all others, it is he who I must ask for forgiveness…” 

The High King trailed off at the look on everyone’s faces. His gaze grew stern, and his previous regret deepened into a form that took even Alec aback with its depth. 

“Ah,” Alrick said, his gaze on the carpet of his throne room. “I see.  When  did  it  happen?  I  vaguely  remember  trying  to  have  Uriel executed for treason. Was I successful?” 

Alec  shook  his  head.  “No.  We  rescued  the  Archmage  from his execution—but Baldir Diamondspear killed him.” 

An  odd  little  sound  left  the  High  King’s  throat—something between a laugh and a sound of disbelief. “I have missed much that has happened in the world,” Alrick confessed, “but I know that Baldir Diamondspear has been dead for many years, Alec. He cannot have murdered Uriel.” 

 How  does  he  not  know?  Alec  asked  himself.  Has  Chaos been  keeping  the  High  King  blind  and  deaf  to  its  workings  in  the greater world? 

“Baldir Diamondspear  is  dead,” Alec explained. “Yet there is something that still walks the Earth wearing his face, that carries his memories the way a traveler carries a pack on their back…” 

While  the  forces  of  Chaos  continued  their  retreat,  Alec explained  to  the  best  of  his  ability  the  things  the  High  King  had missed  out  on.  After  a  while,  Alrick  rang  a  bell  and  called  servants into  the  throne  room,  then  commanded  them  to  bring  the  group refreshments.  Meanwhile,  on  the  phantasmic  image,  they  could  all see some of the recently freed guards guiding the  Titan’s Claw  to a landing zone on the far side of the mansion. Alec hoped dearly that breaking  the  spell  Chaos  had  on  the  High  King’s  mind  had  caused those horrible screaming monsters to flee along with the airships. He still  shuddered  just  thinking  about  those  creatures—such  things should not exist in any realm where decent people walked. 

The  more  Alec  explained,  the  stormier  the  High  King’s expression became. For the first time since he’d met the man, Alec realized  what  an  imposing  presence  Alrick  Demesne  must  have been at the height of his power, uncorrupted by Chaos. Even aged and weakened, with more white than gray in his long hair, the High King  commanded  considerable  power.  He  could  understand  how men  had  knelt  before  this  monarch,  pledged  fealty  to  him,  and shouted his name as they roared into battle. 

“It is an abomination,” the High King said as Alec finished his explanation  of  their  adventures.  “Whatever  wrongs  Uriel Diamondspear  may  have  committed  in  his  personal  life,  he  was never anything but a loyal servant of the crown. I repaid his fortitude with  betrayal,  yet  he  endured  that  suffering  for  decades.  Only  for  a shade with the face of his own son to cut him down! An abomination, I say!” 

Alec  couldn’t  fully  agree  with  the  High  King’s  assessment. 

“He’s  done  terrible  things,”  he  said,  nodding  along  with  the  High King’s  words.  “But  at  the  same  time…  I’ve  never  felt  so  much anguish in a human being before. When I tried to touch him with the Ring  of  the  Archon,  I  saw  the  interior  of  Baldir’s  mind  for  a  brief moment. There was so much bitterness there, so much hate… Baldir feels as if he’s been betrayed by the entire world. It’s a small wonder his shade was able to be seduced by Chaos.” 

The  High  King  nodded.  “It  is  my  solemn  duty  to  put  Baldir Diamondspear to rest,” he proclaimed, his hands balling into fists. “I owe  Uriel  that  much,  and  far  more.  And  along  with  him,  I  want  the heads of every person who helped poison my mind!” 

Jolenta,  who  had  been  watching  from  the  other  side  of  the phantasmic image while Alec made his explanations, gasped. “Your Majesty,”  she  said,  her  voice  crackling  with  excitement,  “in  order  to do that, you’d have to go to war with Chaos!” 

The corner of Alrick Demesne’s mouth curled in a smirk. “So be it.” 

“In  that  case,  Your  Majesty,”  Vodalus  said,  pushing  himself and  Jolenta  into  the  King’s  orbit  as  smoothly  as  a  knife  cutting through  butter,  “there’s  an  alliance  of  noble  houses  who’d  like  to speak with you immediately…” 

While  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  briefed  the  High  King  on  House Igneous’s  movements,  Alec  watched  the   Titan’s  Claw   land  on  the strange phantasmic device. The silver airship looked like a toy as it wove between the trees, led to the landing pad by a few guards with torches and banners. On the deck of the ship, Maimonides and Viya held  each  other,  recovering  from  the  shock  of  having  survived  the combat. 

“You’ve done all this while I was indisposed?” the High King asked  Vodalus  and  Jolenta.  He  seemed  surprised  that  a  group  of young  students  had  managed  to  achieve  so  much.  “Why,  that’s wonderful news!” 

“Entire  fleets  are  standing  by  for  your  word,  Your  Majesty,” 

Jolenta said, smiling eagerly. “If this scanning device of yours can be reconfigured to make calls, we can contact House Igneous now and let them know the good news. We can launch a coordinated assault upon Chaos as soon as you’re ready.” 

To  say  that  High  King  Alrick  looked  pleased  at  the  idea  of throwing his combined forces directly against those who’d ensnared him  would  have  been  a  massive  understatement.  The  High  King looked practically giddy at the prospect. 

“I  would  be  pleased  to  speak  to  your  alliance,”  he  informed the  pair.  “See  if  you  can  get  it  set  up.  The  servants  can  bring  us more refreshments while we wait.” 

Jolenta  and  Vodalus  looked  as  if  they  still  couldn’t  quite believe  how  easy  convincing  the  High  King  had  been.  While  they worked on establishing a connection to House Igneous and the other members  of  the  alliance,  Alec  started  down  the  stairs  toward  the front  of  the  throne  room.  Had  it  not  been  for  Eleira,  he  might  have been  able  to  make  it  back  to  the  entrance  of  the  mansion undetected. 

“Alec!”  She  started  down  the  steps  after  him.  “Wait  for  me! 

Wherever are you going?” 

A grin rose to Alec’s features. “To greet our friends,” he said, gesturing toward the front of the building. “They’re going to be happy to see us all alive and well after that fight.” 

Alec  was  eager  to  greet  the  crew  of  the   Titan’s  Claw,  but Eleira lingered at the entrance of the throne room. The guards who hadn’t  fallen  under  Chaos’s  spell  were  busy  clearing  away  the bodies  of  the  ones  who  had,  and  it  looked  as  if  the  servants  were throwing a long-overdue cleaning to the mansion to the bargain. The High  King’s  attendants  were  busy  as  bees,  flittering  around  the mansion  as  they  transformed  it  back  into  the  stately  manor  it  had once been. 

“You’re  his  son,”  Eleira  said,  a  stunned  expression  on  her face  as  she  watched  the  High  King  converse  with  Jolenta  and Vodalus. “I can’t believe it. You’re the  son  of the High King, Alec! If Alrick legitimizes you, you’ll be first in line to become King when he dies  or  retires.  I  can’t  imagine  he   wouldn’t   name  you  heir  after everything  you’ve  done  for  him,  and  that  means  you  might  actually become a king!” 

Alec  flashed  his  beloved  his  most  winning  smile.  “That doesn’t  change  anything  for  you,  does  it?”  he  asked,  cocking  his head to the side. “Knowing that my father was a complete brute?” 

Eleira’s  eyes  widened  like  saucers.  Then  the  elf  girl guffawed, hiding her laughter as best she could behind her fingers. It was  just  as  well  that  High  King  Demesne  was  busy  working  his phantasmic  imager  with  Jolenta  and  Vodalus,  as  he  wasn’t  able  to hear what had given Eleira such mirth. 

“He  was  captured by Chaos,” she said, giving the High King a  nod.  “His  mind  and  soul  were  twisted,  corrupted,  used  by  the forces  of  evil  for  their  own  ends.  Before  such  an  onslaught  of negative  energy,  who  among  us  could  say  we  wouldn’t  have  made the same rotten choices?” 

Alec  slipped  a  hand  around  Eleira’s  waist.  “I  wouldn’t  have. 

Nothing in the world would have been able to convince me to send you away, Eleira. Not even if Baldir Diamondspear himself purported to show me incontrovertible proof of your betrayal.” 

Eleira looked shocked. “That’s… quite a thing to say, Alec…” 

He  stopped  her  in  the  hallway  and  kissed  her,  hard.  A servant  cleaning  the  dust  from  the  paintings  in  that  section  of  the mansion pointedly avoided noticing them, humming to herself as she continued with her work. 

“I mean it,” Alec told Eleira. “I wouldn’t have. I know that the High King is only a man, and susceptible to the forces of Chaos, but it’s  going  to  take  me  a  long  time  to  forgive  the  things  he  did  to  my mother. And to Uncle Uriel.” 

Eleira  nodded  as  the  pair  walked.  “I  wondered  why  you weren’t  making  a  bigger  deal  of  being  Alrick’s  son,”  she  said, squeezing his hand with her own. “You were shocked, of course, like all  of  us—but  you  didn’t  seem  terribly  delighted  to  be  the  son  of royalty. Not that you would, Alec.” 

Alec  grit  his  teeth.  “That  man  exiled  my  mother,”  he  said, glancing  over  his  shoulder.  “If  he  hadn’t  sent  Hera  and  Uriel  away from  his  court  twenty  years  ago,  who   knows   what  might  have happened?  Maybe  my  uncle  would  have  found  a  way  to  break  the spell on Alrick, before he was completely consumed by that crystal. 

We  might  be  looking  at  a  completely  different  world,  Eleira.  One  in which I grew up knowing my mother, surrounded by people who love me.” 

Eleira’s  gaze  grew  sympathetic.  “Oh,  Alec,”  she  whispered, resting  her  head  on  Alec’s  shoulder.  “If  you  hadn’t  grown  up  in  the Archon Temple, we never would have met. And you  are  surrounded by people who love you.” 

Alec was taken aback by her words. 

“Besides,”  Eleira  continued,  “if  you’d  stayed  at  court,  you might  have  been  corrupted  yourself.  Then   you’d   be  the  brute,  and you probably would have made fun of me at the Royal Academy like

all the other stuck-up nobles. I much prefer  this  Alec Diamondspear, thank you very much.” 

Despite  everything  his  father  had  put  him  through,  Alec couldn’t  help  but  laugh  at  that  proclamation.  “Then  maybe  it  all worked  out  for  the  best,”  he  said,  sliding  his  arm  around  Eleira’s waist as they continued their walk. “It’s not as if I don’t already have a strained relationship with Hera. Speaking of which, we should call her as soon as we get finished with House Igneous. I bet she’d be thrilled to know Alrick Demesne is back in his right mind, and wants to fix things with his wayward lover.” 

“Lover?” Eleira cocked an eyebrow. “Alrick didn’t even  marry her?” 

Alec was about to explain that the High King hadn’t had time, but  just  then  the  front  doors  of  the  mansion  swung  open.  Three figures  stood  in  the  doorway,  looking  harried  from  battle  but  with smiles  on  their  faces.  Standing  arm  in  arm  were  Maimonides  the Shadebringer and Viya, the dark elf engineer, the former only barely coming up to the level of the latter’s chest. 

A  few  steps  away  stood  the  demoness  Alec  had  been worried about ever since she’d disappeared over the Royal Hunting Grounds. 

“Trys!”  Alec  broke  into  a  sprint.  The  demoness  threw  open her  arms,  the  diadem  on  her  brow  glistening  with  dark  light  as  she embraced her Master. Trystara had yet to abandon her full, evolved form, and she stood taller than anyone else in the great room of the mansion.  She  tucked  in  her  wide,  leathery  wings  as  she  squeezed Alec around the shoulders, grinning from ear to ear. 

“Did  you  miss  me?”  Trystara  asked,  glancing  from  Alec  to Eleira and back again. “Everybody make it out alright? Maimonides has a few healing spells, if anyone got wounded in the fighting.” 

“We’re all fine,” Alec said, gesturing at his friends. “Come and see. The High King has been freed of Chaos’s influence! He’s going to join Jolenta and Vodalus’s alliance!” 

Maimonides’s  jaw  dropped.  “Alrick  Demesne  is  free?”  the gnome  asked,  one  of  the  dials  hanging  from  his  complicated spectacles going crazy at the news. “I knew the Ring of the Archon was  powerful,  but  freeing  the  High  King…  I  wish  Uriel  was  here  to see this!” 

Suddenly the atmosphere in the room grew sadder. 

“I do, too,” Alec said, swallowing hard. It would be a long time before  any  of  them  stopped  missing  Uriel  Diamondspear—and  in truth, it might never stop. 

“There’s  something  else  we  learned,”  Eleira  said  with  a knowing  smile.  “Alec,  do  you  want  to  tell  them,  or  should  you  let them guess when they see the High King, the way Jolenta did?” 

As much as it would have been fun to watch the realization dawn  on  Maimonides  and  Viya’s  faces,  Alec  felt  in  very  little  mood for playing games.  Besides, I’m probably going to have to tell people this a whole bunch of times,  he reasoned.  I might as well get used to it. 

“Alrick  Demesne  is  my  father,”  Alec  said,  stunning  gnome, dark  elf,  and  demoness  into  startled  silence.  “I  saw  it  in  a  vision when I was purging the Chaos from the High King’s mind. Hera was his lover, or his concubine, and he exiled her along with Uriel twenty years ago, while he was here at this mansion.” 

“Urry…  Archon,  that  makes  too  much  sense!”  Maimonides clapped  a  hand  over  his  mouth,  as  if  several  things  about  Uriel Diamondspear he’d been trying to figure out for years had suddenly snapped  into  place.  “Your  uncle  never  told  me  what  happened between  him  and  the  High  King  two  decades  ago.  I  knew  that somehow he fell out of favor with the House of Demesne, and that his invitation to court was revoked. But I never connected it with that girl…” 

“Alrick  accused  Uriel  of  siring  me,”  Alec  said,  crossing  his arms over his chest. “He claimed Uriel tried to sneak a bastard into the royal line. I think I would have preferred it if it were true, and Uriel was my real father, but I suppose one can’t change the truth.” 

Maimonides nodded. “I can tell you that Uriel was very proud of you, Alec. He gave you the Diamondspear, and named you heir in his  will.  In  a  very  real  sense,  you   are   his  son.  Legally,  if  not  by blood.” 

Alec  understood.  Yet  something  felt  strangely  incomplete about his parentage, now that he knew the truth. It all made sense—

Alrick Demesne being his father, Hera being his mother—yet he still felt  as  if  something  wasn’t  quite  right.  As  if  he’d  put  together  a puzzle, making a perfect duplicate of the picture on the box, only to find  two  pieces  left  over  that  didn’t  fit  anywhere  he  could  see.  The image  looked  complete, yet wasn’t telling the whole story. 

Alec doubted he’d ever get the full picture. For now, he’d be happy with what he had. 

Maimonides cleared his throat, dispelling Alec’s visions. “One other  thing,”  the  gnome  said,  gesturing  toward  Alec’s  belt  and  the batteries hanging there. “That energy you’re carrying. It’s extremely familiar to me—I’ve been experimenting with something just like it at the Royal Academy.” 

Laughing, Alec explained to Maimonides the trick he’d pulled with the strange crystal throne. By the time he finished relaying the tale,  the  gnome  was  practically  drooling.  He  knew  Maimonides ached  to  perform  more  experiments  with  the  mysterious  element, and here were the perfect tools to take his research to the next level. 

“Might  I  have  those?”  the  gnome  asked.  “I’ll  make  sure  you get  the  batteries  back,  of  course.  But  my  work  in  artificing  would benefit greatly from being able to study that strange energy, Alec.” 

Nodding,  Alec  unlatched  the  belt  and  handed  it  over  to Maimonides. “It was a gift from you to begin with,” he said, grinning. 

“I’m  sure  by  the  time  it  gets  back  to  me,  you’ll  have  made  a  few improvements.” 

“I  can  think  of  several  already,”  Viya  said,  examining  the leather.  The  dark  elf’s  eyes  missed  nothing,  taking  in  the  sight  of Maimonides’s invention with the practical eye of an engineer. “Thank

you for this gift, Alec. I know Monty will be over the moon at having all this energy to play with.” 

“Is that food I smell?” Trystara asked, licking her chops. The demoness looked positively ravenous, having spent the better half of the  afternoon  defending  the   Titan’s  Claw   from  airships.  “The  High King must have laid out a real spread. Hey, this mansion’s so dusty and old, there’s  got  to be some spiders lurking around, right?” 

“Why  don’t  you  eat  human  food  with  the  rest  of  us?”  Alec asked, gesturing toward the stairs. “The High King is putting together a  repast  for  the  heroes  who  freed  him,  and  I’m  sure  you  wouldn’t want to be left out.” 

Trystara  tapped  her  chin  with  a  black-clad  nail.  “Well,  I definitely  prefer  spiders, but… I guess I can make an exception just this once. For you, of course, Master.” 

“Of course,” Alec agreed, guiding his party up the stairs. 

Alrick  Demesne  awaited,  along  with  the  rest  of  their newfound  alliance.  It  was  almost  time  to  take  the  fight  to  Chaos, reclaim the Kingdoms, and safeguard magic from those who would see it destroyed. 

 All with my father at the helm, leading the way,  Alec thought. 

 By the Archon, it’s going to take me a while to get used to that! 



Chapter 15







By  the  time  Alec,  Eleira,  Maimonides,  Viya,  and  Trystara made  their  way  back  to  the  throne  room,  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  had figured out how to rig the High King’s phantasmic imager to contact the other rebels. A tree of many branches spread across the center of the chamber, portals unfurling to show the faces of various nobles as they greeted the newly freed Alrick Demesne. 

“Alec!”  Jolenta  turned  from  the  High  King’s  throne  as  the group entered the room, taking the steps leading to the dais two at a time as she descended. “We were just starting to worry about you!” 

“Ah,  there  you  are,  Master  Maimonides,”  Vodalus  said  from the dais. “Is the  Titan’s Claw  in working order?” 

“Better  than  ever,”  Viya  said,  grinning  before  Maimonides could reply. “Took a few hits in all the fighting, but nothing a little dark elf ingenuity and some elbow grease couldn’t patch up.” 

Their  arrival  did  not  escape  the  notice  of  the  High  King.  At the  words  ‘Master  Maimonides’  High  King  Demesne’s  ears  pricked up,  and  as  soon  as  he  finished  greeting  an  envoy  from  House Igneous, he turned away and gestured for the group to join him on the dais. 

“Maimonides the Shadebringer,” the High King said with real feeling. “You old scoundrel, get up here! What’s this I hear about you being  engaged?  Even  Uriel  Diamondspear  himself  couldn’t  get  you to change your womanizing ways!” 

The  gnome  blushed  slightly  at  the  word  ‘womanizing’, glancing at Viya to see if the term upset her. The dark elf looked as pleased as could be, if slightly underwhelmed by the presence of the High King she’d heard so much about. 

“Times  change,  your  Majesty,”  Maimonides  said,  coming  up to the throne and kneeling with great gravity. He bowed in a flourish, the top of his forehead touching the carpeted floor. “It is good to see you back with us, sire. Uriel and I thought we had lost you for good.” 

“I  thought  I  was  lost  for  good,”  the  High  King  said,  his  eyes growing misty with memories. “Were it not for Uriel’s adopted son—

my trueborn son—I would have remained within that crystal forever, spreading  poison  throughout  the  Kingdoms.  My  only  regret  is  that Uriel himself isn’t here for me to make my amends to.” 

 That’s  your  only  regret?  Alec  wondered,  thinking  about  his mother.  But  he  knew  better  than  to  open  his  mouth  and  anger  the regent,  particularly  when  the  alliance  building  was  going  so  well. 

Instead, he cast his gaze to the tree of portals and did a quick check of  who  had  entered  the  phantasmic  conversation.  Rawiri  Igneous and his family waited patiently for the High King’s attention, as did a half  dozen  other  nobles  from  the  elite  families.  Alison  Raleigh  was nowhere  to  be  seen,  and  neither  was  Alec’s  mother,  Hera.  Alec supposed that was all well, considering the things they might have to say to the High King. 

As  Brutus  and  Olivia  both  appeared  on  different  branches, the  High  King  cleared  his  throat  and  addressed  the  group.  “Your envoys  have  told  me  of  your  alliance,”  Alrick  Demesne  began, nodding first at Vodalus and then at Jolenta. “Both of these students should be commended for their efforts. Were it not for their bravery and  courage,  I  wouldn’t  be  speaking  to  you  all  today.  They  are  a credit to your organization, not to mention the foundations of higher learning taught at the Royal Academy.” 

Olivia Pawmaw snickered. “About all we taught Jolenta at the Royal  Academy  was  how  to  feed  and  water  her  giant  spider,”  the familiar trainer said, glancing over at Brutus. “That other good stuff is all her. And Vodalus.” 

“Not  to  mention  Eleira  and  Alec  Diamondspear,”  Brutus added. “They all had a part to play, Your Majesty.” 

A sad smile spread across Alrick Demesne’s face. “You have no idea  how  much of a part,” the old High King said, glancing proudly at Alec. “You see, young Alec did far more than simply free me from my  prison.  When  the  Ring  of  the  Archon  touched  me,  it  made  me remember the awful things I’d done—and to whom I’d done them to. 

Alec’s mother, Hera, was one of my royal concubines.” 

Stunned  silence  filled  the  line.  “Your  Majesty,”  Brutus sputtered,  recovering  before  House  Igneous  and  the  nobles,  “are you saying—” 

“Had I been blessed by the Archon with a stronger backbone, I’d have married the girl,” the High King explained. “As it was, I sent her away before the two of us could ever tie the knot. But not without my heir in her belly.” He paused, bracing himself. “The heir I falsely claimed was the bastard of Uriel Diamondspear. My  son, Alec.” 

Whether  they  were  in  the  throne  room  or  behind  a  portal, watching from far away, every head in that great hall turned to regard Alec. Now that the truth had been made plain, no one could deny the plain resemblance between the young man standing next to the High King  and  the  regent  himself.  Gasps  filled  the  room,  along  with shocked and pleased chortles from Alec’s friends on the other side of the portal. 

“I  always  knew  you  were  royalty,  Diamondspear,”  Rawiri Igneous said with a broad smile. “You carry yourself like a King, even in  the  halls  of  the  Royal  Academy.  The  son  of  Aldric  Demesne himself…” 

As the rest of the crowd erupted in gossip and conversation, a  new  portal  hissed  along  a  branch  of  the  phantasmic  imager. 

Through  the  shimmering  wall  of  blue,  Alec  could  just  make  out  the skyline of the Northmund Estate. The floating island hovered in the background, the Hall of Doors a marble smear over the grassy rim of the rock’s side. 

A face filled the screen. Tanuin’s. 

“Alec!  By  the  Archon,  you  did  it!”  The  elven  ranger’s  smirk filled  the  portal  as  he  craned  his  neck,  checking  to  see  which

members  of  the  alliance  were  also  watching  the  show.  “Sorry  that we’re  late,  Your  Majesty.  The  Northmund  Estate  has  been  making preparations for war.” 

Alec  didn’t  realize  that  Alrick  Demesne  and  Tanuin  knew each  other.  If  asked,  he  would  have  been  hard  pressed  to  think  of any  context  in  which  the  two  men  had  occupied  the  same  room  at the  same  time.  Yet  a  spark  of  familiarity  passed  between  elf  and man, and the look on the High King’s face filled with outright mirth. 

“Tanuin Woodsbane,” the High King said with a guffaw. “The rogue and brigand. How many times did I try and fail to kill you over the last decade, ranger?” 

Kill him? Alec did a double take. How were the two men able to speak with such familiarity when they’d been on opposite sides of such a conflict? 

“Not  enough  times,  Your  Majesty,”  Tanuin  said  with  his characteristic good humor. “As you can see, I’m still here. I’d prefer to cease being a brigand, though, if it’s alright with you.” 

At the confused look on Alec’s face, both Tanuin and the High King began to laugh. 

“Your  friend  Tanuin  is  one  of  the  most  wanted  men  in  the Kingdoms,”  Alrick  explained,  the  corner  of  his  mouth  curling  in  a smile.  “For  years  he’s  been  one  of  the  greatest  sources  of  aid  and information  for  your  rebel  friends  in  the  Inscribers—the  ranger  was the contact between them and Uriel Diamondspear himself…” 

“He’s mentioned that,” Alec said, astounded. “I didn’t realize you knew that as well, Your Majesty.” 

The  High  King  tossed  back  his  head  and  laughed  loud  and long.  “I’ve  tried  to  capture  Tanuin  several  times,  to  no  avail.  And  in truth, Alec, I’m glad. Had I managed to get your friend behind bars, events might have unfolded very differently in my Kingdoms. No, this is one problem I can easily solve.” 

Tanuin  nodded  along,  as  if  all  this  had  been  decided  long ago.  The  High  King  cleared  his  throat  and  rose  from  his  chair, brushing the dust from his regal robes. The multitude of faces on the

screens quieted, slipping into the mode of subjects as they waited for the High King to make his proclamation. 

“I  hereby  declare  Tanuin  Woodsbane’s  crimes  against  the crown to be falsity and slander,” the High King said in a high, regal tone. The contrast between his sure, melodious voice and the reedy wheeze he’d thrown at Alec again and again from within his crystal prison could not have been clearer. “Though there is no reason to, I hereby  pardon  him  for  all  supposed  crimes—past  and  present—

committed  during  his  time  with  Uriel  Diamondspear  and  the Inscribers. From here on, Tanuin is to be regarded as a hero of the Kingdoms!” 

The  elven  ranger  gave  a  little  bow  at  the  news.  The  rest  of the  spectators   oohed   and   aahed   appreciatively  at  the  declaration, though  the  looks  on  several  faces  told  Alec  they  were  waiting eagerly to move the conversation to more serious topics. 

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Tanuin said, glancing around the room through his portal. “I’m looking forward to working with you in the  future,  and  helping  finish  this  war.  May  I  also  assume  your pardons  apply  to  Hera,  the  rest  of  the  Inscribers,  and  present company as well?” 

For a moment, the High King looked shocked.  Clearly no one ever  spoke  to  him  like  that  before  he  became  corrupted  by  Chaos, Alec thought.  Perhaps the High King will have to get used to being treated  a  bit  less  like  a  divinely  ordained  monarch  and  more  like  a servant of the people. 

“Yes,  yes,  of  course,”  the  High  King  said  with  a  confused smile. “Were Hera here now, I would apply the same pardon to her that I’ve just given to you, as well. Where is she, anyway? I yearn to speak with her as soon as possible…” 

“We’ve heard nothing yet from the Haunted Isle,” a rumbling voice said. Rawiri Igneous’s father, Kane, had a prodigious amount of  patience,  but  the  preliminaries  to  the  meeting  appeared  to  have worn  it  right  down  to  the  bone.  “Perhaps  like  our  elven  friend,  they are planning to be fashionably late to this gathering.” 

The High King looked on the point of tabling the meeting until his  beloved  could  join  them,  which  caused  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  no small amount of panic. 

“Until  they  get  here,”  Jolenta  said  quickly,  filling  the  empty space  and  cutting  off  the  High  King,  “we  should  hammer  out  the details of our new alliance. We have much to discuss, Your Majesty.” 

The  High  King  nodded.  “There’s  much  I  have  missed,”  the monarch  said,  gesturing  for  everyone  in  the  throne  room  to  be seated. “Tell me the details, Kane. How many airships remain in the Royal Sky Watch, untainted by the forces of Chaos? How many men can  your  alliance  of  houses  send  to  the  field  to  fight  alongside  my men?” 

Kane  Igneous  told  him.  For  the  next  ten  minutes,  the conversation was a flurry of back and forth that went right over Alec’s head. Troop numbers were compared, the quality of airships that had been out of service for years discussed, and Maimonides and Viya made  several  pointed  suggestions  considering  refitting  portions  of the High King’s aging fleet before any attack. 

Sensing  that  his  role  in  the  planning  was  over  for  the moment, Alec settled back into his chair and took a sip of wine. The taste  nearly  knocked  him  over—the  vintage  was  far  better  than anything he’d become used to during his travels. Even the wines of the Royal Academy, enchanted by magic from the agricultural guild, couldn’t compare to the finest samples from the High King’s cellar. 

Jolenta  wiggled  her  eyebrows  at  Alec.  Behind  her,  the  High King  and  Rawiri  himself  were  engaged  in  a  spirited  discussion  of flanking tactics. “It’s good, isn’t it?” Jolenta purred, toasting Alec with her glass. “Vodie and I will have to ask for a cask of it from the High King as a wedding gift.” 

“One   cask?”  Vodalus  cocked  an  eyebrow.  “After  everything we’ve done for him, the High King will owe us an entire winery. Look at  this,  Jo.  The  High  King’s  Council  has  been  reformed  before  our very eyes. It’s all coming together.” 

Alec  had  to  admit  the  man  had  a  point.  The  High  King  and his advisors spoke with an easy, familiar air, as if these meetings had been going on for years rather than just resuming after a decade of silence from the crown. When he looked at them, Alec could almost believe they were all back in charge of the world. He half expected the  High  King  and  House  Igneous  to  try  and  send  himself  and  his group  back  to  the  Royal  Academy,  to  finish  their  youth  and  their studies. 

Only that could never happen now. Alec and his friends had grown up far too fast to reenter the classroom. 

“Those plans are already in motion,” Brutus was saying, the man’s  gruff  voice  pulling  Alec  back  to  the  conversation.  “Olivia Pawmaw  and  I  have  rounded  up  the  traitors  and  spies  from  the Royal Academy’s faculty roster.” 

“House Igneous was a great help in this, your Majesty,” Olivia added  with  a  wink  over  Rawiri’s  viewing  portal.  “Without  their airships  and  guns,  any  number  of  the  traitors  might  have  escaped and made their way to the enemy’s heartland.” 

“That was fast,” the High King said with a snort. “What would you have done if Alec Diamondspear had failed to free me, Brutus?” 

Brutus  simply  stared  at  his  liege.  “He  wouldn’t  have,  your Majesty. I trained the boy too well for that.” 

“It’s  our  hope  that  the  traitors  merely  have  a  veil  over  their minds,  the  way  your  Majesty  did,”  Olivia  said,  cutting  into  the conversation  before  the  High  King  and  Brutus  could  start  arguing. 

“They  won’t  be  harmed—they’re  being  placed  under  lock  and  key, safe  and  sound  for  the  moment.  Once  the  war  is  over,  they’ll hopefully regain their sanity and rejoin us.” 

“Just like me,” the High King said, shaking his head. His gray hair had been tied into a long ponytail, swaying gently between his shoulders  as  he  remembered  how  recently  he  himself  had  been freed. “Had we the time, I would send Alec Diamondspear to those prisons and see if the Ring of the Archon could free the other noble

houses  from  their  corruption.  However,  I  think  we’re  going  to  need the might of House Diamondspear in a more direct fashion.” 

Rawiri’s  father  nodded.  “Combat,”  the  man  said,  grinning from ear to ear. He looked more than ready. 

The  High  King  met  his  gaze  and  smiled.  “Rouse  the  Royal Sky Watch,” the monarch commanded his advisors, his hands balling into fists. “Every loyal soldier and pilot remaining in my Kingdoms will come  here,  to  the  Royal  Hunting  Grounds.  Once  my  fleet  is arranged, we’ll strike directly at Chaos.” 

Eleira  swallowed  hard.  Even  a  few  months  ago,  she  would not have been able to muster up the courage to speak in a gathering of such powerful, mighty nobles—but any trace of the timid woman she’d once been had fled Eleira for good. The woman who stood up next to Alec’s side and cast her gaze across that room looked every bit a leader. 

“As much as I wish to end the war against Chaos in a single blow,” she began, “Your Majesty may wish to reconsider those plans. 

Not only will they be exactly what the forces of Chaos are expecting, we have the Immolator to worry about.” 

“Ah yes,” the High King said, frowning deeply. The rest of his advisors  fell  silent,  each  casting  their  gazes  inward  behind  their portals as they imagined the damage the Chaos Immolator could do to  their  own  kingdoms.  “This   secret  weapon   Baldir  Diamondspear and his cronies have been working on, correct? Have you made any progress analyzing the weapon’s blueprints, Shadebringer?” 

The High King had called directly upon Maimonides, and the gnome was clearly not ready. His cheeks burned as he rose from his seat, standing in it to ensure he was seen by all in attendance. 

“Your Majesty, Viya and I have been analyzing the blueprints as best as we are able.” He gestured toward the elven engineer, who waved at the High King as if he were an old friend she hadn’t seen in a while.  No submission there,  Alec thought.  Though of course, she’d hardly  even  recognize  Alrick’s  right  to  rule. “This  woman  is  an engineer  from  the  Haunted  Isle—one  of  the  best.  Prior  to  the

destruction  of  the  spirit  at  the  heart  of  that  land,  she  made  several discoveries in the field of Alteration Magic—” 

The  High  King  smiled  and  waved  off  Maimonides’s  praise. 

“I’m certain she has a brilliant scientific mind, Shadebringer,” he said with a faint smile. 

“What we’ve found so far gives us hope that some weakness can be located on the weapon,” the gnome said, addressing the full Council. “Though even a casual glance at the blueprints shocks me, Your Majesty. This Immolator—it’s nothing to be trifled with.” 

“It’s  powerful,  eh?”  the  High  King  asked,  trying  to  present  a cocky air. 

Maimonides nodded gravely. “Yes, Your Majesty,” the gnome said.  “It’s  a  massive  airship,  powered  by  a  very  similar  system  of magical runes as gives my own  Titan’s Claw  the ability to fly. In fact, I suspect Dean Wolfe smuggled the designs for my propulsion system to  his  contacts  in  Chaos,  so  that  they  could  reverse  engineer  my discoveries on their own corrupted weapons.” 

“Its armaments are like nothing else ever built,” Viya added, looking at each member of the council for emphasis. “We’re talking the  ability  to  destroy  cities,  my  friends.  Even  if  we  prevail  over  the forces of Chaos, this single ship could turn the tide of the whole war.” 

Silence  reigned  in  the  hall  as  Viya’s  words  sank  in.  The possibility of defeat loomed large in everyone’s minds, no one’s more so  than  Alec  himself.  Yet  he  couldn’t  allow  himself  to  believe  that they’d  fail.  The  Archon  had  brought  him  this  far—he  couldn’t  have helped  Alec  so  much  along  his  journey  if  he’d  planned  to  lose  to Chaos in the final hour. 

“We’ll  find  a  way  to  destroy  it,”  Alec  said  firmly.  Everyone’s eyes moved to him, and for the first time since he’d freed the High King, Alec realized just what a hero he’d become in the eyes of the noble  houses.  “Maimonides  and  Viya  will  find  a  weakness.  The important thing is that we take down Baldir Diamondspear.” 

The High King’s eyes narrowed. “Yes!” the man said thickly, rage contorting his features. “There is blood on that shade’s hands. 

 Uriel Diamondspear’s  blood. Kill the leader, and the troops will turn their  tails  and  flee.  Chaos’s  airships  retreated  when  you  freed  me from my prison—using the Ring of the Archon on Baldir should have a similar effect.” 

Alec didn’t have the heart to tell the High King that he’d tried that already. Or that Baldir Diamondspear had severed his ring finger for  his  trouble.  Alec  had  no  idea  how  a  second  round  between himself  and  the  shade  of  Uriel’s  deceased  son  might  go,  but  he wasn’t looking forward to finding out. 

Further details were discussed, and timetables compared. 

“House  Igneous  will  arrive  along  with  your  fleets,”  Kane Igneous,  his  wives  making  notes  in  heavy  leather  notebooks. 

“Together, we shall fly into battle, like the heroes of old…” 

Alec  froze.  Along  the  tree  of  portals,  a  new  branch  had  just opened.  A  line  of  shimmering  blue  energy  cut  across  the  throne room, unfurling not far from Rawiri Igneous’s face. The portal opened with  a  sizzling  sound  of  ozone,  filling  the  throne  room  with  a panicked cry. 

Alison  Raleigh’s  face  filled  the  window.  The  background shifted around her as she came into focus, showing that she was in motion. Unlike the rest of the meeting’s attendees, she appeared to be in the middle of running away from something. Behind her head, smoke  poured  from  the  tropical  trees  of  the  Haunted  Isle,  as  if  a blazing bonfire had engulfed the forest. 

“Alec!”  Her  eyes  did  not  see  the  stately  throne  room,  or  the restored form of High King Alrick Demesne. The momentous events that  had  occurred  only  hours  before  meant  less  to  her  than  the leaves beneath her feet, crunching with dry, crackling sounds as she sprinted from the safety of one tree to another. “Alec, we’re in a lot of trouble! We need help!” 

Alec  shot  up  out  of  his  seat,  panic  thrumming  through  his veins  like  a  drumbeat.  “Alison?  What’s  going  on?  Where  are  your parents? Where is  Hera!?” 

Alison Raleigh tripped over something, nearly going down in a  heap.  The  communication  device  shook  in  her  hands,  provoking feelings of nausea in many of the nobles watching her. She gripped the  device  with  both  hands,  pointing  it  to  her  own  face  as  she ascertained whether she’d broken it. 

Sweat and dust covered Alison Raleigh’s face. She looked as if she’d run her way from the lowest level of the subterranean city of Job’s  Bet  all  the  way  to  the  Haunted  Isle’s  surface—and  like  she’d had to fight every step of the way. Her shoulders rose and fell rapidly, and there was a wild look in her eyes Alec had sometimes seen in the  gazes  of  monks  at  the  Archon  Temple  who’d  been  traumatized by combat. 

“They  struck  without  warning,”  Alison  gasped,  pointing  the device  skyward.  “The  Haunted  Isle—our  defenses  shut  themselves down an hour ago, deactivating all at once. Someone on the inside must  have  done  it,  a  spy  for  Chaos.  We  were  defenseless!  The Haunted Isle is burning, Alec—those bastards attacked us while we were asleep at the wheel, thinking ourselves snug and safe behind our towers!” 

Phantasmic images moved to the sides to admit Alec as he raced  toward  Alison’s  projection.  “Calm  down,”  Alec  commanded, hating the way he sounded. Alison had every reason to panic—but right  now,  he  needed  to  know  what  was  happening  at  the  Haunted Isle.  “How  many  ships  have  they  brought,  Alison?  Are  they  taking prisoners? Does Job’s Bet hold?” 

 Please  let  them  be  alright,  Alec  thought,  the  image  of  his mother  filling  his  mind’s  eye.  They  must  have  made  their  way underground when the attack began. They’ve evacuated into the city plenty of times—they know what to do! Archon help them, please let them have all made it safely into the city…

Tears  sprang  to  Alison  Raleigh’s  eyes.  “They…  they  only brought   one   ship,”  she  whispered,  turning  with  the  device  to  show the throne room an image of the sky over the Haunted Isle. “Look!” 

Alec looked. So did everyone else in the throne room. 

A  single  ship  floated  across  the  sky,  hanging  in  the  blue above the Haunted Isle like a golden metal apple. The sun gleamed off its surface, giving the airship an aura of impossibility that made it appear  as  something  sent  by  the  Archon  himself.  Thick  ridges  of gold and black hung from the sides like vents, covered in the same arcane runes that had been painted all over the  Titan’s Claw. 

Only you could perhaps fit a crew of two dozen inside of the Titan’s  Claw   before  things  within  grew  too  cramped  to  be comfortable. This craft could have easily played host to an army. 

Alec gasped. All around him, nobles swore and prayed to the Archon, sobbing with horror. They knew what it was that they saw—

and  it  struck  fear  into  the  cores  of  their  hearts.  Chaos’s  secret weapon, revealed at last. 

The Immolator. 

As Alec watched, frozen to the spot, dozens of wriggling red creatures  spilled  from  around  the  sides  of  the  golden  apple.  Each one blinked a single bloodshot eye, the creature’s thick tails cracking like  whips  as  they  made  their  way  through  the  air.  Alec  had  fought one of those monsters before outside the Royal Academy, and many more  of  them  beneath  the  surface  of  the  Haunted  Isle  itself.  They were the same stalks that guarded the treasures of Chaos, and the bolts of magic that erupted from their eyes were something Alec had faced many, many times. 

The  rest  of  the  throne  room  were  unfamiliar  with  the  eye stalks, however. Screams filled the High King’s hall as the creatures opened fire, their beams of energy raking the forests as the Chaos Immolator slowly traveled toward the center of the Haunted Isle. Now Alison  twisted  her  device,  panning  it  slowly  across  the  carnage  to give everyone watching a clear view of the battle taking place. 

If Alec hadn’t been so horrified, he’d have taken a moment to admire Alison Raleigh. Facing down a weapon like none other in the world,  she  stood  her  ground—using  these  moments  to  give  her friends  the  clearest  picture  she  could  of  the  weapon  they  were

facing. Alec analyzed every detail, making sure that Alison’s sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain. 

“It’s  the  Immolator,”  Alison  panted,  the  edge  of  panic  in  her voice tightly controlled. “It hasn’t done a damned  thing  to the Isle yet, Alec! Everything you see right now is just its vanguard—those stalks and  the  other  monsters  it  dropped  all  over  the  island.  If  this  thing manages  to  make  it  to  one  of  the  Kingdoms,  or  the  Northmund Estate, it’ll wipe it off the map!” 

Alec agreed with her assessment. “Get underground, Alison!” 

he yelled, swearing revenge on Baldir Diamondspear for this attack. 

“Get  to  Job’s  Bet  with  the  others!  Go  join  Hera  and  your  parents—

you’ve done more than enough!” 

There was a pause on the other end of the line. Then Alison Raleigh  let  out  the  most  bitter,  mournful  laughter  Alec  had  ever heard. 

“My parents!?” she cried, turning the screen back on her own face.  “Alec,  no  one  managed  to  make  it  underground  before  the Immolator  showed  up.  Those  stalk  things  destroyed  all  the  tunnels with their magic—there’s nowhere for us to hide! Everyone who was on the surface when this thing showed up is trapped up here!” 

Alec’s  heart  fell  into  his  stomach.  Ice  water  filled  his  veins, even  as  a  curious  sense  of  calm  allowed  him  to  keep  his  voice steady as he spoke. “Find somewhere to hide, Alison,” he said, his voice  so  quiet  as  to  be  almost  conversational.  “There’s  got  to  be somewhere you can shelter from those monsters.” 

“Alec?”  Alison’s  eyes  widened  as  the  world  began  to  glow around her. Her shadow lengthened across the forest, and a whining noise came through the portal that buzzed right on the edge of Alec’s hearing. “Alec, something’s happening to the Immolator. It’s starting to open—!” 

That was as far as she got. 

The world flashed bright white, painting Alison Raleigh’s face in  a  thousand  shades  of  terror.  The  trees  behind  her  shimmered, 

seeming  almost  to  dissolve  as  a  massive  wave  of  power  exploded across the Haunted Isle. The roar was deafening. 

Alison Raleigh’s mouth opened wide in a silent scream as her image dissolved, turning completely white before sliding closed. The image disappeared entirely, leaving the throne room in total silence. 

When Alec came back to himself, Eleira had her arms around him. “The Haunted Isle,” he gasped, his eyes unfocused. “All those people. Alison, and her parents, and… and my mother…” 

“Hera,” the High King gasped, his voice filled with regret. 

“The  Titan’s Claw, ” Maimonides said, jumping from his seat. 

“We  must  go   now,  Alec!  If  there’s  any  chance  of  rescuing  the survivors…” 

“Did  you  not  see  that?”  Jolenta  asked,  her  voice  ashen.  “I don’t think there  were  any survivors, Maimonides.” 

“I  can’t  believe  that,”  Alec  said,  his  jaw  trembling. 

“Maimonides is right. We’re leaving now. The rest of the fleet will just have to follow us.” 

There were other words said in the throne room that day, of course.  House  Igneous  promised  to  reroute  their  fleets  to  the Haunted Isle to form the High King’s army, rather than meeting at the Royal  Hunting  Grounds.  Alrick  Demesne  did  the  same—and  the High King promised to stand atop the Sky Watch’s flagship himself, spitting  defiance  in  the  eyes  of  Chaos  as  they  took  back  the Kingdoms. 

But for Alec Diamondspear, it was all a blur. Before he knew it, he was on the  Titan’s Claw,  the flying vessel soaring into the air, and then he and Eleira were embracing in bed, each sobbing into the others’ clothing. 

At some point, Alec slept. 



Chapter 16







The devastation was even worse than Alec had feared. 

Alec  Diamondspear  stood  on  the  bridge  of  the   Titan’s Claw the next day, accompanied by Eleira, Maimonides the Shadebringer, and  Viya.  The   Claw   had  flown  at  maximum  speed  from  the  Royal Hunting  Grounds,  setting  what  would  have  been  a  new  air  speed record  had  anyone  cared  enough  to  keep  track  of  those  things. 

Maimonides  had  kept  the  craft  running  all  night  long,  the  crew’s sense  of  dismay  only  deepening  as  they  crossed  the  narrow  sea leading to the Haunted Isle. 

The  smoke  could  be  seen  from  a  very  great  distance.  And the island was still aflame, burning like a furnace. 

“By  the  Archon,”  Alec  whispered,  the  words  falling  from  his lips like heavy stones. “It’s all gone. The Immolator destroyed it…” 

Flames  wreathed  the  island  like  a  crown.  Pillars  of  smoke rose  over  the  water,  giving  the  fleets  of  the  High  King  an unintentional  landmark  to  coordinate  the  movements  of  their  ships. 

The  surface  of  the  island  had  been  razed  to  a  smoking  ruin,  the landscape  little  more  than  a  blasted  heath.  Whatever  weapon  the Chaos  Immolator  used  to  rain  down  destruction,  be  it  magical  or technological in origin, it had done enough damage to permanently change  the  character  of  the  Haunted  Isle.  No  one  would  ever  form cities on the surface of the island again. 

“There  has  to  be  someone,”  Alec  said  numbly,  watching  as the   Titan’s  Claw   slowed  down  to  get  a  better  look  at  the  island. 

“Alison  said  the  Immolator’s  stalks  destroyed  the  tunnels  leading underground—but  some  people  must  have  been  below  the  surface when the airship struck. Someone must have survived…” 

It seemed likely, yet looking at the surface of the Haunted Isle made  it  impossible  to  tell.  Half  the  island  was  still  aflame,  and  the other  still  smoldered.  In  places,  the  rocks  faintly  glowed  with  the aftershocks  of  the  Immolator’s  power,  like  the  rear  of  a  firefly  on  a moonlit night. 

The sound of sobbing reached Alec’s ears. To the surprise of everyone  standing  on  the  bridge,  it  was  Viya.  The  dark  elf  had shown little outward emotion besides glee and happiness in the time that  Alec  had  known  her—to  see  her  so  affected  made  his  chest hurt. 

“My  homeland,”  the  dark  elf  said,  tears  streaming  down  her cheeks.  “By  the  Archon,  Monty—it’s  all  gone!  They  destroyed  it  all! 

All those people…” 

The  dark  elf  sank  to  her  knees,  wailing  like  a  mother  who’d just lost a child. Maimonides embraced her, her forehead against his shoulder  as  he  patted  her  back  and  whispered  words  of  comfort  in her ear. Despite this, Alec knew it would be a long time before Viya got up the ability to smile and laugh in her old way again. 

“This is horrible,” Eleira whispered, surveying the chaos with a  grim  shake  of  her  head.  “If  the  Immolator  can  do  this  to  the Haunted  Isle,  imagine  what  could  happen  to  Nessus.  Or  the Northmund Estate. Or the Royal Academy…” 

Alec  didn’t  have  to  think  about  it.  He’d  been  picturing  it  the whole  flight  over,  each  possibility  worse  than  the  last.  “I  know,”  he said darkly, steeling himself for what he’d find once they landed. “We have  to  find  a  way  to  destroy  that  airship  before  Chaos  can  use  it again.  There’s  no  way  we  can  allow  this  level  of  destruction  to happen twice.” 

As  the   Titan’s  Claw   slowed  over  the  island,  several  vessels appeared  on  the  horizon.  Even  from  this  distance,  Alec  recognized the  crests  of  His  Majesty’s  Royal  Sky  Watch—they’d  arrayed themselves in formation in record time, following the  Titan’s Claw  to the Haunted Isle as quickly as they were able. Jolenta and Vodalus were  aboard  the  High  King’s  flagship,  Terminus Est,  along  with  the

High  King  Alrick  Demesne  himself.  The  pair  had  been  promoted  to Alrick’s official envoys between the crown and the makeshift alliance of  nobles,  which  meant  both  former  students  had  a  lot  on  their plates. 

“Bring  us  down  near  the  tunnels  to  Job’s  Bet,”  Eleira suggested,  gesturing  at  a  section  of  the  Haunted  Isle  a  little  less destroyed than most. “If there’s anyone still alive out here, they’ll be on the other side of those tunnels. We’ll need to open them again as soon as we can, so that they don’t starve.” 

She  sounded  hopeful,  but  Alec  knew  better  than  to  assume anything  other  than  the  worst.  He’d  seen  that  wave  of  power cascade across the Haunted Isle, reflected in Alison Raleigh’s terror-stricken eyes. He knew they’d be lucky to find a single survivor of the death and destruction the Chaos Immolator had rained down on his friends. 

With Viya mourning and Maimonides comforting her, it fell to Alec to guide the  Titan’s Claw  to the surface of the Haunted Isle. He handled  the  controls  in  the  way  he’d  been  taught,  dropping  the airship  slowly  to  the  ground  by  working  against  the  currents.  The winds  blew  strangely  across  the  Haunted  Isle,  as  if  the  forces  of nature  themselves  had  been  altered  by  the  power  of  the  Chaos Immolator. 

A  shudder  passed  through  the   Titan’s  Claw   as  its  landing gear  emerged.  A  quick  press  of  a  hidden  switch  next  to  the  bridge controls—one  of  Viya’s  clever  additions  to  the  craft—automatically dropped the gangplank, sending it sliding down to the sand. 

Desolation  greeted  them  in  all  directions.  Alec  swallowed hard as he gathered his robe around himself, preparing to make the trek  out  to  the  nearest  destroyed  tunnel.  His  fingers  felt  for  the Diamondspear  tucked  in  its  hidden  pocket,  making  certain  the weapon was ready to draw at any time. Although the forces of Chaos had  done  their  damage  and  left  the  island,  Alec  was  under  no illusions  that  they  might  not  leave  a  nasty  surprise  or  two  behind

them.  He  remembered  too  well  the  Broken,  and  the  screaming monsters that surrounded the High King’s mansion. 

With  Eleira  at  his  side,  Alec  descended  the  gangplank. 

Neither Maimonides nor Viya made to follow them, which meant the pair  were  alone  as  they  took  their  first  steps  across  the  blackened ground. Eleira shuddered, her nails digging into Alec’s palm as she squeezed his hand tight. 

“This  is  so  horrible,”  she  whispered,  the  color  draining  from her face. “No one, not even an enemy, should stoop to doing a thing like this. It’s monstrous, it’s  inhuman.”  She swallowed and shook her head. “These people are insane, Alec. If we let the world fall to them, every Kingdom will look just like this in time.” 

Before  Alec  could  reply,  a  dark  shape  dove  from  the  sky. 

Trystara landed in a smooth bow next to the pair, her wings tucked beneath  her  in  her  humanoid  form.  The  fact  that  she  hadn’t transformed reassured Alec somewhat. The demoness hadn’t been idle: she’d scouted the island while the  Titan’s Claw  came  in  for  its landing, and her not feeling the need to adopt a more powerful form let Alec know she hadn’t seen anything worth worrying about hiding in what remained of the forest. 

“It looks bad,” the demoness said simply, an awkward look on her coldly beautiful face. “Really bad. Which tunnel did you think has the best chance of harboring survivors?” 

Alec could tell from her expression that Trystara didn’t expect to  pull  anything  but  corpses  from  the  tunnels  beneath  the  Haunted Isle. He glanced down at the Ring of the Archon, sending up a silent prayer to the being who’d given him his gifts. 

 Man, or God, or whatever you are,  Alec thought, closing his eyes and concentrating.  I know you’ve listened to me before. If you have any power to affect the outcome here, then please… please let at least some of the citizens of Job’s Bet have survived this. I don’t think  our  people  could  take  a  total  loss—it  would  destroy  their morale…

Morale was the reason Alec told himself he made the prayer, in any case. He’d never admit that what he  truly  prayed for was for Hera  to  have  survived  the  attack.  He’d  only  just  discovered  the identities of his father and mother. To lose them so quickly, after so long without them, might just break him. 

Alec  tried  to  keep  his  eyes  off  the  trees  as  he,  Eleira,  and Trystara  wound  themselves  through  the  remains  of  the  forest  path. 

Thorny  roots  stuck  out  here  and  there  from  the  rocky  ground,  but everything a foot or so above the earth had been sheared away as if cut with a massive scythe. No birds flew in the skies, and the sounds of flies and crickets Alec was used to were nowhere to be heard. As soon  as  they  left  the   Titan’s  Claw   behind,  Alec  and  his  friends  felt like the only three people in the world. 

They  walked  for  a  time  in  silence.  The  path  sloped downward,  the  dirt  road  replaced  with  the  well-maintained  tile  that led to the entrance of the Job’s Bet tunnel. 

“We’re  almost  there,”  Alec  said,  both  fearing  and  hoping  for what he might find. 

They came over a small hill in the path, and Alec started into a  dead  run.  The  others  froze  for  a  moment,  confused  by  his behavior,  then  they  too  saw  what  the  young  man  had  noticed.  The entrance to the underground had been a wide inverted bowl carved in a hillside, which had now collapsed in on itself like a poorly baked cake.  Rocks  lay  in  the  opening,  a  miniature  avalanche  separating those trapped within from the outside world. 

And some of those rocks had been  moved. 

The  closer  Alec  came  to  the  mouth  of  the  cave,  the  more certain he became. The large rocks blocking the mouth of the cave had settled there after the Chaos Immolator’s blow, but they hadn’t all stopped where they fell. Several smaller pieces of the rocky rain had been pushed away from the detritus, shoved from the inside by tools that left marks behind.  It was the clearest evidence Alec had seen that someone within the tunnel system still lived—he raced to

the  rockslide,  jumping  across  the  cracked  earth  in  his  headlong flight. 

As  he  ran,  he  grabbed  the  element  of  earth  and   pushed outward with all his might. Rocks flew to the side, shoved as if by a gigantic,  invisible  hand,  and  the  way  into  Job’s  Bet  was  suddenly open. A huge cloud of dust and dirt kicked up from the cave’s mouth, temporarily obscuring Alec’s vision of the darkness within. 

As it faded, the darkness was lit by torches. 

It  was  greater  than  Alec  had  dared  hope.  Not  one,  or  even two survivors stood on the opposite side of the rockslide, but  dozens. 

Dozens of citizens of Job’s Bet, safe through the bombing campaign of the eyestalks and the horrible, unimaginable doomsday weapon of the Chaos Immolator. 

“It’s  Diamondspear!”  someone  shouted  from  inside.  “He’s back!” 

People  streamed  from  the  open  cave.  As  the  first  freed person embraced Alec, he realized his face was wet with tears. They covered  Eleira’s  cheeks  as  well.  In  truth,  neither  of  them  had expected to find anyone who’d survived the Chaos Immolator. To see an entire chunk of the town alive, after all that, was more than they could have hoped for. 

“Who  made  it  out?”  Alec  asked,  his  heart  thudding  against his ribcage like a kettle drum. More and more survivors crawled out of  the  darkness  and  into  the  light—Alec  recognized  Mayor  Alfhild among those who walked unsteadily out of the cave.  She must have been  near  the  bottom  of  the  town  when  the  attack  came,  Alec thought. 

He clutched one question to his breast with all the tenacity of an urchin hanging onto the loaf of bread that was to be his only meal for the day. Had Hera managed to survive the attack as well? 

“Who  here  is  among  you?”  Eleira  asked,  casting  her  gaze from face to face. “Alison Raleigh, or her parents? Any of the other Inscribers?” 

Even Eleira couldn’t bear to ask directly if Hera had made it. 

For  their  part,  the  citizens  of  Job’s  Bet  shrugged  their  shoulders, trading  looks  as  if  they  expected  their  fellow  survivors  to  be  better equipped to answer her questions. 

“All  the  city  tunnels  collapsed,”  one  of  the  survivors  said, shaking  their  head  as  they  gestured  back  toward  the  cave.  “Job’s Bet  is  a  charnel  house.  Hundreds  of  citizens  were  in  the  middle  of riding  the  paternoster  to  the  top  floor  of  the  city  when  the  alarms went  off.  The  elevator  broke  when  that  big  blast  came  from  above, and  the  lights  went  out…”  the  survivor  sniffed  hugely,  burying  their face in their hands. “But we could still hear the screams!” 

“Archon  keep  them,”  Alec  whispered,  unable  to  imagine  the horror of it all. “All the tunnels collapsed, you said?” 

“Aye,” another survivor chimed in. This man was older, with a scraggy  gray  beard.  “All  the  Mayor’s  much  vaunted  pathways shattered  before  the  blow  of  that  massive  golden  airship.  Only  the ones   you   carved  remained,  Diamondspear.”  The  man  looked strangely  pleased  by  this  fact,  as  if  Alec  were  a  bet  he’d  won  a substantial wager by. 

“My  tunnels?”  Alec  didn’t  understand.  “I  never  dug  any tunnels underneath of the city…” 

But suddenly, he realized he had. 

“When  you  fought  Shikasta,”  Eleira  said,  the  realization flooding her own features at the same time. “You tunneled right down into the center of the Haunted Isle. The Bloodcloak helped, but it was your  magic  that  bored  a  hole  to  the  hiding  place  of  the  Mother  of Maggots…” 

Alec  shuddered.  “You  and  your  people  took  refuge  in   those tunnels? After everything that happened in them?” 

“Aye,”  the  survivor  said,  stroking  his  wispy  patch  of  beard. 

“We  couldn’t  make  it  up  after  the  paternoster  collapsed,  so  we  ran downward.” 

So  a  portion  of  Job’s  Bet  had  survived.  But  only  a  portion. 

Well, at the very least, Viya would be pleased to see other dark elves

climbing from the wreckage of the underground. Alec couldn’t even imagine  what  a  struggle  it  must  have  been  for  these  survivors  to make it to the surface. 

And yet even their triumph felt tinged with bitterness.  Alison Raleigh,  Alec thought.  Her parents—the leaders of the Inscribers. My own dear mother, Hera. Now the High King will never get the chance to ask her for forgiveness…

“Alec!” 

The voice roused Alec from his reverie. While he’d been busy helping  the  survivors  escape  the  cave,  Trystara  had  been  flying sorties  over  the  surrounding  area.  The  demoness  clung  to  the withered  skeleton  of  one  of  the  few  surviving  trees  on  the  hillside, her  wings  beating  with  excitement  as  her  red  eyes  sparkled  in  the sun. 

“What  is  it,  Trys?”  Alec  asked,  not  feeling  up  to  whatever game  the  demoness  wanted  to  play.  “We’ve  found  some  survivors over here. It appears not all the tunnels collapsed when the Chaos Immolator struck the island, but most people didn’t make it to safety in time—” 


“Get over here!” Trystara called, leaping from the tree into a graceful swan’s dive. “I need your help,  right now! ” 

Her  voice  was  filled  with  so  much  importance  that  Alec snapped back to his senses. Leaving the survivors to Eleira for the moment, he raced across the sand, careful to avoid the few stumps of  greenery  remaining  on  the  rocky  landscape.  The  ground  sloped upward and downward at mad angles, as if whatever destruction the Chaos  Immolator  had  rained  down  on  the  Haunted  Isle  had  turned the solid ground into a raging sea while it worked. 

Finally, he saw what Trystara had been leading him to. In the upheaval immediately following the Immolator’s shot, a shard of pure volcanic rock had erupted from the packed ground at an odd angle, giving  the  hillside  the  impression  of  a  crossbow  ready  to  fire.  The rock  formed  a  natural  canopy  over  the  landscape,  clinging  to  the

hillside next to it like a bunker sent up from below. Alec’s interest in it sharpened immediately. Could there be more survivors inside? 

Trystara  landed  on  top  of  the  shard  of  rock,  digging  her fingers into the glossy stone. The thing was as long as the green at the  center  of  the  Royal  Academy,  and  thick  as  the  glass  enclosure he’d  discovered  in  the  forest  surrounding  the  institution  of  learning. 

Trystara  tapped  at  the  top  of  the  mass  of  stone  with  her  nails, pressing her ear against it and whistling through her teeth. 

“They’re  tapping  back!”  the  demoness  said,  her  voice brimming with excitement. “Master, there’s more survivors in there!” 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Alec drew the Diamondspear. 

“Then tell them to stand back.” 

As  Trystara  beat  a  tattoo  on  the  obsidian,  warning  anyone within  the  shard  as  to  what  Alec  was  about  to  do,  he  pulled  the element of fire from the rock itself. It wasn’t hard to do —something of the stone remembered being far beneath the ground, encased in lava  beneath  a  sleeping  volcano  that  could  one  day  erupt  into  an island of its own. Alec leached the fire energy from the rock, infusing the Diamondspear over and over again with flame until all but the hilt he touched burned as brightly as the sun. 

With a roar, he swung the weapon over his head, bringing it down like a headsman severing a neck. It cleaved through the tip of the  long  shard,  slashing  through  it  the  way  a  good  pair  of  shears removes the wool coat from a sheep. Steam rose from the volcanic rock as it cleaved from its source, falling away in a crown made of molten metal. 

Alec tossed the element of water at the burning edges of the shard until they cooled. Once they had, a voice issued from inside. 

“Well  done,  son.  You  certainly  know  how  to  make  an entrance.” 

Alec’s  heart  nearly  stopped.  Stepping  from  the  bunker  of obsidian  was  none  other  than  Hera,  her  white  hair  frizzy  and disheveled like she’d been living underground for weeks. Yet for all

the dirt on her face and clothes, her smile was as wide as ever as she looked proudly at her son. 

“Mother,”  Alec  whispered.  Until  that  moment,  he’d  never really  realized  how  deep  his  need  for  Hera  had  become.  “But  the tunnels… they all collapsed!” 

Hera  chuckled  to  herself.  “Oh,  they  very  much  did,  young man,”  she  said,  shaking  her  head  with  a  rueful  laugh.  “As  soon  as the first reports of that great golden airship reached us, I knew all our tunnels were finished.” 

Alec watched as more survivors exited the shard along with Hera.  Unlike  the  tunnel  Alec  had  created  during  his  fight  with Shikasta, this one appeared to have more people huddling inside it. 

A great  deal  more. 

“You  evacuated  them,”  Alec  said,  his  voice  struck  through with awe. “Got them somewhere safe before the whole place came down!” 

Hera balled her fingers into a fist and knocked gently against the rock wall. “The jewelers and smiths of the Haunted Isle call this stone  blackglass,” she explained, the corner of her mouth curling in a faint smile. “But it’s anything other than its name would imply. Glass is  brittle;  it  shatters  so  easily  beneath  the  faintest  bit  of  pressure. 

This material, however, is stronger than anything Mayor Alfhild ever used  to  reinforce  the  beams  of  her  hometown.  I  ordered  all  the Inscribers  down  into  this  tunnel  before  the  worst  happened,  and most  followed  me.”  She  glanced  around  the  island,  as  if  surveying her good fortune. “And wouldn’t you know it, the heat and pressure sent  this  tunnel  flying  right  up  to  the  top.  Almost  as  if  the  Archon himself were looking out for us.” 

It  was  a  damned   miracle.  Alec’s  gaze  traveled  skyward, looking up to the heavens as if he might see a hidden face watching him from behind the clouds.  You do listen to prayers,  Alec thought, shaking  his  head.  More  tears  dripped  down  his  cheeks  as  the enormity of what had happened washed over him. 

“Alison,” Alec whispered. 

Hera frowned, her brows furrowing. “Come again?” 

“She was projecting everything,” Alec said, his lips forming a tight  little  line.  The  images  he’d  seen  through  her  portal  screen flashed  in  his  mind’s  eye,  a  huge  contrast  to  the  destroyed landscape  he  saw  all  around  him.  “She  gave  her  life  to  warn  us about  the  Chaos  Immolator.  The  blast—it  destroyed  her,  and  her parents, and killed all life on the surface of the Haunted Isle.” 

Hera looked strangely at her son. “Alison Raleigh is a brave woman, true,” she said, stepping into the shadows, “but she did not give her life. As much as she probably  wanted  to.” 

 What!?  Alec started forward. As he walked to the front of the shard, Hera dragged a half-comatose woman out into the light. She looked as if she’d been hurt rather badly, but there was no mistaking Alison’s braid or her fine Royal Academy robes. 

“Alison!?”  Alec  gasped,  unable  to  believe  what  he  was seeing. “You’re alive?” 

“Dragged her to safety myself,” Hera said proudly. “You didn’t think your mother was completely useless in an emergency, now did you?” 

Alec  didn’t  dare  allow  himself  to  voice  a  comment  to  that. 

Instead,  he  took  Alison  from  his  mother’s  arms,  rubbing  her shoulders  to  reassure  himself  she  was  real.  “What  happened  to you?” he asked, noting the glazed look in the young woman’s eyes. 

“That blast—I thought you were dead for sure…” 

A  thin  stream  of  blood  poured  from  Alison  Raleigh’s  nose. 

Whatever  had  happened  to  her,  it  was  going  to  take  some  time  for her to recover from it. Yet as he held her, her face slowly turned to look at his. A spark of recognition flashed in her eyes, and she tried

—and failed—to speak. 

“Don’t say anything,” Alec said, holding her upright. “We’ll get you some help.” 

“I’ll see to that!” In a flash, Trystara was next to him. “Go give Eleira the good news, hero. I’ll take care of the girl.” 

Confusion filled Alec’s features. “Wait, where are you going?” 

he asked, watching as the demoness flexed her wings. “She needs to stay with her people—someone should get her a healer!” 

Trystara  snickered.  “Look  in  the  sky,  Master.  The  cavalry’s already here!” 

As the demoness took off into the sky, Alison clutched in her claws,  Alec  gasped.  Behind  Trystara  lay  a  larger  fleet  of  airships than  he’d  ever  seen  in  his  life.  For  an  instant,  fear  filled  him  at  the sight  of  so  much  firepower.  Then  he  saw  the  insignia  of  the  High King, and of House Igneous, and realized Trystara was right. 

His  Majesty’s  Royal  Sky  Watch  had  arrived,  along  with  the rest of the alliance. 

His army was here. 



Chapter 17







The ships of House Igneous were almost majestic enough to make  Alec  forget  about  the  devastation  they  guarded.  Rawiri  had once  said  that  his  clan  were  comprised  of  great  warriors,  and  the ships certainly seemed to belong to such people. 

Hours  after  Alec,  Eleira  and  a  group  of  volunteers  from  the alliance managed to pull the remaining survivors from the rubble of the  Haunted  Isle,  Alec  received  a  personal  invitation  to  join  Rawiri Igneous  on  his  family  flagship,  the   Laughing  Wanderer.  The  craft was large enough to dwarf even the vessels of the High King’s fleet

—it made Maimonides and Viya’s work on the  Titan’s Claw  look like a child’s first tugboat. Standing on it felt less like taking to the air and more like being on a boat at sea—a large pleasure cruiser, so vast that one hardly noticed the ocean beneath. 

Alec hadn’t felt much like accepting the invitation, but Eleira told him it was necessary. Everyone would be there, including Hera and the High King, and shortly afterward, the combined forces of the alliance would take off for the lands of Chaos, throwing themselves at the shadow to destroy it once and for all. 

Given the circumstances, the least Alec could do was put in a good showing. 

“Make no mistake,” Eleira was saying as their tug connected to the  Laughing Wanderer, “the airships of House Igneous aren’t just the  largest  of  any  noble  houses,  but  the  fastest.  Even  the  miracles Maimonides  managed  to  work  with  his  pet  project  the   Titan’s  Claw haven’t been able to match the power and speed of House Igneous’

airships. 

Alec  could  believe  it.  Just  from  a  cursory  look  on  deck,  the ship on which he stood must have cost enough to build a mid-sized

city back home. Everything had been decorated in sharp contrasts of black and gold, giving an impression of luxury and danger to everting Alec saw and touched. In his long youth of dreaming about the lives of  the  great  and  powerful  among  the  nobility,  no  single  place  had ever matched his visions quite as well as House Igneous’ flagship. 

Jolenta and Vodalus waited for Alec and Eleira on the stairs leading  below  decks.  Apparently,  House  Igneous  kept  their  bridge near the bottom floor of the ship, shielding it from the sort of attacks that  would  destroy  a  vessel’s  bridge  in  the  midst  of  combat.  Alec thought it a clever ploy, if a bit daft. How would one be able to fly an airship so large without seeing what was in front of them, anyway? 

“The  hero  of  Job’s  Bet  himself,”  Vodalus  said,  clapping ironically as Alec descended the stairs. “Best get someone to make a sketch of you with him, Jolenta. Pretty soon, our Alec is going to be so famous we won’t be able to get into the same room with him.” 

“Oh, stop it,” Alec protested, gently punching Vodalus on the shoulder.  “You  two  have  done  all  the  heavy  lifting,  not  me.  This alliance wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for you two.” 

“Tell  us  about  it,”  Jolenta  said,  rolling  her  eyes.  “But  do  we get the credit? No! It’s the handsome young Diamondspear lad, who shows up just in time to lead the grateful citizens out of danger, who gets all the glory.” Jolenta shrugged and downed what looked to be at  least  her  third  or  fourth  drink  of  the  day.  “At  least  the  wine  is good.” 

“Victory wine,” Alec agreed, giving the girl a worried glance. 

“I’d be careful with that, by the way.” 

“Believe  me,  if  you’d  seen  what  I  saw  just  now,  you’d  need something  far  stronger  than  red  wine,”  Jolenta  said,  wiggling  her eyebrows.  “By  the  way,  how’s  our  lovely  Alison?  I  saw  your demoness  dragging  her  to  the  infirmary.  Best  in  the  world,  you know!” 

“She’s  in  good  hands,”  Alec  said,  showing  his  teeth.  “They expect her to make a full recovery. What did you see, Jolenta?” 

“Oh, just ignore Jo,” Vodalus said, trying for a breezy tone. It didn’t  suit  the  man  well  at  all,  and  made  him  look  even  more suspicious  than  before.  “She’s  had  a  few.  Dealing  with  Alrick Demesne  is  exhausting  even  for  well-adjusted  people,  and  no  one would ever accuse Jo and me of being well adjusted—” 

“What,”  Alec  repeated,  his  patience  wearing  thin,  “did  you see that spooked you so bad, Jolenta?” 

Jolenta  peeked  over  the  edge  of  her  glass  like  a  naughty child caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Your mother is already on board,” she replied enigmatically, apparently skipping around the question entirely. Or was she? 

“And?”  Alec  asked.  “She’s  supposed  to  show  up  to  this meeting. We all are—the High King requested it.” 

“The High King  also  requested that House Igneous clear the Council chamber when Hera showed up,” Jolenta crowed, unable to hold  back  her  words  any  longer.  If  the  girl  was  anything,  she  was most certainly an incorrigible gossip. “Apparently, as soon as he saw his long-lost paramour, he simply  had  to speak with her alone, with no  prying  eyes  to  see  or  ears  to  hear  what  might  occur  within  the chamber…” 

Jolenta had certainly painted a picture. The meeting between his parents could have been innocent, for all he knew, but the way it had  been  explained  to  him  certainly  wasn’t.  “Oh,  gross,”  Alec groaned, rolling his eyes. 

“I  think  it’s  sweet,”  Eleira  protested,  crossing  her  arms beneath her breasts. “The High King and Hera have been separated for almost two decades! That they’d both be overcome with emotion after  seeing  each  other  again,  needing  to  declare  their  love  and reconnect... why, I think it's terribly romantic!” 

“It’s not emotion they're overcome with,” Vodalus said with a snicker. “Rawiri told me he could hear the noises they were making in there—” 

“I  do  not  need  to  hear  about  this,”  Alec  said  quickly,  his cheeks burning beet red. “That’s absolutely disgusting!” 

“It’s where you came from, Diamondspear,” Jolenta said with a drunken giggle. “But I agree. I’ve said far too much already. Let’s not  poison  the  poor  lad’s  mind  with  too  many  horrible  thoughts, Vodie. We need to let the rest of the group have a crack at him first.” 

Alec  shook  his  head  with  a  sigh.  It  was  clear  the  stress  of acting  as  the  High  King’s  envoy  was  getting  to  both  Jolenta  and Vodalus, and just as clear that both were dealing with that stress in their own way.  Soon this will all be over,  Alec reminded himself.  We have  the  ships,  we  have  the  Ring  of  the  Archon…  and  most importantly, we have the blessing of the creator himself. We can do this! 

He allowed that feeling to buoy him as Jolenta and Vodalus led  them  further  into  the  airship.  From  the  sheer  number  of  people making  their  way  through  the  halls  of  the   Laughing  Wanderer’s interior,  Alec  had  the  distinct  impression  they  were  among  the  last guests  to  arrive  for  the  High  King’s  council.  As  if  proving  the  point, the sounds of conversation reached Alec’s ears as they reached the lowest level of the airship, showing the meeting was well under way. 

“They’ll  have  just  finished  dealing  with  the  preliminaries,” 

Vodalus  said,  checking  his  nails.  “A  certain  degree  of  protocol breaking  is  allowed  when  speaking  via  portals,  but  get representatives from all the noble houses in one room together and you’d  better  be  ready  for  at  least  an  hour  of  pleasantries  and recitation of titles before any serious work gets done…” 

“You’d think they could put things of that nature aside,” Eleira muttered, letting Vodalus show them both to the entrance. “It’s only the fate of the entire magical world that’s at stake here…” 

“With an impossible to ignore reminder of what happens if we fail right below us,” Vodalus agreed with a sigh. “I’m perfectly aware of  that,  Leafwalker,  and  Jo  and  I  agree  with  you  utterly.  If  only  the rest  of  the  noble  houses  felt  the  same  way,  we’d  be  much  more efficient.” 

Alec made a silent promise to do just that. “Let me speak to them,” he said, a surge of excitement flaring in his chest. 

Did Vodalus have an idea of what he had in mind? It certainly seemed  that  way,  from  the  knowing  smirk  that  rose  to  the  man’s dashingly  handsome  face.  “Best  of  luck,”  he  said,  reaching  for  the door. “‘ Break  a  leg’   is  what  we  theater  types  say,  though  for  you  it would probably be something like, ‘ don’t get involved…’” 

Alec  chuckled  as  Vodalus  opened  the  door.  Then  he  fell silent  as  the  man  roared  in  a  voice  loud  enough  for  the  stage, 

“Presenting  Prince  Alec  Diamondspear  and  his  betrothed,  the  Lady Eleira Leafwalker!” 

The sounds of conversation died out. The Council chambers of House Igneous looked about the same as every conference room Alec had been in within the last few months, though of course House Igneous did everything bigger and more luxurious than all the other noble houses. Around the vast table were faces Alec had only seen through  phantasmic  images  previously,  each  looking  at  him  with awed expressions. 

As  caught  off  guard  by  Vodalus’s  announcement,  all  Alec could manage to think was:  Prince? 

Eleira saved him. “Come on, darling,” she said with her most winning smile, taking his hand and leading him into the room. Those sitting must have mistaken the confusion in his face for love, as there were swoons as the pair made their way to their seats. 

As  he  sat  down,  Alec  got  his  next  surprise.  Sitting  directly across  from  Alec  was  none  other  than  Olivia  Pawmaw  herself, grinning like a fox who’d just been put in charge of a henhouse. In stark contrast to the rest of the well-heeled members of high society around the table, the familiar handler of the Royal Academy wore a checkered shirt and a pair of overalls, and clutched a corncob pipe between  her  teeth.  She  leaned  back  in  her  chair  slightly  and chuckled  at  the  surprise  on  Alec  and  Eleira’s  faces,  enjoying  their shock at seeing her in their company. 

“Brutus  sends  his  regards,”  the  woman  said  with  a  big  grin, tilting  her  chair  back  as  if  this  were  the  canteen  at  the  Royal Academy  rather  than  the  meeting  place  of  the  high  and  mighty. 

“Along  with  his  love.  Although  I  got  the  impression  that  part  was rather for Eleira, instead of you, Alec…” 

Had they not been in the midst of the most important meeting of  the  entire  war,  Alec  would  have  thrown  caution  to  the  wind  and embraced his former teacher. As it was, he very nearly did anyway. 

“It’s  good  to  see  you  again,”  Alec  said  with  real  feeling.  “I thought you were hunting down traitors to the crown?” 

“Oh,  other  people  are  better  at  that  than  I  am,”  the  woman said  with  her  characteristic  modesty.  As  if  Alec  didn’t  know  that underneath her rustic manner lay one of the most powerful mages in the world. “Besides, Brutus has so much fun rustling the jimmies of the noble houses that I figured I’d best leave him to it. He asked me to keep an eye on you two.” 

“He did?” Eleira asked. “I didn’t realize he considered me all that  important.  I  know  he  thought  Alec  was  something  special because of all the private training.” 

“Brutus  helped  me  a  lot,”  Alec  said.  “But  he  didn’t  make mention of you much, Eleira, now that I think of it.” 

“Many  teachers  took  a  special  interest  in  you, Diamondspear,”  Olivia  said  with  a  little  grin,  although  it  seemed unsure, as if she’d said too much earlier. “Not many got to see this group  grow  up  the  way  I  did,  though.  I  consider  myself  one  lucky woman.”  She  leaned  forward.  “But  enough  about  that—let’s  get down to business. How are Trystara and Firemane?” 

Both Alec and Eleira beamed. They loved nothing more than sharing  the  details  of  their  familiars  and  their  training  with  their friendliest  teacher.  Unfortunately,  the  High  King  chose  that  moment to  clear  his  throat  and  put  an  end  to  their  conversation—in  truth, most  of  the  hall  had  been  waiting  for  them  to  finish  so  they  could move on to the business of state. 

“My  subjects,”  Alrick  Demesne  said,  squaring  his  shoulders as  he  met  the  gaze  of  each  person  around  the  table  in  turn.  “We gather here in part today to mourn the people of the Haunted Isle, of Job’s Bet and of the Inscribers. Although I am told that many of the

Isle’s citizens were saved from the Chaos Immolator’s attack, thanks to  quick  thinking  by  some  of  the  island’s  leaders,  there  were  still many  casualties  in  the  battle.  Among  them,  Jyndal  Raleigh,  one  of the leaders of the Inscribers.” 

Nobles  hung  their  heads,  taking  a  moment  of  silence  to remember the fallen. 

“We hold them close to our hearts,” the High King continued, 

“as we do the sight of this destroyed island itself. Because it is  this that Chaos yearns for in its heart of hearts, my subjects. Not merely the destruction of magic, or the subjugation of the Kingdoms beneath the  heel  of  Baldir  Diamondspear.  The  complete  annihilation  of community,  of  civilization—of   life  itself.”  The  High  King  rose.  “Shall we allow this to continue?” 

“No!”  the  nobles  around  the  table  chorused  as  one.  Alec nearly  shot  from  his  seat,  so  startled  was  he  by  the  sudden explosion of sound. 

The  High  King  grinned,  showing  his  teeth.  “Good,”  he  said, settling back down into his high seat. “Now, first things first. I want to thank House Igneous for allowing me to be their guest today, and for lending  their  airships  to  my  cause.  This  could  not  have  happened without them.” 

“We graciously appreciate our hosts,” Hera added, slipping in smoothly beside the High King’s sentences as if she belonged there. 

“Thank you so much, and we look forward to working with you in the future.” 

House Igneous looked pleased as bunch by this wanton act of  favoritism.  The  other  noble  houses  in  the  chamber  were  green with envy, and Alec saw Rawiri wink at him knowingly. For his part, Alec was more surprised by the way his mother spoke up within the chamber—as  if  she  were  already  working  together  with  the  High King to fulfill his agenda. 

The King’s next announcement explained much. 

“Secondly, before we speak about current matters, I wish to make  an  announcement.”  A  rakish  smile  rose  to  Alrick  Demesne’s

face,  and  from  the  blush  his  mother  made  in  reply,  Alec  had  very little doubt that whatever had happened in these chambers when the two of them were alone was nothing he wanted to think about. “One that will, I hope, add some stability and continuity to the realm. For two decades I have been under the sway of Chaos, trapped like a rat within  the  walls  of  my  mansion  outside  of  the  Royal  Hunting Grounds. During that time, I was unable to function as your ruler, and it would be unfair for me to expect to resume my role with absolute authority  and  power.”  He  gestured  at  Jolenta  and  Vodalus,  each  of whom looked at the High King as if they’d been working on this part of  the  speech  for  a  very  long  time.  “I’ve  engaged  in  several discussions with your alliance’s envoys about how power within the Kingdoms  will  work  going  forward,  and  I’m  pleased  to  report  we’ve forged  an  agreement  we  can  all  be  happy  with.  Vodalus,  perhaps you’d like to explain…?” 

With a smirk, Vodalus made a gesture at his beloved. “Go for it,  Jo,”  he  said,  feigning  a  yawn.  “You  didn’t  imbibe  all  that  liquid courage for nothing.” 

A little unsteady on her feet, Jolenta rose from her seat. If her drunkenness displeased the nobles in attendance, they did a fair job of hiding it. Or perhaps more than a few of them had imbibed before the meeting as well, shocked by the condition of the Haunted Isle far below. 

Jolenta  nodded  at  her  monarch  and  tried  her  best  not  to hiccup  as  she  spoke.  Considering  the  circumstances,  Alec  thought she  did  a  great  job.  “Your  Majesty  has  agreed  to  cede  a  portion  of his power to the Noble Houses,” Jolenta explained, to the shock and delight  of  those  nobles  in  attendance.  “A  legislative  body  made  of representatives  from  each  House  shall  share  power  with  the  High King, who must work with them in order to make policy. In addition, certain  rights  and  responsibilities  have  been  granted  to  the  people, such  as  the  rights  to  free  speech,  free  assembly,  and  sundry  other freedoms—” 

“Free  speech,”  one  noble  drawled,  shaking  his  head  back and forth. “We’ll get rid of that within a generation, you can be sure!” 

Several voices raised in praise of the idea. Jolenta trailed off, and for a moment, Alec thought the young woman might falter. 

Then  she  grinned  wickedly  at  the  noble  who’d  spoken. 

“Begging your pardon,” Jolenta said, letting her notes slip back to the table to show she’d never needed them. “But you will not.” 

The  noble  looked  incensed  at  this.  He  turned  to  the  High King,  only  to  see  Alrick  Demesne  already  chuckling.  “Tell  them  the other  part,”  the  King  said,  gesturing  for  Jolenta  to  continue.  “The thing  you  and  your  fiancé  spent  hours  dragging  out  of  me  during these damned negotiations…” 

Jolenta  grinned  from  ear  to  ear.  “All  noble  claims  to  the Archon’s  grimoires  are  hereby  declared  null  and  void,”  she  said, shocking the table into silence. “The words of the Archon belong to the people, as does the gift of magic. Public schools of magic will be created,  where  copies  of  the  grimoires  are  given  to  every  student. 

Those  who  show  a  talent  for  the  art  of  magic  may  be  promoted  to more specialized institutions, such as the Royal Academy.” Her voice raised  to  a  fever  pitch,  growing  as  fierce  as  a  warrior  on  the battlefield. “No discrimination  due to race, creed, or sex may be used to  bar  a  student  from  learning  or  reading  one  of  the  Archon’s grimoires. These are the words of your High King, Alrick Demesne.” 

“By  the  Archon,”  a  noble  gasped.  “The  High  King’s  turned into a damned Plagiarist!” 

“Can  you  blame  him?”  some  wag  added,  pointing  in  Hera’s direction. “Look at the one practically sitting in his lap!” 

Alec   had   noticed  the  High  King  and  Hera  behaving  with  a disturbing  degree  of  familiarity  from  the  beginning  of  the  meeting. 

Suddenly the pieces began clicking together in his head, painting a picture Alec wasn’t altogether comfortable with.  They’ve planned this from the beginning,  he realized, watching the smile on Hera’s face. 

 My  father  and  mother.  They’re  back  together,  and  they’re  each advancing  each  other’s  agendas.  Hera  just  made  sure  no  one  will dare  try  and  depose  Alrick  Demesne,  as  it  would  destroy  the  new power  the  nobles  just  gave  themselves.  Meanwhile,  Father  just

 enacted the entire platform of the Inscribers as Crown law in a single stroke! 

Yet the surprises were not over. Clearing his throat, the High King spoke on. 

“Yes, I have become rather close to Hera of the  Inscribers in recent  days,”  the  monarch  explained,  his  voice  letting  the  nobles know  they  were  treading  on  thin  ground  criticizing  his  choice  of paramour.  “It  is  not  widely  known  throughout  the  kingdoms,  but before my madness blinded my eyes, Hera was once my beloved. In fact,  had  Chaos  not  made  its  stab  into  the  royal  bloodline,  the woman sitting next to me would be your Queen.” 

That shut more than a few people up. 

High  King  Alrick  looked  Hera  up  and  down  approvingly,  his mouth  curling  in  a  smile.  “Like  I  said,  there’s  still  time  to  right  old wrongs. Earlier today I proposed to Hera, and she said  yes.  By the time Chaos is defeated, this woman will become Hera Demesne, my wife and the new High Queen of the Realms!” 

The  nobles  knew  better  than  to  do  anything  but  applaud. 

 They  don’t  like  this,  though,  Alec  realized,  watching  the  looks  on their  faces.  The  idea  of  having  an  Inscriber  so  close  to  the  throne sets  the  nobles’  teeth  on  edge.  No  wonder  Alrick  pacified  them  by giving them their own political body to squabble over. 

“Lastly, before we speak of the war on Chaos.” The High King lowered  his  voice,  forcing  all  those  within  the  chamber  to  lean forward and give their ruler their full attention as he spoke. “There is one  final  problem  that  has  distressed  the  people  of  the  Realm mightily  for  the  last  two  decades  of  their  ruler’s  inattention.  The question of succession has never been answered to the satisfaction of  the  noble  houses,  leaving  the  future  of  the  Kingdoms  in  severe doubt.  It  is  my  solemn  duty  to  relieve  that  worry  as  quickly  as possible, by one of two methods. Either I sire an heir—or I proclaim one.” 

“No way,” Eleira whispered, every muscle in her body tensing as she sat next to Alec. She looked upon her betrothed with naked

disbelief, the realization flooding her much quicker than it did to Alec himself.  For  his  part,  he  stared  between  the  High  King  and  Eleira with mounting confusion, his heart of hearts denying what he already knew to be true. 

“Let  the  world  know  that  I  already  have  an  heir,”  the  High King said proudly, turning to Alec. “He carries not my last name—but the  moniker  he  does  wear  belonged  to  my  dearest  friend  in  all  the world, a man I wish with every part of me were here to help me finish this war. Alec Diamondspear, please stand.” 

Alec did not remember doing so, but suddenly he was on his feet.  A  thunderstorm  of  applause  filled  the  chamber,  seeming  to come  from  every  direction  at  once  as  the  nobles  let  the  High  King know their approval of his selection. Alec felt dizzy, and if it were not for Eleira holding his hand with a glove’s tightness above the table, he might have toppled over. 

“Alec Diamondspear, my trueborn son,” Alrick said, his heavy brows  furrowing  together.  “I  hereby  name  you  heir  to  the  throne. 

From this day forth, your title shall be Prince of the Realms.” 

 Vodalus knew all along,  Alec realized, his gaze flickering over to  the  man.  That’s  why  he  introduced  me  in  the  way  he  did—he knew  Alrick  was  going  to  name  me  his  heir.  He  didn’t  care  if everyone heard him call me Prince, because my father was going to make me one in just a few minutes. 

The  applause  washed  over  Alec  like  ocean  waves,  leaving him feeling strangely invigorated. 

“Thank  you.  Please  be  seated,  son,”  Alrick  said,  sliding  a hand around Hera’s shoulders. “We have much to discuss.” 

Alec still felt as if he walked across a cloud as he settled into his seat. From across the table, Olivia shot the young man a thumbs up  and  winked,  grinning  around  her  corncob  pike.  Jolenta  and Vodalus  raised  their  hands  and  lowered  their  faces  up  and  down over  the  table,  making  their  best  ‘ we’re  not  worthy’   expressions  as they did so. 

“Unfortunately,”  Alrick  Demesne  said,  raising  a  hand  for silence,  “not  all  the  news  I  have  to  share  with  you  today  is  good. 

Ever since the Chaos Immolator appeared, my agents have sought all information they could about this new weapon of Chaos and what our  enemies  planned  to  do  with  it.  Today,  I  can  give  you  a  clearer picture  of  their  plans.  I  warn  you,  however,  that  they  will  not  cheer you in the slightest.” 

 We’re  floating  above  a  destroyed  island,  Alec  thought, watching  confusion  spread  among  the  nobles.  What  could  possibly be worse than that? 

Alec should have known the answer. It had been the stated goal of Chaos ever since he’d begun fighting them, after all. 

Magic. 

The High King looked sternly at his subjects. “I have learned that the Immolator was not sent to the Haunted Isle merely as a test, or as a show of power as some within this hall have guessed. The forces of Chaos aimed to destroy this Isle, yes, but it was one  thing in  particular  on  this  Haunted  Isle  with  which  they  focused  their  ire. 

Something  that  brought  them  here  first,  before  any  of  the  other Kingdoms, and with an ill intent nothing in the world can match.” 

The silence stretched out for several seconds, and one of the nobles could not help but guess. “What did they have more of on this damned isle than anywhere else?” the man asked rhetorically, trying to inject some levity into the proceedings. “Besides dark elves, that is.” 

A  few  people  chuckled.  “A  damn  fine  treasure  indeed,”  a female  noble  added  with  a  drunken  slur  to  her  words.  “Have  you seen   the  outfits  some  of  those  purple-skinned  women  wear  just walking around town?” 

The High King was already shaking his head. “It was not the people  the  Chaos  Immolator  was  meant  to  strike,”  Alrick  Demesne explained. “It was not even their architecture. It was their  magic.” 

The  nobles  only  looked  more  confused  by  this  statement. 

“But the Inscribers have no magic,” someone protested. “All they do

is copy grimoires they stole from the Royal Academy—” 

“Exactly!”  Alec  shot  to  his  feet,  the  realization  making  his heart  pump  harder  in  his  chest.  “The  Inscribers  have  taken  and copied tomes from every other Kingdom in the world! The Haunted Isle had the largest repository of grimoires and magical books in the world  beneath  the  surface  of  their  island—Eleira  and  I  saw  whole libraries  of  them!  There  were  so  many  that  anyone  in  the  city  who wanted to read one could check a grimoire out at any time.” 

Nobles scoffed. 

“Lending  the  Archon’s  words!  This  is  madness…”  said  one particularly haughty noblewoman. 

Hera  cleared  her  throat.  “This  is  the   truth,”  the  woman  said smoothly, her smirk silencing the nobles. “Over the last two decades, we Inscribers have built up the largest, most detailed collection of the Archon’s words that anyone has ever seen. No single Kingdom, no private  collector—not  even  the  most  distinguished  universities  of magical learning contain as much of the Archon’s gifts as our Isle.” 

Her gaze hardened. “Which was why Chaos chose our home to be the Immolator’s first target.” 

A  wave  of  worry  rippled  through  the  room.  Already  on  his feet, Alec understood the point his mother was getting at. 

“They  want  to  destroy  magic  at  the  source,”  Alec  said, working through it in front of the Council. “They can’t kill the Archon himself—how  could  you  even   find   the  man?  So  they’ll  do  the  next best thing, and kill his words. Without grimoires, no one can learn the ways  of  magic.  Destroying  them  all  would  kill  the  connection between  humanity  and  divinity,  as  surely  as  severing  the  link between the Archon and mortals.” 

The High King’s slate gray eyes grew hard, though he looked at his son with pride. “You have the right of it,” Alrick said, looking at the assembled nobles with a hard expression. “Which is why it pains me to say that we already know the Immolator’s next target. With the largest stockpile of grimoires and tomes in the world destroyed, it will

move to the  second  largest,  firing  that  doomsday  weapon  it  carries until all the Archon’s gifts are destroyed.” 

There  were  only  a  handful  of  places  that  could  lay  claim  to such a distinction. Alec and Eleira knew of them all—and worse, they knew  which  was  the  largest.  The  answer  to  the  question  the  High King had just posed froze their blood. 

“The Royal Academy,” Alec said, looking to the High King for confirmation. “That’s the Immolator’s next target, isn’t it?” 

The High King returned Alec’s gaze for a long moment. Then he nodded, a sad expression on his face. 

The  chamber  erupted  into  a  chaos  of  its  very  own.  Nobles who  still  had  children  at  the  Royal  Academy  began  to  panic,  while those  who  had  replaced  their  own  heir’s  schooling  with  private lessons publicly bid good riddance to the institution which had been filled with so many spies. One voice however, rose above the din—

that  of  Olivia  Pawmaw,  who  sprang  from  her  seat  with  a  wild-eyed expression Alec had never seen on the normally calm teacher. 

“The Beast Stable!” Olivia cried, pointing a finger toward the High  King.  “There’s  still  familiars  there—the  ones  that  belong  to spies  Brutus  and  I  put  behind  bars.  If  the  Immolator  attacks  the Royal Academy, all of them will be killed!” 

A few nobles gave the instructor strange looks following this proclamation. “The death of a few animals is a minor tragedy,” one said, shaking their head, “but surely nothing compared to—” 

“They  are   not  animals,”  Olivia  snarled,  looking  more  furious than Alec had ever seen her. “Don’t you dare call them that!” 

Olivia  and  the  noble  who  spoke  up  looked  as  if  they  might come  to  blows.  Trystara,  who’d  been  hanging  near  the  back  of  the room, grinned at the sight, like she couldn’t wait to see Olivia come to  blows  with  some  mouthy  noble.  All  around  them  the  sounds  of harried  conversation  filled  the  room,  with  several  people  sitting around the table entreating the High King himself to step in and stop the violence. 

Alec saw it all—and then stood up. “Everyone stop.” 

The  hall  fell  silent.  Everyone  looked  at  the  heir  of  House Diamondspear, the young man who’d just been named Prince of the Realms,  and  to  Alec’s  surprise,  they  actually  shut  up.  Next  to  him, Eleira  let  out  a  shocked  giggle  at  the  sudden  amount  of  clout  her betrothed commanded. 

“Olivia,  we’re  not  going  to  let  the  Royal  Academy  be destroyed,”  Alec  said  firmly,  looking  around  the  room  for  support. 

“Believe it or not, this is  good  news our King just relayed to us.” 

“Good news?” Jolenta said, her eyebrows shooting skyward. 

“How do you figure that, Alec?” 

He  smiled.  “We  know  where  the  forces  of  Chaos  are  going next. Which means we don’t have to waste time trying to figure out where they’re going to strike. The Royal Sky Watch and the ships of House  Igneous  can  travel  to  the  Royal  Academy,  and  destroy  the Immolator  before  it  can  fire.”  He  crossed  his  arms  over  his  chest, looking like a hero out of a story book. “The ground where we’ll fight has been chosen for us. All that’s left for us to do now is win.” 

There  was  a  pause,  in  which  Alec  worried  everything  might fall apart despite his brave words. But then nobles began to nod, and one of the older members of House Igneous began to applaud. The applause spread throughout the hall, and even the High King himself nodded graciously to his heir. 

“My  son  has  the  right  of  it,”  Alrick  Demesne  said.  “We  shall mobilize  against  the  forces  of  Chaos  at  once.”  Then  he  added:  “I humbly  ask  that  my  son,  his  betrothed,  and  his  familiar  remain behind  once  this  meeting  is  concluded.  There  are  orders  I  wish  to give that are for their ears and theirs alone.” 

Now  that  was a thing to set Alec’s imagination to wandering. 

As the rest of the meeting commenced and House Igneous lay out the  battle  plans  for  the  defense  of  the  Royal  Academy,  Alec  kept sneaking  glances  at  the  High  King.  The  man  smiled  back  at  him each time he caught the monarch’s eye, but gave no clue as to what thoughts might be bubbling behind those powerful gray eyes. 



Chapter 18







The rest of the meeting felt as if it lasted for hours. Alec and Eleira remained sitting while the rest of the nobles broke into small groups,  then  adjourned  to  head  for  their  vessels.  The  attack  would commence almost immediately, as it would take the Sky Watch the better part of a day to cross the distance between the Haunted Isle and the Royal Academy. 

Once  the  room  was  empty,  save  for  the  High  King,  Alec, Eleira,  and  Trystara,  a  servant  let  out  Hera  and  closed  the  door behind  him.  “I  hope  you  realize,”  the  High  King  said  sadly,  “the degree of false hope I’ve just given those people.” 

Confusion  filled  Alec’s  face.  He  glanced  at  Eleira  for confirmation, but she looked just as taken aback as he was. 

“What  do  you  mean,  Your  Majesty?”  Alec  asked,  frowning. 

“The plan seems like a sound one.” 

The High King sighed and took off his crown, setting it down on  the  table  and  rubbing  a  smudge  off  one  of  the  jewels.  “Please, son—there’s  no  need  to  stand  on  ceremony  while  we’re  alone.  I don’t expect you to call me ‘father’ just yet, but perhaps ‘Alrick’ will suffice  for  the  moment.  None  of  that  ‘Your  Majesty’  business,  you understand?” 

“Yes, Your…  Alrick, ” Alec corrected hastily. “But what do you mean?” 

“Yes,”  Eleira  said,  her  tone  wary.  “Why  are  the  other members of our alliance harboring false hopes?” 

Alrick  nibbled  at  the  inside  of  his  cheek  as  he  ordered  his thoughts.  “The  Royal  Academy  is  indeed  the  next  target  of  the Chaos Immolator,” the monarch explained, his manner a great deal less  imperious  when  he  spoke  only  to  Alec,  his  familiar,  and  his

beloved.  “But  unlike  everyone  else  about  to  risk  their  lives  for  the defense  of  the  Kingdoms,  you  and  I  know  the  truth.  Nothing  the combined fleets of the alliance and my Royal Sky Watch can do will stop the Immolator from approaching and destroying the Academy.” 

Alec’s heart sank. To hear it put so plainly by the High King, after everything they’d done to install courage in the nobles…

“I  had  hoped  Maimonides  might  have  found  a  weakness,” 

Alec said, glancing down at the tabletop. “I see he hasn’t. Perhaps Chaos  built  a  perfect  weapon—in  which  case,  we  might  as  well surrender to Baldir Diamondspear and have done with it—” 

“I  did  not  say   that,”  Alrick  replied  gruffly.  “There  is  a  way  to stop the Immolator and save the world. But none of us are going to like it.” 

As  perfectly  as  if  the  High  King  had  planned  it  before  the meeting, there came a knock at the door of the council chambers. 

“Enter,”  Alrick  said,  placing  the  crown  back  on  his  head  as the large doors swung inward a few feet. 

Maimonides  and  Viya  slipped  into  the  room,  the  latter carrying a phantasmic imager and a rolled-up piece of vellum under her  arm.  The  blueprints,  Alec  thought,  a  surge  of  hope  filling  his chest.  They  did  find a weakness, after all…

But then, why would Alec not like that? 

“Your Majesty,” Maimonides said, giving the High King a nod as he approached the table. Both Maimonides and Viya looked as if they’d been functioning on coffee and little sleep for longer than they should  have.  Deep  lines  of  tiredness  filled  the  gnome’s  face,  and Viya’s normally well put together outfit looked as if she’d slept in it for a night or two. Despite all that, there was a grim determination about the pair. “How was the meeting?” 

“As  to  be  expected,”  Alrick  said,  gesturing  at  the  trio  on  the other side of the table. “Go ahead and tell them everything, Master Shadebringer. Show them what you and your partner have found.” 

With a nod, Viya set the phantasmic imager out on the table. 

She then unfurled the vellum, holding down the edges with several smooth white stones from her pockets. The dark elf winked at Alec as she finished up, smiling at him and Eleira in a friendly way. 

“This,” Viya said, pushing a button on the side of the device, 

“is the Chaos Immolator.” 

The  air  rippled  over  the  device,  reminding  Alec  of  the conferences  he’d  had  with  the  other  nobles  over  portal  in  the  past. 

Unlike those, however, this device didn’t show something happening far  away—it  displayed  a  detailed  graphical  representation  of  the blueprints  Viya  had  just  unfurled  across  the  table.  Floating  in  the center  of  the  chamber  was  a  large  golden  airship,  roughly  apple shaped,  the  exact  same  as  what  Alec  had  glimpsed  during  Alison Raleigh’s message. 

“It’s massive,” Eleira gasped, her eyes widening as she took in the sight of the floating hologram. “Imagine seeing that in the air over the Haunted Isle, right before it…” She trailed off. 

“It  gets  worse,”  Maimonides  said  gruffly.  The  gnome  tugged at  his  spectacles,  releasing  several  lenses  that  had  been  hidden before.  Without  a  shred  of  self-consciousness,  he  then  climbed straight onto the table to gesture at different parts of the airship more directly,  ignoring  how  ridiculous  it  made  him  look.  “These protuberances that look like fins on the side of the ship are actually armor  plates—forged  from  some  of  the  strongest  material  to  be found in the Kingdoms. Apparently, stealing my designs for a rune-based  propulsion  system  freed  up  space  in  the  blueprints  to  add more  defensive  capabilities,  which  is  why  the  plates  overlap  each other like scales on a snake.” 

Alec leaned forward, getting a closer view of the Immolator. It was  a  fearsome  weapon,  indeed.  “There  has  to  be  some  way  to crack it,” he said, trusting in the ingenuity of Maimonides and Viya to find some way to get it done. “Perhaps when the weapon prepares to fire, it reveals a hidden weak spot?” 

“I  thought  the  same  thing,”  Maimonides  said,  gesturing  at Viya. “Show them the firing diagram.” 

Like  a  magic  spell  all  its  own,  the  phantasmic  image  of  the Chaos Immolator began to move. The massive plates along its side peeled back, revealing the core of the airship within. A large antenna lay within the shielding, tinted red like a massive eye stalk that had taken  up  residence  within  the  ship  itself.  As  Alec  watched,  the  rod flashed white, and the airship fired. 

“There are several exhaust ports along the sides of the firing mechanism,” Maimonides said, peering at the Immolator through his lenses.  “Yet  none  of  them  lead  back  to  the  weapon  itself,  or  any integral portion of its structure. They’ve been far too clever by half, Your Majesty. As I reported to you when we had this conversation in private,  conventional  weapons  will  be  next  to  useless  against  the Chaos Immolator. Even if the Sky Watch focus all their weapons on the firing rod of the device, it will do little more than slow down the airship’s approach.” 

Alec  digested  these  words  with  something  like  bitter acceptance.  “So  it’s  hopeless,  then,”  he  said,  looking  down  at  his hands.  “We’re  sending  all  those  ships  to  the  Royal  Academy  to  be destroyed.” 

Then Maimonides grinned. 

“That’s what I thought as well,” the gnome said. As he spoke, Viya  zoomed  out  the  view  of  the  Immolator,  so  that  it  resembled  a metallic, golden apple once more. “Then I decided to take a look at my own research materials—the ones I stored in my quarters at the Royal  Academy.  Remember  how  I  told  you  one  of  Dean  Wolfe’s spies stole my research into rune-based propulsion?” 

Alec  nodded.  “That’s  why  the  Immolator  uses  the  same method to keep itself aloft.” 

“That’s not  all  the thieves stole.” Maimonides snickered, as if he’d just lined up a good joke. “Take a look at the blueprints, Alec. 

Eleira too. Do either of you notice anything?” 

Alec turned his attention from the floating airship to the pale blue  vellum  stretched  over  the  table  before  him.  The  documents Uriel  Diamondspear  gave  his  life  to  ensure  ended  up  with Maimonides and the High King contained a wealth of information, but very  little  of  it  made  sense  to  Alec.  A  maze  of  tiny  white  lines stretched all over the airship, denoting the various subsystems used to make every flying vessel in the world work. It all looked very tightly packed to Alec—the work of a true genius. 

“It’s very…  complicated, ” was all Alec could say. 

“And  crowded,”  Eleira  added,  shaking  her  head.  Suddenly she gave a start. “Wait. Where are the crew supposed to sleep?” 

Maimonides’s  grin  spread  from  ear  to  ear.  “Ah,  you’ve  hit upon  the  heart  of  it!  I  should  have  expected  you  to  be  the  one  to solve  this  riddle,  Eleira.  You’re  truly  as  intelligent  as  you  are beautiful.  In  fact,  it’s  something  of  a  shame  that  you’ve  lowered yourself to settle with Alec Diamondspear—a brilliant beauty like you deserves to be with a matching intellect…” 

“Monty,”  Viya  said  with  a  smirk.  “One  of  these  days,  people are going to think you’re not joking.” 

The  gnome  shot  his  beloved  a  wry  grin.  One  second  of witnessing  the  way  gnome  and  dark  elf  looked  at  each  other dispelled  any  belief  to  the  contrary—the  champion  flirt  Maimonides only had eyes for Viya. 

“Ahem, as I was saying,” the gnome continued. “Yes, there’s not a lot of space in the blueprints for crew quarters. That’s because there  aren’t  any, in point of fact.” 

Alec, Eleira, and Trystara all shared a look. 

“No  crew?”  the  demoness  asked,  flexing  her  claws.  “Then who in the blazes is flying that thing?” 

“The  answer,”  Maimonides  said  with  a  showman’s  sense  of gravitas,  “is  right  here.”  He  pointed  to  a  small  section  of  the blueprints  in  a  separate  box  from  the  main  diagram.  It  showed  a device that looked vaguely like the High King’s crown, though large enough for a person to stand in the center of. 

Alec,  Eleira,  and  Trystara  looked  at  the  blueprints  of  the strange device, trying to make heads or tails of them. 

“I don’t get it,” Eleira finally blurted. 

Realization flooded Alec. “I do,” he said, his memory flashing in  his  mind’s  eye.  “I’ve  seen  that  ring  before.  It’s  part  of  the Phantasmic Projector!” 

“Exactly!” Maimonides pointed upward, the way he did when one of his pupils made an exceptionally good point. “The Immolator’s design  documents  didn’t  just  rip  off  my  propulsion  scheme—they also  copied  my  notes  on  the  Phantasmic  Projector.  Which  were copied from Alison Raleigh, to be fair, but the agents of Chaos didn’t know that.” 

One question had been answered. Yet it brought along with it a  number  of  new  questions,  all  of  which  confused  Alec.  “So  the Immolator isn’t real? It’s a clone?” 

“Oh, it’s real,” Maimonides said, tilting the projection. “But it’s been  controlled  remotely,  its  every  subsystem  linked  into  an enormous   power  source.  Similar  to  the  way  the  clones  the Phantasmic Projector generates are linked to the device, of course. 

It is this device, wherever it is, that is providing the Chaos Immolator with the power necessary to fire its main weapon.” 

Pieces  clicked  together  in  Alec’s  head.  He  anticipated  the gnome’s next question before he could ask it. They knew where the Immolator was—even now, it was on its way to the Royal Academy to  destroy  the  world’s  largest  stockpile  of  grimoires  and  tomes.  It would deal a blow to the words of the Archon, further separating man from  magic.  The  real  question  was:  where  was  the  control  device located? 

Alec had just realized he already knew. 

“The  Book  of  the  Guilty,”  he  blurted.  “Trystara,  when  we found it, there was that massive wall. It was hiding something huge, in that world we entered through the portal in Dean Wolfe’s office!” 

Maimonides’s face was grave. “That portal,” the gnome said, 

“is  a  direct  connection  to  Chaos’s  home  base.  That’s  where  the

Immolator’s  control  device  is  located.”  The  gnome  looked  at  the King. 

“What  we  want  you  to  do,”  the  High  King  explained,  “is  to take  the   Titan’s  Claw   and  go  to  the  Royal  Academy  ahead  of  the main  force.  Enter  that  portal,  locate  the  Chaos  Immolator’s  control circle, and destroy it using the Ring of the Archon. Once you do, the Immolator will be weakened—and critically, it will no longer be able to fire the weapon that destroyed the Haunted Isle. If you, Eleira, and Trystara are able to do this before the weapon gets in range of the Royal Academy, we just might have a chance at winning this battle.” 

It all sounded like a good plan. Yet Alec couldn’t help but note the  darkness  in  the  High  King’s  tone,  or  the  way  Maimonides  and Viya kept looking at him like two people waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

“There’s a problem,” Alec asked. “Isn’t there?” 

The  High  King  nodded.  “Firstly,  only  you  three  can  know about this. We don’t know how many spies Chaos still has within our alliance—right now, if they are there, they must be giddy. They think we’re  committing  our  forces  to  a  battle  they  know  we  cannot  win.  I don’t want to disabuse them of that opinion.” 

Alec nodded. “And what else?” 

The  High  King  gave  Alec  an  awkward  look.  “The  blueprints for  the  Immolator’s  control  circle  clearly  shows  a  pilot  is  required,” 

Alrick  explained.  “That  means  there  is  someone  personally  aiming and firing the Immolator whenever it destroys a target. Which means that once you enter the Realm of Chaos, you’ll have to fight that pilot in order to disable the device.” 

Only  one  man  could  be  cold  blooded  enough  to  pull  the trigger  on  an  entire  island  filled  with  innocent  people.  He  wasn’t  a man at all. 

“Baldir  Diamondspear,”  Alec  said,  marshalling  his  courage. 

“It’s him, isn’t it?” 

The High King looked over at Maimonides, who took up the thread of the conversation. 

“We  don’t  know  that  for   certain, ”  the  gnome  explained,  his brows furrowing together with worry, “but to be perfectly honest, it’s hard to imagine it could be anyone else.” 

Alec  looked  down  at  the  stump  of  his  missing  finger.  Baldir Diamondspear  had  bested  him  once—and  when  he  did,  Uriel  had died. Who would die this time if he failed again? 

Many, many people, that’s who. 

Alec took Eleira’s hand. She met his eyes, her sparkling orbs filled with courage, and then she nodded. A spark passed between them,  and  Alec  didn’t  need  to  ask  her  for  her  thoughts.  He  already knew. 

“We’ll do it,” he told the High King. 

“Hell,” Trystara said. “If I’d known we would end up this way the first time I met you, Alec Diamondspear, I might have just eaten you alive and saved myself a lot of trouble.” 

Despite  the  circumstances,  Alec  grinned.  “You  love  it,”  he chided his familiar. “If it weren’t for me, you’d be sitting in that same room, slavering for spiders.” 

“That  is  true…”  the  demoness  said,  poking  her  chin  with  a claw. “Very well. I’m in as well, Master. I wouldn’t let you go without me.” 

The  High  King  nodded  gravely.  “My  request  is  that  you  go now,” he explained, nodding at Maimonides and Viya. The pair shut down the phantasmic imager and rolled up the vellum, handing the latter  over  to  Trystara.  “Time  is  of  the  essence,  and  every  moment you’re  not  with  us  is  another  opportunity  for  the  forces  of  Chaos  to get wise to our plan. I know this is a very great deal of pressure to put on you, son—no father should ask this of his progeny, much less one who’s been as absent as I have…” 

Alec laughed and shook his head. “I’m not doing this for you, Alrick,” he said, amazed that he even had to explain this to the man. 

“I’m doing it for my friends.” He squeezed Eleira’s hand and smiled at her. “And for our future children, too.” 

“Then  it’s  settled,”  Maimonides  said.  “The   Titan’s  Claw   is warmed  up  and  waiting  for  you,  Alec.  If  we  don’t  see  each  other again, I just want you to know that I… well… you were the best pupil an old gnome could ask for.” 

“Don’t  talk  like  that,”  Alec  said,  coming  over  and  giving Maimonides a hug. “You’ll be at my wedding. And I’ll be at  yours, you old goat!” 

They  said  their  goodbyes,  but  as  the  High  King  had  said, time was of the essence. The embrace between father and son was somewhat  awkward,  tinged  with  the  knowledge  that  each  man  had had  far  less  time  to  get  to  know  the  other  than  they’d  have  liked. 

Now it seemed likely that they wouldn’t get the chance. 

 No,  Alec assured himself.  We are coming back from this. And when  we  do,  I’ll  give  Alrick  and  Hera  a  second  chance.  A  man should  know  his  parents—even  when  he  only  first  met  them  after becoming an adult…

“My  son,”  Alrick  said,  breaking  the  embrace  between  them. 

“There is so much I want to say to you.” 

“Save it,” Alec replied with a smile. “I’ll be back after we save the world.” 

Maimonides  tossed  Alec  a  jeweled  earring,  then  touched  a similar  one  hanging  from  his  lobe.  It  looked  recently  installed,  and Alec  wondered  if  Viya  had  done  the  piercing.  “These  are  magically linked,”  the  gnome  explained,  “so  you  can  update  us  on  your progress.  I’ll  also  be  able  to  give  you  an  idea  of  how  the  battle  is going, though of course the final result will be mostly up to you…” 

 Up to us,  Alec thought, holding onto Eleira.  A young man, an elf  woman,  and  a  demoness.  With  the  weight  of  the  world  on  our shoulders. 

 Archon help us all. 

Chapter 19







Alec had never flown so fast before. 

The   Titan’s  Claw   sailed  over  the  landscape,  doing  in  mere hours what took even the fastest ships of the High King’s fleet days to  accomplish.  Between  Maimonides  the  Shadebringer’s  ingenious methods of propulsion and the last minute additions Viya performed on the airship during the Council, the craft beneath Alec’s feet was the equal of no other flying vessel. No one else could hope to match it. 

Save of course for the dragon flying by the airship’s side. 

It  had  been  so  long  since  Alec  had  seen  Firemane  in  full flight  that  the  sight  of  the  dragon  familiar  unveiled  made  his  heart skip  a  beat.  Like  Trystara,  Eleira’s  familiar  had  evolved  to  a  more powerful form—though hers had done so under the tutelage of Olivia Pawmaw at the Royal Academy, while Alec’s demoness transformed in order to save him from Shikasta. Firemane kept pace effortlessly with the  Titan’s Claw,  his mighty wings beating against the current as he kept an eye on his Mistress. 

At the moment, she was standing on the bridge of the airship, eying the controls with a worried sort of expression. “We’re coming in hot,” she said, glancing over at Alec as he stood spellbound by the sight  of  Firemane.  “Are  we  sure  there’s  not  Chaos  airships  floating around the Royal Academy already?” 

Alec  sincerely  hoped  not.  “If  there  are,  Firemane  will  blow them  out  of  the  sky,”  he  replied,  glancing  down  at  the  Ring  of  the Archon. Perhaps he wouldn’t even  need  Firemane’s help. Ever since they’d  taken  off  from  the  Haunted  Isle,  power  had  been  thrumming inside of the band around his finger like the beginning rumbles of an

avalanche. He felt vaguely hot and dizzy, as if the dragon within him clawed at his ribs, snarling to be set free. 

No  ships  floated  above  the  skyline  of  the  Royal  Academy. 

The sight of those spires and sloped roofs filled Alec and Eleira with memories, so that they held hands as the  Titan’s Claw  slowly closed the distance between the forest and the walls. 

 I  spent  so  much  of  my  life  here,  Alec  thought,  picturing  the place  as  it  would  eternally  remain  in  his  mind’s  eye.  Bustling  with teachers  and  students,  full  of  excitement  and  learning  and  social engagements.  Part  of  Alec  would  always  cherish  his  time  in Poictesme with Jolenta and Vodalus, along with his lessons in magic theory  and  practice.  Even  if  he’d  had  to  hide  his   true   abilities  for most of his time as a student. 

In  another  life,  Alec  had  dreamed  that  perhaps  once  he graduated  and  he  and  Eleira  were  settled,  he  could  teach  at  the Royal Academy. It would have been a relaxing life, trading barbs with Maimonides  in  the  morning  and  drinking  with  the  older  students around  the  dining  hall’s  fireplace  at  night,  debating  magical philosophy. But it was not to be. With his true father revealed as the High King, Alec had even higher expectations to live up to. 

Apparently Eleira was on the same page as Alec. “It all feels like  it  happened  a  lifetime  ago,”  she  said,  her  face  filling  with nostalgia as she looked at the beautiful, empty campus. “And at the same  time,  like  it  was  just  yesterday.”  She  glanced  over  at  Alec, beaming, and squeezed his hand. “I’m so glad I got to go there with you, Alec. Who knows what my life would be like if I’d never attended the Royal Academy?” 

“A  fair  bit  less  chaotic,  I’d  wager,”  Alec  replied  with  a  grin. 

“Let’s  get  this  airship  landed  and  break  our  way  into  Dean  Wolfe’s office.” 

“Is  it  really   his   office  any  longer?”  Trystara  asked.  The demoness perched on the railing of the  Titan’s Claw,  ever vigilant for threats.  “Seeing  as  we  killed  him,  of  course.  Seems  to  me  the position of Dean might be open in the near future.” 

Alec  couldn’t  concern  himself  with  that  now.  “We  can  worry about  the  faculty  listings  once  we  save  the  world,”  he  said,  taking hold of the controls. 

It  was  easy  enough  to  guide  the   Titan’s  Claw   to  a  field  just outside  the  Royal  Academy’s  gates.  The  normally  bustling  campus of the Kingdoms’ premier institute for magical learning resembled a ghost town, the gates unmanned and the streets empty. When they disembarked, a chilly wind blew over the guard towers, blowing back the Bloodcloak around Alec’s shoulders. 

“This is… disturbing, to say the least,” Eleira whispered. She kept her voice down, as if the empty Academy might be playing host to a troop of monsters alerted by loud noises. “I heard that the noble houses  withdrew  their  children  from  attendance  at  the  Royal Academy.  After  the  revelation  of  how  deep  the  spying  went,  how could they not? But still—the place seems completely deserted.” 

A cold chill tingled down Alec’s spine. He could see nothing outwardly foreboding about the place, yet the Academy differed from the one he knew just enough to keep him constantly on edge. “Let’s get to the Dean’s quarters,” he suggested, speaking about it the way one does an unpleasant task that must nevertheless be completed. 

“You remember where the hidden door was, right, Trystara?” 

“How  could  I  forget?”  Unlike  Alec  and  Eleira,  the  demoness didn’t seem put off by the empty Academy in the least.  It’s probably been colonized by rats and spiders already,  Alec thought, pricking up his  ears  as  if  he  could  hear  scratching  in  the  walls.  She’s probably looking forward to feasting once all this is done…

The trio slipped through the empty gate and made their way across the ground. Here the shadows lengthened to deeper depths, the  grass  crunching  beneath  Alec’s  boots  as  they  followed  their usual path from the entrance to the Academy’s interior. Following the old trail made Alec acutely aware of how empty the place felt. Next to him, Trystara whistled a jaunty tune, clearly slowing down to keep from outpacing Alec and Eleira. 

Alec wished he could just use the Ring of the Archon and be done with it. But he didn’t dare conjure a light show here—not with so much at risk. Still, his hackles were raised so much that when the tiny jewel in his ear began to vibrate, he nearly jumped a foot in the air. 

“Alec,  are  you  there?”  It  was  Maimonides’s  voice,  crackling slightly from the interference of so many magical devices within the Royal Academy’s grounds. “Have you reached the Academy yet, my boy?  We’re  on  our  way  now—you  should  see  His  Majesty’s  Sky Watch! No matter what happens today, the Kingdoms finally united to resist  the  common  threat  of  Chaos.  Our  deeds  today  will  be remembered  for  decades.  The  bards  will  sing  of  them!  Jolenta  and Vodalus  are  already  composing  a  few  verses  about  their  own exploits—” 

“You’ll have to share them with me when we get back,” Alec said,  grateful  to  have  the  gnome’s  familiar  presence  in  his  ear. 

“We’ve  just  entered  the  grounds,  Maimonides.  The  whole  place  is empty. It’s like everyone cleared out in a hurry.” 

“Indeed  they  did,”  the  gnome  agreed.  “Don’t  dawdle,  Alec.  I can see Chaos’s fleet on the horizon!” 

Alec froze mid-stride, nearly toppling over. “Is the Immolator there already?” 

He could hear, rather than see, Maimonides leaning over the side  of  the  High  King’s  airship  to  get  a  better  look.  “No  sign  of  the enemy flagship just yet,” the gnome said, a worried tone in his voice. 

“They must be holding it back. Or else they’re taking a different route to the Royal Academy.” 

Either  way,  it  wouldn’t  matter  in  a  few  minutes.  Alec  and Eleira  reached  the  edge  of  the  Academy  green,  where  the recreational space at the center of the Royal Academy gave way to the dining hall and the lecture halls. Some wag had boarded up the former,  throwing  several  heavy  oak  planks  over  the  double  doors. 

Trystara made short work of these, ripping them to shreds with her claws. 

Inside,  the  place  smelled  stale.  Despite  the  short  time  the Academy had been abandoned, cobwebs had already formed in the corners of each room. Dust lay heavy on the fine furnishings of the Academy, rising into acrid clouds wherever Alec, his beloved and his familiar treaded. Feeble light spilled through the curtains, illuminating the halls just enough for them to move forward. 

Finally,  they  came  to  Dean  Wolfe’s  office.  As  Alec approached the door, the jewel at his ear vibrated a second time, the line between himself and Maimonides opening once more. 

“It’s  here!”  the  gnome  cried,  his  voice  filling  with  despair. 

“Alec, Eleira—the Immolator has taken the field!” 

Alec  didn’t  need  to  see  the  battle  himself  to  know  how  dire things were. He could hear it in the Shadebringer’s voice. The things he’d seen in the phantasmic imager filled his mind, the great golden apple of the Chaos Immolator swelling until it filled the entire sky in his mental picture of the battleground. The High King’s ships looked like toys next to it, firing blasts of magic that did little but ping off the thick armor plating. 

“We’re at the Dean’s study,” Alec replied, touching the jewel. 

“Just hold that thing back until we destroy the control circle. We can do this!” 

“Is  that  Alec?”  The  voice  was  Viya’s,  rising  high  with enthusiasm  over  the  wind.  “Alec,  it’s  Viya!  Chaos’s  ships  are dropping like flies, but we haven’t been able to put a scratch on that Immolator so far! If you don’t find some way to slow it down or make it vulnerable, it’ll be on the Royal Academy before you know it!” 

Alec knew. He didn’t need Viya to remind him of the gravity of the  situation—or  that  if  the  Immolator  fired,  it  would  destroy  the building that he, Eleira, and Trystara were currently inside of. 

“We’re on it,” Alec said, shouldering open the door. “We’ll be heading to the Realm of Chaos as soon as we open the door…” 

Inside,  the  Dean’s  office  looked  more  or  less  the  way  Alec remembered  it.  No  one  had  cleaned  the  place  since  Wolfe’s promotion to royal Executioner—but neither had they ransacked the

study,  either.  Thick  tomes  crowded  for  space  on  the  shelves,  with various  magical  items  spread  all  over  every  available  surface.  Just like the last time he’d entered this study, Alec thought to himself that Maimonides  could  have  had  a  field  day  with  all  the  relics  in  the Dean’s personal collection. 

But for now, they needed to open the door. 

“Behind  the  curtain,”  Alec  said,  gesturing  at  the  heavy tapestry hanging just to the side of the study’s door. “This is where Trystara  and  I  found  the  portal  to  Chaos.  Once  we  get  there,  we need  to  be  very  careful.  It’s  practically  another  world  on  the  other side of that gate—Trystara and I barely made it back in one piece.” 

With a fierce roar, the demoness slashed the Dean’s tapestry with her claws. She raked through the fabric, filling the room with a great  tearing  sound  that  nearly  sent  Alec’s  hands  to  his  ears.  Run ragged  in  a  single  blow,  the  tapestry  collapsed  and  slid  down  the wall, landing in a heap on the floor. 

A bare stone wall lay behind it. 

For  a  moment,  Alec  just  stared  at  the  craggy  stonework, blinking.  “There  was  a  door  here,”  he  blurted,  reaching  out  and running  his  hands  over  the  wall.  “There  was  a  door!  Where’s  the door, Trystara?” 

“Alec?”  Eleira’s  brows  furrowed  together.  Unlike  Alec  and Trystara, she’d never used this portal before—she didn’t yet realize just  how  much  the  situation  had  changed.  “What’s  the  matter?  Is there some spell you need to cast to open the gate, or hidden switch you need to press…?” 

Alec  balled  his  hands  into  fists  and  punched  the  wall.  “It. 

Was.  Here! ” 

In a flash, Trystara was next to him. The demoness clawed at the bare stone, throwing sparks from her claws as she attacked the wall like an animal. If there were any hidden depths to that mass of stone, she’d have found them. Yet nothing fell from the wall save for dust. 

“Oh no,” Alec whispered, feeling as if something inside of him had come unmoored. “Oh, by the  Archon,  no!” 

The door was gone. 

“It  has  to  be  here,”  Trystara  said,  pacing  the  length  of  the room. “It was here last time!” 

Eleira’s  worry  finally  began  to  deepen.  “Perhaps  it’s somewhere  else?”  she  asked,  her  voice  filling  with  false  hope.  “Or there’s something you need to do to open it?” 

“They  closed  the  goddamn  portal!”  Trystara’s  eyes  burned like coals in her face, her expression twisting with pure rage. “They knew we stole the Book of the Guilty, Alec! They found out somehow

—so  they  closed  the  portal  behind  them  and  left  this  damned  wall behind! There’s no path here to the Realm of Chaos!” 

The  jewel  in  Alec’s  ear  crackled  a  third  time.  Even  before anyone spoke, he could hear the sounds of screaming and gunfire. 

His Majesty’s Royal Sky Watch had engaged the enemy, along with the airships of House Igneous and the other members of the noble alliance. He couldn’t see the battle—and when he heard the sounds coming through the link, he realized that made him lucky. 

“Oh Archon, does this thing still work?” That was Viya. Where was Maimonides? 

Alec’s finger shot to the jewel. “I’m right here,” he said, his fist hammering the wall. “We’ve run into a problem. The portal to Chaos, it’s…” 

“Alec,  help  us,”  Viya  gasped.  A  wind  blew  across  the  dark elf’s voice, so strong that it sounded as if she clung to the side of her vessel rather than standing atop it. “The Immolator… the stalks are all active! They’re shredding the Sky Watch!” 

Oh no.  Oh no. 

“Jolenta  and  Vodalus’s  ship  went  down,”  Viya  reported. 

Despite  the  tight  control  in  her  voice,  Alec  knew  she  was  holding back  panic  by  the  tips  of  her  fingers.  “I  don’t  know  if  they  landed

safely or not. Monty… one of those eye stalk monsters nearly blew the top of his head clean off!” 

“Is Maimonides alive!?” Alec asked, his jaw dropping. 

“I’ve got him,” Viya said. A rumble carried over the line, as if something  had  just  exploded  in  the  distance.  “Alec,  our  ships  are getting destroyed. You  have  to shut that Immolator down! We’re in a lot…” 

The  communication  line  crackled.  “Viya?”  Panic  flared  in Alec’s veins. “Viya, there’s no portal to Chaos here. We can’t get to the Immolator’s control circle…” 

It was no use. The connection between the two earrings had gone dead. 

“Damn it!” Alec beat the wall with his fists, tears spilling down his  cheeks.  “They’re  going  to  die,  Eleira!  They’re  all  going  to  be destroyed, and it’s my fault!” 

“It can’t be,” Eleira said, looking around the room. She looked ready  to  tear  apart  everything  within  the  study  that  wasn’t  nailed down, in hopes of finding some way to traverse the mortal realm and enter Chaos. “There has to be another portal! Dean Wolfe must have had a backup or something, in case the first portal was discovered. 

Right?” 

“It’s useless,” Alec said. Now that he’d realized the truth, all his emotions drained from him. The world went gray and cold, all the colors  leached  from  his  vision.  What  point  was  there  in  fighting  it? 

They’d  been  outplayed.  “Chaos  is  going  to  win.  They’ll  destroy  the High  King’s  fleet,  and  then  the  Immolator  will  blow  up  the  Royal Academy. With us still inside.” 

Trystara’s eyes widened. “Master, if that’s true then we need to get out of here! If we hop on Firemane’s back, we might be able to get far enough away from the Academy that we won’t be killed when it explodes…” 

Alec shook his head. “Don’t you see? There’s no point. Even if  we  run,  the  Immolator  will  just  keep  destroying  the  Archon’s grimoires. Soon there won’t be anywhere left in the world for people

to  learn  magic,  and  it  will  die  out.  Just  like  Baldir  Diamondspear wants.” He put a hand to his forehead, his heart sinking. “He’s won. 

He’s beaten us.” 

Alec looked up—and found himself staring into Eleira’s eyes. 

“Don’t you  dare  say that,” she chided, coming forward to give him  a  hug.  “You  are  the  most  resourceful  man  I’ve  ever  met,  Alec Diamondspear. Even if we don’t defeat the Immolator today—even if Baldir Diamondspear wins the battle—I know we’ll win the war. We have the  Archon  on our side.” The corners of her mouth curled in a smile. “And you have  me, Alec. Always.” 

Feeling  hopeless,  Alec  embraced  Eleira.  The  scent  of  her perfume  mixed  with  the  earthy  smell  of  her  clothing,  in  the intoxicating  combination  that  always  made  him  think  of  home.  He squeezed her tightly, the two of them forgetting about the world for a brief moment. Just two young people in love, standing at the edge of the world. 

The Ring of the Archon flashed in Alec’s hand. 

It  wasn’t  like  putting  on  the  Bloodcloak.  This  was  no  quiet muffling of the world around, replaced by another location—instead, reality  itself  was   ripped   away,  the  ceiling  of  Dean  Wolfe’s  study collapsing to let in the clear blue sky. 

In an instant, the wave of power that had been building in the Ring  of  the  Archon  the  entire  flight  was  released.  Alec  and  Eleira stood on the grounds of the Northmund Estate, just outside of Uriel Diamondspear’s mansion. 

The  pair  blinked.  Trystara  hadn’t  made  the  transition  with them—the  demoness  was  still  in  Dean  Wolfe’s  study,  probably staring at the empty space where they’d been and freaking out. Alec felt like freaking out as well, only he didn’t have time. Why had the Ring of the Archon sent them  here? 

“We’re at the Northmund Estate!” Eleira gasped, pulling away from Alec’s embrace. “Why… this makes no sense! We’re safe from the Immolator, of course, but what good can we do here!? Of all the places in the world, there’s almost none further away from where our

friends  are.  They  need  us,  Alec—yet  your  Ring  took  us   away   from them! I don’t understand…” 

Eleira  trailed  off  when  she  saw  the  look  on  Alec’s  face.  He had  just  lifted  his  gaze  from  the  rolling  greenery  of  the  estate,  his intense eyes fixed on the floating island hovering over the grounds. 

On  top  of  the  island  floated  a  white  marble  structure  they both knew intimately. 

The House of Doors. 

“There’s another passageway to reach the Realm of Chaos,” 

Alec  said,  the  words  hardening  into  a  certainty  as  they  left  his  lips. 

“The House of Doors connects to every Realm—and Chaos has to be one of them. Come on, we still have a chance to save the world!” 

There  had  to  be  a  reason  the  Archon  chose  this  location  in particular to send them. Alec just had to pray that it wasn’t too late to save his friends. 





Chapter 20







The House of Doors had grown no less disorienting since the last time Alec Diamondspear had entered it. 

With  the  strange  surge  of  power  in  the  Ring  of  the  Archon dispelled for the moment, Alec and Eleira had been able to use the Bloodcloak in a more conventional fashion. Unlike the first time he’d tried  to  teleport  to  the  floating  island  over  the  Northmund  Estate, Alec had practiced with the cloak enough to send them upward and onto the island in a single lurching bound. It certainly beat hanging from the massive chain tethering the floating island to the rest of the Estate. 

Their  first  surprise  came  as  they  stepped  into  the  cupola shading  the  House  of  Doors’  entrance.  No  servants  had  come  to clean the floors since Alec and Eleira had made their first adventure into  the  strange  structure,  and  a  thin  coating  of  dust  lay  on  the frescoes painted across the stones. 

And in that dust lay footprints. Large ones. 

Alec leaned down and inspected them. They led to one of the House of Doors’ many entrance ways—passages that led to different locations in the world, different worlds entirely, and even places that had yet to exist. Their first trip into the House had nearly killed both Alec and Eleira, and they had no desire to give the place a second attempt. But they had to reach the Realm of Chaos. 

“Baldir  Diamondspear,”  Alec  said,  glancing  up  from  the footprints. “It has to be. He’s been using the House of Doors to move around the Kingdoms, manipulating events from the shadows.” 

“That would explain how he got to Nessus so quickly,” Eleira said,  eyeing  the  twisted  doorway.  “Not  to  mention  how  he’s  always managed to seem one step ahead of the rest of us.” She scrutinized

the entrance, her brows furrowing together. “Alec, have you noticed something different about the House of Doors?” 

He  hadn’t—but  now  that  Eleira  mentioned  it,  he  saw  some changes from the last time he’d been there. Tendrils of some dark, glossy material stretched across the marble floor, like the roots of a tree.  Here  and  there  it  cracked  through  the  floor  itself,  reaching  all the way back and through several of the doorways on the periphery of the cupola. They looked thicker in some places than others. 

“It’s  an  infestation  of  some  kind,”  Alec  said,  drawing  the Diamondspear.  He  tested  the  metallic  edge  of  his  weapon  against one of the tendrils and watched as a chunk of it was sheared clean. 

Black  ichor  dripped  from  the  wound,  which  closed  rapidly.  Within moments, only a puddle of the stuff proved he’d attacked the tendril in the first place. “What in the world is this?” 

“Whatever  it  is,  Baldir  Diamondspear  is  undoubtedly responsible,”  Eleira  said,  eyeing  the  twisted  doorway  where  the footprints  led.  “We  should  follow  these  tendrils,  Alec.  Wherever they’re thickest, that’s where Chaos will have made its home.” 

It was as sound a piece of advice as any. Together, Alec and Eleira  stepped  through  the  door,  entering  a  wide  hall  overlooking  a stormy  sea.  Within  the  House,  the  tendrils  wrapped  together  into  a thick cable, stretching across the center of the floor. 

They  had  no  time  to  waste.  Every  moment  they  burned  on examining  the  rooms  they  passed  through  or  experimenting  with those  strange  tendrils  was  another  their  friends  were  being  fired upon, blasted with magic, or facing down the Chaos Immolator. Even now, the massive golden airship drew closer to the Royal Academy, preparing  to  fire  its  superweapon  and  burn  Alec  and  Eleira’s   alma mater  to  cinders.  So  they  didn’t  give  much  credence  to  the  bizarre landscapes  through  which  they  passed,  even  when  they  grew  truly otherworldly. 

Alec  and  Eleira  picked  up  the  pace,  running  from  room  to room.  The  further  into  the  House  of  Doors  they  traveled,  the  more signs  of  the  infestation  of  Chaos  they  couldn’t  help  but  notice. 

Tendrils  not  only  ran  across  the  floor,  they  covered  the  walls  and ceiling, blotting out the sun and sky in some areas. Alec and Eleira passed  through  a  deep,  silent  forest,  a  seashore  covered  in  thorn bushes, and a long hallway carved from obsidian, their eyes always fixed on traveling through whichever entrance had the most of those strange, glossy tendrils. 

They  knew  that  they  followed  the  path  of  Baldir Diamondspear.  Which  is  why  it  shouldn’t  have  surprised  Alec  and Eleira  to  step  through  a  door  and  find  themselves  in  the  same courtyard  where  they’d  faced  Baldir  Diamondspear  and  his  pet monster on their first visit to the House of Doors. 

It did, of course. The pair gave a start as their feet touched the grass, the memories unfurling behind their eyes like a film reel. It was here that they’d been invited to Baldir’s feast, given the motives for  the  shade’s  defection  to  Chaos—and  where  they’d  fought  a monster  that  had  nearly  killed  them  both.  Looking  back  on  it  now, Alec  wished  he’d  taken  one  of  the  knives  at  the  table  and  driven  it right  through  Baldir  Diamondspear’s  heart.  He  might  never  have made  it  out  of  the  House  of  Doors  had  he  done  such  a  thing,  but destroying  Uriel’s  murderer  before  he  could  commit  his  kinslaying would have been worth it. 

The  fine  table  Baldir  had  covered  with  a  feast  lay  devoured by  tendrils.  They  stretched  through  the  grass  like  a  sailor’s  net, covering every inch of available space and filling each exit from the courtyard to the level of Eleira’s knee. Worse, the tendrils seemed no thicker  in  any  doorway  than  another.  How  would  they  know  which direction to travel? 

“This  place  is  a  maze,”  Eleira  whispered,  running  her  hand over  the  tabletop.  “Baldir  Diamondspear  led  us  here,  Alec.  He wanted us to see this. He wanted us to remember.” 

Alec  had  no  doubt  about  that.  The  whole  interior  of  the House  of  Doors  had  the  distinct  feeling  of  a  haunted  house—

something  set  up  to  scare  the  two  of  them  before  Baldir  came jumping out at the grand finale. No doubt the shade was even behind

this  infestation,  using  it  to  guide  their  steps  even  as  the  tendrils  of Chaos  devoured  the  different  worlds  within  the  House  of  Doors. 

Whatever plan lay behind those gray eyes, Alec knew it was not for their good. 

He  looked  from  one  doorway  to  the  next,  seeking  a  sign.  A direct  message  from  the  Archon  himself  would  have  been  best, though  Alec  would  have  gladly  settled  for  some  indicator  that  one exit  was  different  than  all  the  others.  Yet  the  path  remained frustratingly vague. 

Alec  closed  his  eyes  and  concentrated.  Archon,  I  know you’ve been watching over me,  he thought, gripping the Bloodcloak with both hands as he prayed.  I also know you wouldn’t have led me this far if you didn’t intend for me to go all the way. I need a little help here.  Any  sign  of  which  direction  to  go  would  do.  Please,  don’t  let Eleira  and  I  get  lost  here.  Our  friends  need  us  to  destroy  that Immolator—if we don’t, the connection between you and mortals will be severed forever. Please…

Suddenly  Eleira’s  voice  cut  through  his  thoughts.  “It’s  this way,” she said. “It has to be.” 

Alec  opened  his  eyes.  Eleira  stood  at  one  of  the  doorways, peering through with a furrowed brow. She held her hand up to the gate, turning it this way and that while frowning down at the digits. As Alec watched, she flexed her fingers then let out a little hum. 

“It is?” Alec didn’t dare hope. “How can you tell?” 

Eleira  glanced  up  at  him,  her  eyes  penetrating.  “The  wind,” 

she said, a faint smile lighting up her features. “There’s none blowing from  these  other  doorways,  but  I  can  feel  it  through  this  passage. 

That makes it different from the others—which means it’s the one I’d choose, if I needed to guess.” 

It  was  as  good  a  metric  of  determining  direction  as  any. 

Whispering  a  silent  prayer  of  thanks  to  the  Archon,  Alec  stepped through the doorway with the Diamondspear held at the ready. Eleira entered behind him, her grimoire held beneath her arm in a posture of readiness. 

What  lay  beyond  the  door  was  a  long,  sloping  hallway.  The atmosphere  thickened  as  Alec  and  Eleira  walked,  and  Alec’s  ears popped  mid-stride  as  if  he  were  going  up  a  mountain  rather  than down a hall. 

“This  is  it,”  he  said,  excitement  filling  his  tone.  “I  remember this!  Trystara  and  I  went  through  the  same  thing  right  after  we passed through the portal…” 

On the far side of the hallway lay a single unassuming door. 

Alec barely paused to throw it open, expecting anything from Baldir Diamondspear  himself  to  a  secret  passage  leading  back  to  the Northmund  Estate.  Instead,  he  found  himself  staring  at  a  greasy jungle  beneath  an  imposing  purple  sky.  Lightning  flashed  in  the clouds above, the pressure and humidity so thick that he could feel his heartbeat behind his eyeballs. 

“The Realm of Chaos,” Alec whispered, standing in the open doorway. He’d found it. 

Eleira pushed through the door behind him. She froze in her tracks  beneath  that  velvet  sky,  her  jaw  dropping  as  she  took  in  the sight of the alien landscape around her. 

“This is—Alec, this isn’t our world,” she gasped, shaking her head  at  the  impossible  flora  and  fauna  of  the  strange  Realm. 

“Everything  feels  different  here.  Even  magic.  All  this  was  really behind a door in Dean Wolfe’s study?” 

“Trystara and I were as surprised then as you are now,” Alec said with a faint grin. “It really does feel like a whole different world, doesn’t it? I’ve never seen anything like it.” He squinted at a nearby tree,  convinced  for  a  moment  he’d  seen  something  inside  of  its branches. “Come on. We’re not far from where the portal let us out the first time. We’ve got to destroy the Immolator before it blows up the Royal Academy!” 

Throwing  caution  to  the  wind,  Alec  and  Eleira  broke  into  a run.  The  sky  roiled  above  their  heads,  as  if  a  storm  were  about  to erupt and drop buckets of water all over the landscape. Alec passed the  clearing  where  the  portal  inside  Dean  Wolfe’s  office  had

transported himself and Trystara months ago, barely pausing to note the location to make it easier to make their way back later. Even from this distance, Alec could see a finger of rock reaching to the skyline, almost impossibly large. 

“Is  that  where  you  found  the  Book  of  the  Guilty?”  Eleira asked, panting next to him. “By the  Archon, it’s huge!” 

“We  only  entered  that  small  building  over  there,”  Alec  said, gesturing to the smaller hill next to the great wall. It was just as large as  Alec  remembered,  so  thick  and  massive  that  the  entire  Royal Academy could have fit snugly in its shadow. Rather than retread the ground  he  and  Trystara  had  walked  on  their  last  visit,  Alec  headed directly for the wall. 

More footprints lay in the dirt leading to the wall. Alec hardly spared a glance at them, save to note that they were of a similar size and shape to the ones he’d seen outside of the House of Doors. He could  practically  taste  the  Chaos  Immolator’s  control  device  on  the other side of the wall—they were very close now. 

“It’s  certainly  large  enough  to  hide  a  golden  airship,”  Alec remarked, approaching a door in the front of the massive slab. There was  no  lock  or  knob  that  he  could  see,  only  a  smooth,  featureless rectangle  in  the  wall.  He  felt  around  it,  looking  for  some  wedge  or notch he could use to pry the whole thing open. “Now how do we get inside the thing?” 

Leave it to Eleira to figure out the answer. “Right there,” she said  after  a  few  moments,  pointing  to  an  indentation  in  the  rock. 

“That  looks  just  about  the  size  of  the  jewel  in  the  Archon’s  Ring, doesn’t it?” 

It really did. Although that made very little sense to Alec, as why would the devotees of Chaos create a lock that could be opened by  a  piece  of  jewelry  crafted  by  the  Archon?  Either  way,  his  role wasn’t to question—it was to save the world. 

Alec pressed the jewel at the center of the Ring of the Archon against the indentation. There was a moment of resistance, and then the whole thing—jewel, ring, and the first knuckle of Alec’s finger—all

sank into the device, provoking a rumble and a disturbingly chipper little  click. 

Alec jumped backward as the door began to open. The stone slab let out a horrible grinding noise as it slid to the side, revealing a rectangular opening. Through this, Alec and Eleira could see a path leading  gently  upward,  swirling  around  a  pedestal  carved  into  the landscape.  At  the  top  lay  a  plateau,  and  on  that  plateau  was  a massive device, shaped like a crown. 

 The  control  circle,  Alec  thought,  his  pulse  racing  like  a hummingbird’s wings.  We’ve found it! 

This was the Heart of Chaos. The path was clear. 

Alec moved to the doorway, just as a figure delivered a swift kick  to  his  chest.  He  staggered  backward,  the  Diamondspear tumbling from his nerveless fingers to clatter against the stones. 

“Alec  Diamondspear,”  a  smooth  voice  said  from  the darkness. “I was hoping I would see you again.” 

Standing  in  the  doorway,  blocking  Alec  and  Eleira’s  path  to salvation, was Baldir Diamondspear himself. 

Chapter 21







“You brought back my weapon,” Baldir said, leaning over and picking up the fallen spear. Alec reached out for it, but the shade was faster. He tucked it beneath his arm, grinning from ear to ear. “Thank you  so  much,  Alec.  I  suppose  I  owe  you  a  debt  of  gratitude  now, don’t I?” 

“Get  out  of  my  way,”  Alec  growled  through  his  teeth.  He cared  about  the  Diamondspear,  but  he  cared  about  reaching  the control circle and destroying the Chaos Immolator far, far more. “You can’t stop me, Baldir. I have the Archon on my side, and he won’t let you take magic from the world!” 

Baldir  Diamondspear  stared  at  him  for  a  moment  as  if  he’d grown  a  second  head.  Then  the  shade  tossed  back  his  own  head and laughed, staring up at the swollen purple sky. 

“The  Archon,”  Baldir  said,  wiping  his  eyes,  “is  a  fool.  He couldn’t save his own world from the forces of Chaos, so he came to yours to try a second time. The so-called ‘gift’ of magic is nothing but his  own  guilt—both  for  bringing  Chaos  along  with  him  and  for invading your planet. This is not his world, and magic is not a gift you should ever have had!” 

“None of that makes any sense to me,” Alec said, lifting the Ring of the Archon. “I don’t care about your blathering, Baldir. Step aside and let me save my friends!” 

But  Baldir  had  no  intention  of  letting  Alec  pass.  The  shade cocked  his  head  to  the  side,  staring  down  at  the  young  man quizzically.  “You  ought  to  know  these  things,”  Baldir  said  with  a chuckle. “You stand on his homeworld, Alec.” 

What!?  Alec  didn’t  want  them  to,  but  the  pieces  clicked together in his mind anyway. 

“That’s  not  true,”  he  muttered,  pointedly  avoiding  the decaying  jungle  and  the  foreboding  sky.  “You’re  trying  to  confuse me!” 

Baldir spread his arms and laughed. “Behold the work of the Archon!”  the  shade  cackled,  gesturing  at  the  desolation  all  around him.  “The  failure  of  your  so-called  God.  In  a  way,  I’m  glad  you managed to make it this far, Alec. I didn’t expect anyone to try and interrupt  my  triumph,  but  I  should  have  known  you’d  prove  too tenacious to give up. You and your little elf whore.” 

Alec had heard more than enough. As Eleira cast a spell that had vines erupting from the earth and constricting the form of Baldir, Alec  struck.  He  tossed  a  bolt  of  pure  fire,  pulling  the  flame  from  a channel  of  lava  far  beneath  the  surface  of  the  strange  planet  on which  he  stood.  Whether  it  was  the  Archon’s  homeworld  didn’t matter  to  him,  or  even  what  the  Archon  truly  was—those  were questions for philosophers to ponder once the world was safe. Alec’s job was to  make  it safe. 

The flames washed over Baldir Diamondspear. 

“Stand aside!” Alec roared, racing for the spiral slope leading to the control circle. 

To his surprise, Baldir let him run. Eleira followed a pace or two behind him, glancing over her shoulder at the smoldering form of Baldir.  The  man  patted  the  flames  from  his  white  robes  with  a leisurely pace, the smoke and dirt and vines fading away as if they had never been there. 

“You’re too late!” Baldir called from behind them, his voice on the edge of laughter. “In a few moments, the Royal Academy will be cinders, and the pathetic alliance the noble houses cobbled together to resist me will be shattered. With the Haunted Isle and the Royal Academy both destroyed, nearly half the Archon’s grimoires will be turned  to  ashes—which  will  make  destroying  magic  itself  even easier!” 

Alec didn’t listen. The path wound upward, coiling in on itself over and over again. He began to huff and pant, pulling more energy

into his body to aid the climb upward. The control circle lay just a few dozen  feet  over  his  head—he  could  destroy  it  soon,  stopping  the Immolator and saving his friends. 

He  reached  the  top  of  the  plateau  and  froze.  Baldir Diamondspear  stood  in  the  center  of  the  control  circle,  grinning wickedly. 

“Wonderful!” the shade said, shaking its head back and forth. 

“You  truly  do  never  give  up,  Alec.  Even  after  I’ve  shown  you  the truth, you just keep on trying to fit that square peg in a round hole.” 

His gaze traveled over Alec’s shoulder as Eleira reached the top of the plateau. “Would you finally give up if I slaughtered your bride-to-be in front of you, do you imagine?” 

Alec’s  lips  curled  back  over  his  teeth.  “Give  me  back  my spear,” he said, gesturing at the silver staff in the figure’s hand. “You have no right to hold it.” 

This,  unlike  everything  else  that  had  happened  since  Alec and Eleira stepped into the House of Doors, actually seemed to have an  effect  on  the  shade.  Baldir  Diamondspear’s  lips  twisted  with hatred, his eyes burning as his gaze traveled from the weapon in his hand to the young man who stared him down. 

“This  weapon  belongs  to  the  heir  of  House  Diamondspear,” 

Baldir said in a voice curiously empty of emotion. “My father is dead, which means it belongs to  me.” 

Alec  sighed.  How  many  times  would  they  go  through  this before he made Baldir see? Even here, at the heart of Chaos itself, his delusion still gave him power. 

“You are not Uriel’s son,” Alec said, readying the Ring of the Archon. Another one of those waves of power coursed through the ring, as if the Archon himself were ready to finish this fight. “His true son is dead, and his bloodline is extinguished. All you are is his guilt, still walking and talking.” 

A  look  of  pure  rage  twisted  Baldir’s  face.  “I’ll  kill  you  with this,” the shade said, its voice deadly serious. “And once your heart’s

blood  stains  the  stones,  bastard,  I’ll  make  you  admit  that  I  am  the true  heir of my father’s House!” 

On  the  final  word  of  Baldir’s  declaration,  he  struck.  His  first swing of the Diamondspear nearly cleaved Alec in two. 

As strong as Baldir had been when he and Alec clashed on the  streets  of  Nessus,  the  shade  of  Uriel’s  son  had  grown  still stronger.  Baldir  moved  like  a  living  blur,  crossing  the  distance  from the control circle to just within the Diamondspear’s range in a single blink. Alec threw himself to the side, ducking beneath the horizontal swipe by mere inches. 

There  was  no  finesse  to  the  next  few  minutes.  The  fight between  Alec  and  Baldir  Diamondspear  was  not  the  cultured, chivalrous  clash  of  swords  the  bards  sing  about,  or  the  duels  of magic written of in the great textbooks of the Royal Academy. It was not noble, or honorable, or heroic. 

It was a fight to the death. 

Baldir raced forward, striking again and again with Alec’s own weapon. The shade pressed his advantage, practically chasing Alec around the edge of the plateau with wide, horizontal strikes. Worst of all,  Baldir   giggled   as  he  ran,  sounding  more  like  a  child  than  a middle-aged shade as he swung for Alec’s vitals again and again. 

As he dodged, Alec grabbed every element he could. Without the row of batteries at his belt, he couldn’t organize the powers that flowed  through  his  body—he  simply  grabbed  them  all  and  mixed them  within  his  core,  ignoring  the  side  effects  from  combining  so many powerful magics at once. 

At Baldir’s next strike, Alec exploded. There was no rhyme or reason  to  the  attacks  he  battered  the  shade  with—here  flames erupted from his outstretched palm, there chunks of ice flew through the  air  to  stab  Baldir’s  coat.  It  was  a  confusing  mishmash  of elements, tossed around like a bag of marbles at the shade’s feet. 

Yet Baldir dropped the Diamondspear. Alec grabbed for it in the dirt, tugging it away from the shade. 

With a swift kick to the figure’s knees, Alec managed to roll away with the Diamondspear in his grip. He rose to his feet, swinging the spear, and Baldir had to jump backward to escape the reach of the weapon. 

“That  is   mine!”  the  shade  screeched,  something  inhuman contorting Baldir Diamondspear’s face.  “Give it back to me! ” 

The shade struck out—only to be hit in the side of the head with a blast of magic. 

“Take that!” Eleira cried, clinging to the edge of the plateau. 

Alec  had  nearly  forgotten  about  her  in  the  fighting,  but  she’d  been anything  but  idle.  Her  grimoire  lay  open  in  her  palms,  and  half  a dozen balls of energy floated around her head, spells ready for the attack. 

Her next salvo was several bolts of lightning, fired all at once. 

Baldir  threw  up  his  arms  and  screamed,  retreating  across  the plateau  as  both  the  pain  and  the  frustration  of  losing  his  ancestral weapon  rattled  him.  Alec  stepped  into  the  empty  space,  the Bloodcloak swirling around him as he launched himself into his next strike. 

He  slashed  at  Baldir’s  neck,  his  ankles,  his  underarms.  He dealt blows to the shade that would have crippled a normal man, yet Baldir  shrugged  them  off  and  backed  away,  healing  up  so  rapidly that Alec could hardly believe it. 

 I have to hit him over and over again,  Alec realized,  yet if he does the same to me, I’ll be in serious trouble! 

Together, Alec and Eleira battered Baldir with spells. It soon became evident that even with all their skills, their combined powers were  just  barely  a  match  for  the  hatred  powering  Baldir Diamondspear. They simply couldn’t overpower him—he had grown too  strong,  and  this  was  his  home  ground.  Here,  at  the  heart  of Chaos, the shade felt next to invincible. 

All at once, the tide began to turn. Baldir managed to shoot out a hand between spells, slamming a wall of darkness into Eleira that  threw  her  backward  on  her  knees.  Before  she  could  stand  up

and regain her footing, Baldir summoned a massive gust of wind and tossed  it  at  her,  throwing  her  over  the  side.  Alec  cried  out  as  he watched  Eleira  disappear.  She  landed  on  her  shoulder  as  she  fell down to the slope below. 

“That’s  better,”  the  shade  growled  wickedly,  tendrils  of darkness crawling over its body. “It should be you and me, bastard. 

One on one. The false Diamondspear versus the real one…!” 

As he spoke, Baldir began to transform. White scales rippled over his body, turning him from a man into a massive dragon. There was  no  way  Baldir  could  fit  on  the  plateau  in  such  a  form,  so  his wings flapped as he took flight, his shadow covering Alec. 

 I  knew  it  would  come  to  this,  Alec  thought.  It  was  now  or never. 

With  a  cry  and  a  silent  prayer  to  the  Archon  above,  Alec transformed. His body stretched and rippled as he activated the form of  the  dragon,  the  flames  in  his  heart  boiling  over  into  a  burning bonfire. 

The  White  Dragon  landed  on  top  of  him,  its  claws  flashing downward.  Pain  flared  in  Alec’s  shoulders,  and  he  lost  all  human thought.  Everything  fell  away  except  the  simple  animal  need  to defend himself—to kill this draconic threat to his existence before it killed him. 

The  plateau  shuddered  beneath  the  purple  sky  as  the  two titanic  dragons  grappled.  Cataclysmic,  cosmic  energies  crackled over  the  jungle,  filling  the  sky  over  the  alien  world  with  flashes  of power  in  colors  barely  perceptible  to  humans.  Alec  bit  the  White Dragon’s  neck,  seeing  his  teeth  and  the  dragon’s  fangs simultaneously  covered  in  Baldir’s  blood.  Claws  raked  Alec’s  back, and his vision went red. 

As  he  fought,  Alec  could  feel  eyes  on  him.  At  first,  they  felt like Uriel Diamondspear—the Archmage, his mentor, the man who’d been more of a father to him than his real father. Then, as the battle shifted  and  the  White  Dragon  and  the  Red  used  all  their  spells  on each other, those eyes transformed into something entirely different. 

Alec  felt  as  if  the  Archon  himself  watched  this  fight.  The future of magic hung in the balance, and as he had the realization, a surge  of  energy  coursed  through  Alec’s  bloodstream.  The  Red Dragon  raised  its  head,  channeling  a  bolt  of  fire  inches  away  from Baldir Diamondspear’s dragon form. 

 This  is  it!  Alec  thought,  the  words  barely  human  within  his skull.  I’m going to blow you away, Baldir! I’ll stop you once and for all

—! 

The White Dragon attacked. The fire died in Alec’s mouth as a  bolt  of  pure  white  energy  erupted  from  Baldir’s  chest.  It  washed over  Alec,  searing  him  in  a  thousand  places  as  what  felt  like  the energy  of  the  sun  itself  coursed  over  his  skin.  From  a  very  great distance, he heard someone screaming—and he knew it was him. 

When  Alec  came  back  to  himself,  he  was  back  in  human form. So was Baldir Diamondspear. 

The  shade  stood  over  him,  in  the  center  of  the  control  ring. 

The  device  controlling  the  Chaos  Immolator  was  all  gold  and obsidian, twisted ropes of metal wound over each other like a thick cord. Alec could reach out and touch it, but no strength remained in his  limbs.  Even  this  close  to  his  objective,  he  had  no  way  to complete his goal. 

He felt helpless. Baldir Diamondspear smiled down at him. 

“That’s  better,”  the  shade  grunted,  brushing  off  its  robes. 

“Now where’s that spear?” 

Alec tried to rise. He found he couldn’t—that no matter how he  tried,  his  arms  and  legs  refused  to  obey  him.  Only  his  hand moved weakly, the Ring of the Archon glistening on his ring finger. 

“Ah, there it is!” Baldir said as he lifted the Diamondspear. “I told you I’d kill you with this, bastard. Don’t you know I always keep my promises?” 

Alec grit his teeth and  pushed. All his struggling managed to lift his hand, holding it before his face like the world’s tiniest shield. 

Baldir laughed at him. “You think that trinket will destroy me?” 

The  shade  knelt  before  Alec,  pressing  the  sharp  edge  of  the Diamondspear against the young man’s throat. “You tried this once before,  Alec.  You  can’t  purge  the  Chaos  from  my  mind,  traitor.  You see, I  am  Chaos!” 

Alec’s  mouth  moved  soundlessly.  A  wheeze  came  from  his throat. 

“Go  on,”  Baldir  said  helpfully.  He  held  the  blade  a  finger’s width  from  Alec’s  throat,  smiling  in  a  way  that  was  almost sympathetic.  “Get  out  whatever  you  want  your  final  words  to  be, bastard. I can wait.” 

“I’m…” Alec croaked. “I’m…” 

“Yes?” 

Suddenly  his  voice  was  clear.  “I’m  not  trying  to  purify  you,” 

Alec said with a chuckle. 

Baldir’s  eyebrows  rose.  The  Diamondspear  relaxed  a fraction, titling in his confusion. 

Alec  sat  up,  thrusting  the  Ring  of  the  Archon  before  the shade’s face. “I’m trying to make you see the  truth! ” 

The wave of energy inside the ring rippled over the plateau. It shot  Baldir  Diamondspear  backward,  forcing  the  figure  to  stagger away from Alec. Alec slumped against the floor of the plateau, able to prop himself up on one elbow. That was all he could do. 

 It’s on you now,  Alec thought.  I did my part. 

Baldir Diamondspear recovered slowly, wiping the dust from his fine white robes. “That was a neat trick,” the shade said, shaking his  head.  “But  ultimately  futile.  You’ve  bought  yourself  a  few  more moments of life, bastard, that’s all—” 

Baldir lifted his head and froze. A figure stood between him and Alec, his arms stretched wide. 

The shimmering form of Uriel Diamondspear. 

“My son,” the phantom Uriel said. “I am so sorry for what I did to you.” 

Baldir blinked. “This is a trick,” the shade hissed, looking not at Uriel but at Alec. “This is not my father. My father is  dead! Even the Archon cannot bring him back…” 

“Your father is sorry for what he did,” Alec said. He couldn’t have  said  where  the  words  came  from—it  was  as  if  they  simply formed  in  his  mind,  ready-made.  “He  should  have  done  better  by you, Baldir. But he failed. And you died.” 

“I’m not dead!” Baldir cried, tugging at his robes. “These are lies!” 

“You died years ago,” Alec said sadly. “What you are now…

it’s  not  a  thing  anyone  wants  to  be.  It’s  just  rage  and  guilt personified.” 

“You’ve held on for far too long,” the phantom Uriel said. “You truly are my son, Baldir. Stubborn as a damned mule…” 

There  was  a  smile  on  the  Archmage’s  face  as  he  said  it. 

More  than  anything  else,  any  kind  words  or  clever  logic  that  Alec could have brought to bear against the shade, it was that smile that undid Baldir Diamondspear. Tears sprang to the shade’s eyes as he looked  at  his  father—his  forgiving  father,  embracing  him  even  after being murdered. 

“It’s  time  for  you  to  come  home,”  Uriel  said,  taking  a  step forward. “Son. I’ve missed you so much.” 

Baldir lifted his hands, but the phantom Uriel only chuckled. 

“You can’t kill me  again,” the Archmage said, his voice so like Uriel’s that  Alec  wasn’t  sure  if  this  was  a  clever  illusion  created  by  the Archon’s  ring  or  the   actual   soul  of  Uriel  Diamondspear  himself. 

“Come here, son. I… I love you so much. Even when you killed me, I loved you.” 

Baldir  Diamondspear  stared  at  his  father’s  open  arms  a moment  longer,  then  something  inside  of  him  broke.  “Father!”  the shade  cried,  weeping  as  he  embraced  Uriel.  Huge  sobs  wracked Baldir’s  body  as  the  two  hugged,  the  wayward  son  clinging  to  his father. 

 At  last,  Alec  thought,  feeling  as  if  he  were  watching  from  a million miles away.  At last. 

“It’s alright,” Uriel said, holding onto his son. “It’s alright, my boy. Everything will be alright now…” 

Before  Alec’s  eyes,  the  two  men  began  to  dissolve.  Baldir’s fine  robes  turned  to  ash,  blowing  away  on  the  chilly  wind  of  that phantom  sky.  Just  before  Uriel  joined  him,  he  looked  over  Baldir’s shoulder  and  nodded  gravely  at  Alec.  A  spark  of  understanding passed  between  the  two,  and  Alec  knew  that  what  he’d  just witnessed was no parlor trick. 

Then both Baldir and Uriel blew away, dust in the wind. As if they’d never been there at all. 

Alec watched the space where they’d been, stunned. Then a hand gripped the side of the pedestal and tugged, and Eleira climbed onto the plateau, panting. 

“The Ring,” she gasped, gesturing at the control circle. “Use it and destroy the Immolator!” 

 The Immolator!  Alec raced for the control circle. The controls were  obvious,  a  raised  platform  where  Baldir  Diamondspear  had been standing as they’d first reached the top of the plateau. Another indentation  in  the  shape  of  the  Archon’s  jewel  lay  on  the  top,  and Alec slammed the ring into it with gusto, watching as the lights of the control circle winked out one by one. 

Had he done it? Did it work? 

Suddenly the jewel in his ear buzzed. “—is collapsing!” Viya’s voice  came  over  the  line.  “I  don’t  know  what  you  did,  Alec Diamondspear, but thank the Archon that we have you on our side! 

The Chaos Immolator is crashing into the sea!” 

Alec could hear cheering over the line. The armies of the Sky Watch,  the  noble  houses,  of  Rawiri’s  family…  all  of  them  were celebrating.  The  Chaos  Immolator  broke  apart  as  it  fell,  its unpowered  plates  falling  away  and  crushing  the  few  airships  of Chaos left on the field. 

He’d done it. They’d won. 

Alec  and  Eleira  slumped  together  beneath  the  control console, utterly boneless. 

“Did  it  work?”  Eleira  managed  to  ask,  looking  up  at  him weakly. 

Alec took her hand and nodded. 

“We  did  it,”  she  whispered,  a  faint  smile  playing  at  her features. “We really did it, Alec! We saved the world!” 

They had. 

And then they passed out. 





Chapter 22

  

  

 Six Weeks Later

  

“Don’t tie it  too  tight,” Trystara said, fiddling with the buttons on  Alec’s  shirt.  “You  want  to  look  like  a  dashing  young  gentleman, not a sausage stuffed in a casing. What will people think if your shirt doesn’t fit correctly?” 

Alec  watched  the  demoness  attending  to  him  with  a  faint smile.  It  wouldn’t  be  an  important  day,  he  told  himself,  if  Trystara wasn’t fretting over me like a schoolteacher with a new student.  She reminded  him  a  bit  of  the  monks  at  the  Archon  Temple  just  then, always  fussing  over  the  way  the  foundlings  looked  during  an inspection. 

He  let  Trystara  fiddle  with  his  suit  for  a  few  more  moments, then  gently  took  her  by  the  wrists.  “It’s  fine,”  Alec  assured  her. 

“Everything is fine. You look amazing, by the way.” 

The  demoness  looked  down  at  her  clingy  black  gown  and blushed. “I hope it’s not too revealing,” she said, glancing around the dressing  room.  “I’d  never  dream  of  upstaging  a  bride  at  her  own wedding. I wasn’t really sure of the dress code…” 

A  few  feet  away,  Maimonides  and  Tanuin  coughed  politely. 

Both  had  been  graciously  averting  their  eyes  from  the  demoness’s figure, all while allowing her to fuss and fret over her Master as much as she wanted. After all, the wedding was basically automatic at this point.  All  the  decorations  and  meals  had  been  planned  well  in advance, and all that was left was for Alec to show up. 

“You couldn’t possibly dress in a more inappropriate manner than Maimonides,” Tanuin said, jerking a thumb at the gnome. “You know, I lost a great deal of money once on a bet that our gnomish friend was secretly colorblind…” 

Alec  chuckled.  Even  on  his  wedding  day,  the  Shadebringer had  worn  robes  of  hideously  clashing  colors.  Maimonides  would never  be  a  fashion  plate,  but  Viya  seemed  to  like  the  way  he dressed. The silver ring on the gnome’s finger was proof of that. 

“Alright,  I’m  going  to  head  to  the  reception,”  Trystara  said, casting glances at both Tanuin and Maimonides. “When you hear the trumpets, all three of you come out. Don’t get into any trouble while I’m gone!” 

“We’d  never  dream  of  getting  Alec  in  trouble,”  Tanuin  said with a broad smile. The elven ranger looked dapper as could be in his leather robes, and even before the wedding, he’d been the envy of  all  of  Eleira’s  bridesmaids.  If  he  didn’t  watch  himself,  the  ranger would  end  up  joining  the  wedding  club  with  Alec,  Maimonides,  and Vodalus. “He’s in good hands, Trys. Leave everything to us.” 

The demoness gave the trio a skeptical look, then shrugged. 

“You’d  better  not  run  off  on  any  adventures  on  your  wedding  day,” 

she warned Alec with a smile. “Or if you do, you at least take Eleira with you first…!” 

Then  she  was  gone,  leaving  the  trio  in  the  dressing  room alone. 

Alec’s hands shook, so he tucked them in the pockets of his suit. He tried his best not to look the part of the anxious groom on his wedding day, but both Tanuin and Maimonides could tell something was up with him. 

“You’re  not  getting  cold  feet,  are  you,  lad?”  Maimonides teased, jostling Alec with his elbow. “You’ll do fine. No worries. The priest will do most of the work, trust me.” 

“There’s  never  been  a  man  more  ready  for  marriage  than Alec Diamondspear,” Tanuin said with a grin. “He’s been waiting for this  day  ever  since  the  moment  he  laid  eyes  on  Eleira  Leafwalker. 

I’m proud of you, Alec. You two are going to be very happy together.” 

“Yes,”  Maimonides  added,  sharing  a  little  look  with  Tanuin. 

“And  to  ensure  that  that’s  the  case,  we’re  going  to  give  you  some advice.” 

Alec looked at the pair with confusion. “Advice?” 

Maimonides  cleared  his  throat.  “The  first  night  of  marriage can  be…   awkward,  at  times,”  the  gnome  explained,  gesturing  with his hands. “In such a case, it’s good to have a few basic points in the back of one’s mind. I know you’ve been given the speech about the birds  and  the  bees,  but  keeping  one’s  wife  happy  is  a  bit  more complicated than that…” 

“Oh!”  Alec  laughed.  “That  won’t  be  necessary.  Really.  I’m sure  nothing  I  can  do  tonight  will  make  Eleira  less  happy  with  me. 

Besides, I think I hear trumpets.” 

He  did,  in  fact,  hear  trumpets.  Maimonides  and  Tanuin straightened up immediately, all thoughts of the marital bed banished from  the  conversation.  In  a  flash,  both  were  all  business,  intent  on making sure Alec made it to the altar in time and in one piece. 

“That’s  our  cue,”  the  gnome  said  gruffly.  “Viya  will  kill  me  if he’s late.” 

Together,  they  made  their  way  from  the  dressing  room.  The halls of the High King’s palace at Nessus looked more splendid than they  had  in  decades,  polished  and  cleaned  by  servants  to  a  mirror shine. Outside of the castle, cheering crowds enjoyed a holiday. The High King had decreed there’d be no work on his son’s wedding day. 

Alec  reached  the  great  hall  and  froze,  overwhelmed  with emotion.  The  high-ceilinged  room  had  once  been  a  church  to  the Archon,  and  the  holy  figures  mixed  with  the  luxurious  chandeliers and tapestries hanging on the walls. The hall was full of admirers, so many chairs that they’d had to be brought in from other buildings just to  seat  all  of  Alec  and  Eleira’s  friends.  Alec  saw  Brutus,  Olivia,  the foundlings  from  the  Archon  Temple,  Master  Abel  and  Master Matthias,  and  dozens  of  others.  Near  the  back  of  the  chamber, Jolenta  and  Vodalus  sat  smiling,  their  bodies  covered  in  bandages and with several limbs in slings. The pair had survived their airship going down in battle, though not without injury. 

At  the  front  of  the  room  waited  the  High  King,  Alrick Demesne, and his new wife Hera. The High King had married Alec’s

mother within days of the war against Chaos ending, as part of his drive  to  solidify  his  new  reign.  The  fact  that  the  two  of  them  had reconnected and were madly in love didn’t hurt, either. 

“My  son,”  Alrick  said  as  Alec  approached  the  altar.  “You  do know how to make an entrance, don’t you?” 

“Always,” Alec replied with a smirk. “Hello, Mother.” 

Hera leaned over and pinched Alec’s face. “Oh, my beautiful boy,” she said, sounding like every proud mother sending her son off on  his  first  day  at  school.  “You  look  so  handsome!  Eleira  is  such  a lucky girl…” 

“Speaking of which,” Alrick said. 

Alec  turned  around  as  the  sound  of  trumpets  filled  the  hall. 

The band struck up the traditional wedding march of the Kingdom as Eleira’s  bridesmaids  filed  into  the  room,  their  dresses  green  and brown with woodland themes designed to honor the memory of the Leafwalkers. Each of them nodded at Alec, as if acknowledging that he’d both saved the world and was one lucky man. 

As Eleira entered the hall to the swell of the music, Alec felt tears spring to his eyes. He had to agree. 

She  had  never  looked  more  beautiful.  Eleira  wore  a  wispy, gossamer gown of rich cream that appeared to have been spun out of the air itself. Even knowing that the High King had commissioned it from one of his most talented seamstresses, Alec couldn’t believe that magic hadn’t been involved in its creation. 

Eleira  approached  the  altar  step  by  step,  her  face  wet  with happy tears. She beamed at Alec, happier than he’d ever seen her as  she  took  her  place  next  to  him  before  the  High  King  and  the priest. 

 You  look  amazing,  Alec  mouthed,  honestly  blown  away  by Eleira’s beauty. 

 Thank  you,   she  mouthed  back,  sobbing  openly  with  joy. 

 You’re so handsome! 

Later  on,  people  would  tell  Alec  it  was  a  beautiful  service. 

That the priest’s speech was the height of rhetoric, and the beauty of the  venue  and  all  the  friends  surrounding  the  happy  couple  moved more  than  one  person  to  tears.  That  there  wasn’t  a  dry  eye  in  the house as Alec embraced his bride and kissed her. 

But Alec didn’t remember a thing, except for Eleira. She was the  most  beautiful  woman  in  the  world,  and  it  was  an  honor  and  a privilege  to  stand  beside  her.  The  two  linked  their  fingers  as  the speech drew to a close, and they delivered their short vows. 

“Alec Diamondspear,” the priest asked, his mouth curled in a smile.  “Do  you  take  Eleira  Leafwalker  to  be  your  bride?  Through sickness and health, until death do you part, for as long as you both shall live?” 

Alec looked deep into Eleira’s eyes, swimming in them. 

“I do,” he said with all his heart. 

He  barely  heard  the  priest  ask  the  same  question  to  Eleira. 

He  just  heard  her   yes,  her  emphatic  yes  delivered  with  her  whole heart and soul. She was his, and he was hers, and neither of them would have had it any other way. 

“Then  before  the  High  King  and  the  Archon  himself,  I  now pronounce you man and wife,” the priest said, the applause already rippling through the audience. “You may now kiss the bride.” 

Alec lifted Eleira from her feet and kissed her, hard. The pair melted into each other, sparks flying through the room as some wag of a mage lit pulses of fireworks just beneath the ceiling. As Alec and Eleira  exchanged  their  first  kiss  as  man  and  wife,  the  crowd exploded with cheers and applause. 

All of it had led to this. Alec stood next to Eleira, the happiest man in the world. 

The  High  King  stepped  forward.  “I  know  this  is  my  son’s wedding day,” Alrick said, beaming first at Eleira and then Alec, “so I will make this brief. I know you’re all looking forward to the reception and the fine banquet we have planned. As your King, I wish to say a few words.” 

He then looked at Alec. With a start, the young man realized the High King was  asking his permission  to speak. 

“Go  right  ahead,  Your  Majesty,”  Alec  said,  checking  with Eleira to make sure it was alright. “Dad. ” 

Laughter rippled through the audience at that. 

“Chaos  has  been  defeated,”  the  High  King  said,  raising  his voice  over  the  crowd.  “And  the  ways  of  magic  have  been safeguarded  for  another  generation,  thanks  be  to  the  Archon—and to my son, Alec. Yet all of us know now that things cannot continue the  way  they  once  were.  The  old  system  allowed  corruption  to infiltrate  the  hearts  of  men,  and  for  the  institutions  designed  to protect  the  Kingdoms  to  be  turned  against  it.  As  a  result—and  in grateful recognition of the Inscribers for their role in freeing me from the  grip  of  Chaos—I  have  agreed  to  some  of  the  ‘reforms’  certain members of our alliance have proposed.” 

“Those  certain  members  would  be  me!”  Jolenta  cried, cupping her hand around her mouth. Both she and Vodalus cackled, completely in their element in an atmosphere of high drama. 

The High King chuckled and shook his head. “Kids today,” he said,  laughing.  “From  this  day  forth,  the  Royal  Academy  will  no longer  be  a  private  institution,  only  available  to  the  sons  and daughters of nobility. It shall become a  public  university of magic—

and branches of it will be opened in every Kingdom. Kane Igneous, Brutus Schwerin, and Olivia Pawmaw, please rise.” 

The three figures stood up from the audience, each looking a little  surprised  to  have  had  their  names  called.  Olivia  in  particular looked  underdressed  for  a  wedding,  though  Alec  and  Eleira  would have  been  satisfied  with  her  wearing  a  paper  sack  as  long  as  she was there. 

“Lord  Kane  Igneous  will  be  appointed  Headmaster  of  the current  Royal  Academy,”  the  High  King  decreed.  “As  for  you  two, each  of  you  will  be  promoted  to  lead  a  new  Academy—one  built around  defensive  magic,  the  other  around  familiars.  I  trust  each  of you knows which one you’d want to run.” 

Brutus and Olivia shared a look. 

“We do, Your Majesty,” Brutus said dryly. 

“Good,”  The  High  King  said.  “This  is  truly  a  new  era  for  the Kingdoms. We go forward today with a spirit of togetherness, and…” 

Alec  had  heard  this  part  of  the  speech  before.  He  drifted, high on the day and the fact that Eleira was now his  wife. But as the High  King  brought  his  pronouncement  to  a  close,  a  flash  of  motion toward the other end of the room caught his eye. 

The  door  leading  from  the  hall  to  the  courtyard  outside  had been  opened  a  crack,  and  leaning  through  the  narrow  gap  was  an old  man  in  a  resplendent  robe.  His  eyes  shone  like  the  sun,  and  a long white beard trailed all the way down to the floor at his feet. Even standing  there,  smiling  at  Alec,  power  crackled  around  the  aged figure—power like nothing Alec had ever sensed before. 

His heart skipped a beat.  The… the Archon? Could it be…? 

As  if  the  old  man  had  heard  his  thoughts,  he  gave  Alec  a wink.  Then,  with  a  little  nod  as  if  to  say   way  to  go,  kid,  the  man withdrew, taking the golden light with him. 

Alec  turned  to  Eleira,  but  she  was  watching  the  High  King with  a  beatific  smile.  He  realized  she  hadn’t  seen  the  figure—and suddenly, a certainty filled him.  No one  in that hall had seen the old man. Even if he’d walked up to the altar and done a little jig, not a single soul in the world would have noticed him except for Alec. 

He was still thinking about the old man at the reception. The party the High King threw for his son’s wedding made all other social functions  in  Nessus  look  paltry  by  comparison.  The  celebrations went on for hours, with food and drink flowing constantly. Soon Alec was stuffed, and more than a little drunk. 

Servants  lit  fires  as  the  sun  went  down,  heating  the  large courtyard. Someone set up a canopy under the stars, and the large crowd broke into smaller groups as the tenor of the party changed. 

Alec endured claps on the back from dozens of friends, the teasing of the foundlings from the Archon Temple, and a stern lecture from Master  Abel  on  the  importance  of  family  and  regular  attendance  at

religious services. He took it all in with a smile, knowing this would be a day he’d remember for the rest of his life. 

“It  was   such   a  lovely  wedding,”  Viya  was  saying  to  Eleira. 

She  oohed  and  aahed  over the fine ring on Eleira’s finger, a massive diamond  designed  by  jewelers  from  Job’s  Bet.  Despite  the wondrousness of the ring, Eleira would always consider her  true  ring the  Shield  Ring  hanging  from  a  cord  around  her  neck,  beside  the amulet  she’d  fashioned  after  the  original  piece.  “You  looked  so beautiful.  I  hope  there’s  as  much  pomp  and  circumstance  when  I finally manage to get Monty to the altar…” 

The  gnome  looked  as  if  he’d  swallowed  something unexpectedly. “We don’t want to seal our nuptials  too  closely to the King’s  son,”  Maimonides  protested,  gesturing  with  his  hands.  “It would be… ah, rude? A terrible faux pas?” 

“If  anything,”  Jolenta  said,  “this  ceremony  will  spur  an increase  in weddings within the city. I know I can’t wait to tie the knot with  Vodie.”  She  leaned  over  and  fed  her  paramour  a  sugared pastry. “Isn’t that right, darling?” 

“Whatever you say, dear,” Vodalus said with a chuckle. 

Alec was about to turn away when Alrick Demesne made his way through the crowd. The sounds of revelry died down only slightly at the sight of the High King in their midst. It helped that the King had changed  into  less  formal  attire,  and  looked  to  be  only  interested  in greeting his son. 

 We  couldn’t  take  much  more  surprise  legislation,  Alec thought.  Though I’m sure our reformed ruler has many surprises in store…

Alrick  embraced  Alec,  squeezing  him  tight.  “I’m  so  proud  of you, son,” he said, patting Alec’s back. “I’m looking forward to getting to  know  you  better.  You  know,  you’ve  learned  to  be  a  mage  and  a warrior,  but  now  you’re  going  to  have  to  learn  to  be  a  prince.  And perhaps, someday, a  King.” 

“Oh, let’s not worry about that yet!” Tanuin said, smiling at the King. “You’ve got lots of life in you yet, Your Majesty. Let’s just worry

about one thing at a time, agreed?” 

“Agreed,”  Eleira  purred,  sliding  an  arm  around  Alec’s shoulders. “Shall we retire for the night,  husband? I’ve been on my feet all day, and I’m looking forward to a little… rest?” 

Alec  was  about  to  say  yes  when  he  heard  a  voice  on  the wind. 

The  hairs  rose  on  the  back  of  his  neck.  The  world  slowed around  him,  Eleira’s  growing  smile  freezing  midway  to  its  zenith. 

Time  itself  paused  as  the  wind  formed  itself  into  a  word,  brushing past Alec’s ear with an energy he’d never felt before. 

 Son…

Alec blinked—and in that blink, he saw a vision. 

He stood in a window, overlooking the King’s bedroom. High King  Alrick  Demesne  snoozed  next  to  Hera,  the  two  of  them wrapped  up  in  blankets.  Alec  would  have  rather  not  thought  about how  they got there, exactly, and wondered why he was seeing this. 

Just  then,  a  bolt  of  magic  coursed  through  the  window.  It passed through Alec, striking Hera through the covers where her taut belly  met  the  blankets.  The  woman  cried  out  in  her  sleep,  tossing and  turning  as  her  body  and  the  bed  faintly  glowed  with  magic. 

Tendrils of it enveloped the woman, rocking her back to sleep as she slumped against Alrick Demesne. 

As the vision dissolved, the word repeated.  Son…

Alec was back in front of Eleira, her smile growing. 

“That sounds wonderful,” he said, giving the group a knowing grin. “Shall we, my wife?” 

As  Alec  took  his  beloved’s  hand  and  led  her  to  the  marital bed, the revelation filled his mind. What he’d seen in his vision was incontrovertible—an outside observer might not have known what it meant, but Alec understood it all the way to his bones. 

He  was   not   Alrick  Demesne’s  son.  The  night  he  was conceived,  the  Archon  himself  had  poured  his  power  into  Hera. 

While Alrick slept, unaware of what was happening, a power outside of space and time had created life inside of Alec’s mother. 

He  wasn’t  just  destined  to  become  High  King.  Alec  was  the son of the Archon—destined to become the heir of divinity. What did that  mean,  exactly?  Was  the  Archon  truly  God,  or  a  being  from another world, as the shade of Baldir Diamondspear had claimed? 

Alec looked into Eleira’s eyes and found nothing but love and devotion there. 

 All questions for another time,  Alec chided himself. For now, there  was  his  wife,  and  his  friends,  and  whatever  new  adventures they’d need to go on to safeguard their fledgling alliance. The High King  may  not  have  been  his  true  father,  but  he’d  been  right  about one thing. 

It was a whole new world. 

Alec was ready to see what it would bring to his new family. 



End of Book 6
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