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    Author’s Note:


    


    This is a work of fiction.


    


    If your life resembles the places and characters in this book in any way, immediately stop reading and do something about it.


    


    Please.

  


  


  



  
    


    


    


    To those who follow their dreams…wherever they may lead.

  


  


  
    Less than Worthless


    


    I was never worth anything until I killed a man.


    


    That may sound harsh but, in fact, those words are far too kind.


    


    Before my first kill, I was less than worthless—lacking in character, poor in spirit, short on imagination, as brave as a startled squirrel, as sharp as a squashed turnip, and as intelligent as a stump…and those were some of my more favorable qualities.


    I was an embittered, thieving, mindless coward.


    On my better days, I was a bumbling imbecile more likely to harm myself than get the better of anyone else.


    At least until I killed a member of the Empyrean Guard.


    Then everything changed.


    I didn’t mean to kill someone. In fact, the only person I could harm intentionally was probably myself. Even then, I was such a doddering idiot that I wouldn’t be able to manage it unless it happened accidentally through the natural expression of my ill luck.


    But I get ahead of myself…

  


  


  
    A Man’s Hovel is Not His Castle


    


    Rain hammered down relentlessly.


    I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face, much less the fine abodes of my village. That, at least, was a blessing.


    Unfortunately for the rain, it had been fated to land on the most worthless pile of dung this side of Uërth. Even more unfortunate for the rain, it had no hope of cleaning the stinking pile of refuse that was my home.


    Perhaps, if the rain was capable of such a thing, it could at least aspire to one day cleansing the blight that was my home from itself.


    


    There are those who tell me they welcome the rain, that its smell is akin to an ambrosia, a heady mixture of cleanliness and the bounteousness of life, stirring fond remembrances of days past and opportunities yet to come.


    Those people have never visited Balde.


    The rains are magical; I will give them that. Working their arcana on the village’s odeur, the showers transmogrify the welcoming boutique of offal and effluent into a spine-tingling miasma encompassing fetid decay, noxious rot, and vile alchemical waste.


    When they’re gone, nothing’s clean, least of all the rain itself.


    My hovel with its sunken roof lurched at the village’s periphery, not exactly in visible motion but certainly giving that dizzying sensation, one of a thankless few fortunate enough to be excluded from the village proper, hunkered outside the leaning fortifications intended to protect the worthies within.


    Luckily for those huddled inside the ancient walls, the Front was far away from Balde, and most of the dangers of demonic incursion were only spoken of in whispered undertones and stolen glances.


    Even luckier for me, I wouldn’t need to rely on those walls because, chances were, the citizens on the other side wouldn’t let me in even if I begged.


    Why my neighbors had never burned my shack down is one of life’s greater mysteries. Perhaps the relentless rains dampened the villagers’ initiative. Perchance these unceasing, woeful deluges prevented the sparks needed to return my hut to the sodden, unwelcoming earth. Mayhap the thick layers of mud reinforcing the sagging straw roof would not catch under even the hottest torch.


    Equally baffling, why the villagers had never attempted to raze my hovel provided another insoluble riddle the likes of which would have kept me up at night wracked with worry had I cared one jot for my home or its meager cast-off contents. Maybe the thick layers of earth and refuse shoring up its walls served to buttress the village’s fortifications and no one wished to risk a collapse of the outer walls. Perchance my home was of such awful mien and lugubrious aura that the villagers thought it served an indispensible role as a deterrent for any rampaging monsters or marauding bandits. Conceivably, the denizens of Balde had tacitly decided that my croft would serve as a sacrificial first offering for any demons, sidhe, or other supernatural interlopers should they ever decide to attempt suicide by contaminating themselves on my fellow residents. Mayhap they were afraid to risk poisoning from the blanket of magical mushrooms growing like a pox all over the surface of the hut. There is a chance they did not wish to further pollute the local environs with the refuse from my shanty. Alternatively, no one wished to befoul their psychic essences by besmirching their magics upon the taint of my fair dwelling.


    Whatever the reason, my house stubbornly withstood the tests of time and reason.


    Most probably because time wanted nothing to do with it.


    And reason had long abandoned it.


    


    I could say that I welcomed getting back home after trekking through the rain and muck, but I would be lying.


    My shack wasn’t much drier than the rain outside. Two broken windows stared malevolently at me as I approached, their recriminating glare a reminder of my role in their inevitable decay. The front door refused to fall off the one remaining hinge that held it loosely in place. Rotted horizontal planks formed approximations of four walls that generally supported the saggy, muddy roof. Most of the gaps between planks were filled with mud…or they were almost filled, anyway. Sadly, the bulk of the dabs had washed away before the dirt could dry and properly harden to seal the walls. I think the roof managed to stay together largely thanks to the intractable mat of basilisk’s bane vines creeping through the thatch and clay.


    I actually imagine the poisonous vines were among the happiest residents in my home. The climbers were certainly happier than the poor starving rats who persisted with the Abyss’s own depthless tenacity to eke out a living inside.


    The only competition the vines had for deepest appreciation of my decrepit hovel were the lethal eldritch mushrooms growing in a thick carpet upon the roof and along the exterior walls. Not only did the mushrooms provide a robust defensive perimeter, they also offered valuable sustenance, were excellent for the constitution, and grew back faster than they could be eaten…once you developed an immunity to their toxins.


    The fungus also glowed, which saved me quite a bit of effort, cost, and risk in keeping my home lit.


    I carefully opened the front door lest I pull it off its rusty hinge and let the rain drip down from my soaked hair to join the pooling water on the sodden floor. A small, ill-kempt bed still stood, thankfully, on failing posts propped up with assorted irregular stones. The bed took up most of the room inside. A small firepit with a pot and a washbasin crowded the rest of the adjoining space.


    Through long years of neglect, I had learned that I did not have to fear burning the place down. The mud, wet, moss, and mildew inside formed an impregnable protective barrier against even the most formidable sparks and embers.


    Although it was presently empty, I did have a small storage box stashed beneath the bed on the off chance I could actually manage to acquire something worth keeping. Given the fruits of my roughly two decades of life, I would hazard that signs pointed to it being unlikely that it would ever be filled.


    The chest also served as a backup support should one, or several, of the bed’s legs fail.


    This, then, was the extent of my earthly riches, the inheritance my parents had left me when they discovered the good sense to run off some years ago, well before I had the wherewithal to go after them.


    Not that I would have.


    On the plus side, the rent was cheap and the landlord was not at all demanding.


    Being a homeowner had its perks.


    There just weren’t that many for me.


    


    Given the riches entrusted to my care and the enormous responsibilities involved in their upkeep, most of my time was spent idly whiling the days away.


    This veritable font of industriousness only ingratiated me to my fellow denizens of Balde, among whom I was looked upon with almost universal disdain, disregard, and an air of general embarrassment.


    If I were daft, I would perhaps be regarded as the village idiot. Not being entirely without reason or sense, I was merely esteemed worthless.


    Being worthless was one of my greater charms.

  


  


  
    The Fall of Heaven’s Gate


    


    With the fall of the Empyrean Gate and the routing of the Uërthly Host, the legions of Chaos finally believed they had achieved permanent access to the mortal realm.


    On the day of Heaven’s defeat, seraphic blades fell from the firmament, Paradise’s tears made solid, each Angel’s Sword marking the death of one of Uërth’s chosen defenders.


    The blades were wieldable only by the purest of heart, and there were those on Uërth who still believed humanity’s deliverance would come from above.


    But what good ever came from the edge of a sword?


    


    Their path to Uërth clear, the legions of Chaos began their assault upon the realms of Man. Overmatched and outnumbered, humanity was decimated at every turn while the world was despoiled and recast around it.


    Despite the crushing defeats meted out and the annihilation of human forces at every turn, the hordes of Chaos were shocked by the resilience and tenacity of Man, the mortals’ stubborn refusal to yield ground and allow demonic ascension.


    Though these meager humans’ paltry lives were suspended tenuously between the Empyrean and the Abyssal, very much unlike their righteous heavenly allies, the Lords of Chaos were quite surprised to find that they refused to fight fair.


    Or yield.

  


  


  
    Stupid Is as Stupid Does


    


    I jumped up, heart hammering in my chest like the Abyss’s own thunder, my ill-patched, fraying blanket falling away from my bony shoulders in apparent relief at being rid of my filthy touch.


    The echoes of an otherworldly, bloodcurdling roar yet lingered distressingly amongst the village walls, startling me from dreams of bounteous mushroom harvests in forests free of rain and muck.


    What in the name of the Light would sound so horrific?


    I did not want to find out.


    If my thudding heart were any indication, I was about to become something’s supper.


    Something vile.


    And probably uglier than my unwashed armpit.


    As unwholesome as I was, whatever was out there would have to be even more desperate than I to consider adding me to the menu.


    Stranger things had happened.


    I was, for instance, a master mushroom harvester living in a hovel covered in enough poisonous fungi to kill several armies many times over.


    And I ate those same mushrooms for dinner.


    With gusto.


    I threw back the sheet, swung my knobby, dirt-smeared knees around and over the edge of the mattress, and my feet squelched in the cool, welcome ooze waiting beneath the bed.


    While my mind screamed welcome encouragement such as STAY IN BED, FOOL! and YOU IDIOT, DON’T GET UP! I yawned, fighting back fear and the urge to faint, then put on my overcoat, patting my chest to make sure that Lucius, my pet rock, was in his pocket, and stood.


    I wasn’t brave.


    Just stupid.


    A concussive blast of force threw me back onto my bed—knocking the air from my lungs as I fell with all the grace of a drunken Ogre—and it promptly collapsed, having been meted its fair share of injustice and travails.


    “Narblung!” I swore.


    Mostly for my own benefit.


    Certainly not for the bed’s.


    Trying again, I stood up once more. This time the mud squelching between my toes was not so welcome.


    That was when I noticed the door had been blown off its hinges.


    Or hinge, as the case may be.


    Sighing, I put on my boots and stepped over the door fragments lying on the floor by the threshold. If only it had been held together by mushrooms and vines like the rest of the house, it might have survived the blast.


    Peering cautiously outward through the black gap in my wall, I could not see anything untoward, or more untoward than normal, and heard nothing amiss.


    Whatever was out there making a commotion was now silent.


    That was scarier than the tumult itself.


    “Lucius, I may need you.”


    My pet rock responded with ready disregard—unmoving and unmoved by my plea.


    Gazing closer, I let my vision expand into the night, my soul’s eye filling in the details my mundane eyes could not.


    Shadows danced and wavered all around me, the evening alive with the luminous outlines of trees, the incandescent lights of grasses and shrubs, and the opalescent sparks of insects and small animals, all set against the lurid glare of my cultivated poisonous mushrooms.


    In the distance, over the edge of the hill on which Balde perched like an unwholesome wart, magic danced and shimmered, drawn toward something or someone with Power.


    I didn’t want to go over there.


    Really.


    But I had to.


    I was a moth drawn to flames of eldritch light.

  


  


  
    Empyrean Guard


    


    Why exactly was I doing this?


    What could I hope to achieve?


    Whatever had made that noise, whatever had caused the explosion that had thrown me to my bed, would break me quicker than I had snapped my rotten bed frame.


    Balde was abuzz behind me, lights coming on, doors slamming, people yelling commands and questions. If I delayed but a minute or two more, the town guard would be out through the gates to investigate, leaving me out of the whole affair. At least I’d be left out if they decided circumstances looked safe enough to sally forth from behind their gates in all their putative might and glory.


    As sorry as Balde was, and it wasn’t much better than my hovel, as an ancient outpost of the realm it was warded by powerful spells to keep the likes of extradimensional invaders and associated miscreants out and away from its fine abodes.


    In that case, given the force of the outburst, I might indeed be the only one willing to respond.


    Shaking my head, I trudged across the hill full of trepidation, as carefully as I could through the slurping muck, avoiding the gnarled roots of trees too stubborn to give in to the relentless precipitation. As I struggled ahead, I noted that the shadowy essences around me did not recoil, vanish, or waver as they might have in the presence of some awful demonic denizen of the Deep.


    The night shimmered around me darkly, untouched by my fears, concerns, and worries. There was little to be done besides moving forward, despite my anxieties.


    Ahead, over the hill, power surged and danced, constellations on the horizon, dreams of auroras past clashing with powers yet to be.


    Maybe things would be okay for once…


    Who was I kidding?


    Whenever I was involved, events quickly progressed from awful to abysmal…or worse.


    Time to get this over with.


    


    Keeping low in the grass, hunched down trying to remain as unobtrusive as possible, I slunk over the crest of the hill trying my best to determine the cause of the commotion.


    There was, as yet, no sign or indication of response from Balde, the town guard safely nestled within their walls and unwilling to come out; perhaps heady with exhilaration and hung over on the joys of bucolic village life, they were reluctant to venture out into the glories of the local neighborhood. As inspired as the populace was, their initiative did not give them sufficient impetus to leave the welcome safety of their dank, ill-kempt thresholds. Not given the luxury of the town’s defensive walls, or much in the way of walls in general given the state of my home, I had little choice but to remain outside.


    When I peeked over the hill’s crest, my eyes widened as I absorbed the events that had taken place on the far side of the slope. There, cast down in the muck, yet untouched by the mud and dirt of the storm just past, lay a man wreathed in Heaven's glory.


    Pure shimmering light wavered about him while a glowing celestial blade rested several hands’ breadths to his side on the ground. As I watched, the light about the man slowly but noticeably faded, dwindling inexorably into the darkness.


    Blood pooled thickly about the man’s armored form.


    Given my extensive medical experience and expertise, I knew that was not a good sign.


    From my vantage, the knight appeared to be of middle age, with relatively fair skin, his hair graying, framing a face careworn and wrinkled, a man exposed to harsh weather and long days in the sun. Many travails and concerns had etched his skin in an intricate tapestry.


    Looking pointedly both left and right, I saw no direct indication of fell powers that might have cast down such a mighty hero. No dark essences crouched or coiled, gathered or pooled, in preparation to strike in any place I could see or feel. There were no demonic corpses, footprints, or implements of depravity that I could sense even when I strained to the limits of my ability. Glancing back to the man to assess his status, I noted that the aureate glow around him had continued to fade, his luminous exterior Sigil Armor evaporating in a shimmering haze as he weakened.


    In a sane world, I would have called out for help.


    Since I lived on Uërth after the Fall, I held my tongue lest my good deed bring a pack of ravenous demons skulking in the night down upon me in a rending, tearing, soul-devouring vortex.


    Feeling safe for the moment, or as safe as I could in a place where a man this mighty could be laid low, I rushed forward to the knight’s side, forgoing what little common sense ever was unfortunate enough to claim my wretched self as home. My feet squelching in the mud as I slogged forward, I was ready to be of some assistance if I could, although there was, in truth, little I knew that could be done to aid him without access to higher magics. As I neared the warrior’s body, the full significance of what I saw and the gravity of the man’s injuries became more apparent. The knight was, it seemed, only weakly holding on to life by force of tremendous will, and that will was waning rapidly.


    There was a gaping wound in the man’s chest despite his otherworldly armor, which now trembled and flickered about his body as fragilely as his failing breath. How something had gotten through this magical aegis I did not know, though I could certainly imagine, but that it had happened was beyond a doubt, for the man’s lifeblood pooled thickly about his recumbent form, the sodden ground unable to absorb his loss.


    Kneeling beside the warrior’s still frame, I placed a reassuring hand on the man’s shoulder, wishing but unable to offer more.

  


  


  
    Life from Death


    


    Upon touching his shoulder, feeling the moist fabric of his garments beneath my touch, offering a soothing gesture of reassurance, a tide of power overcame me. I shook violently as with an electric shock, unable to control my motions or remove my hand, writhing in agony as though I had been blasted by a bolt of lightning descending from the firmament in righteous fury that refused to ground itself in the earth.


    With this surge, visions flashed in my mind’s eye, ever faster and more frenzied, quicker than I could register or catalog.


    In rising horror, I realized this phantasmagoric tide of images of a life past was not my own.


    I was reliving the life of the fallen hero lying before me.


    Worse than that, I was losing myself in his resurrection.


    


    I received my blessed sword from my father in the lush hills surrounding the family keep, overlooking glacial lakes beneath the distant sky-spanning peaks that separated Fornost from surrounding realms as I first laid hands on the enchanted blade.


    I spent years wandering the land, challenging myself in search of a brighter future.


    I marched alongside resplendent Empyrean Guard caparisoned in lucent Sigil Shields, proudly brandished glowing Angel Swords as we marched alongside fey dryads, sidhe, and other allies of men.


    Creatures of Darkness fell before my mighty glowing blade in an endless tide.


    I spent decades in prayer, supplication, and study in various monasteries, keeps, and retreats.


    I practiced the arts of war on the field amidst enemies and at home amongst friends and allies.


    The light of hope was cast across a land wreathed in despair in times of darkness and desolation.


    Heroes walked among men and fell just as readily.


    


    Was there no end?


    Faster and faster the visions, sensations, and memories came.


    Just as quickly I began to fade.


    This was too much…


    Everything was moving too quickly…


    I…could…not…take…any…more…


    Unable to bear further witness to the life of a man whose heroics spanned an entire world and crossed generations, I fell face-first into the muck.

  


  


  
    And Now the Cavalry


    


    Spitting, coughing out dirt, I awoke to a boot kicking me unceremoniously in the ribs.


    Trying to call my attacker off, I attempted to stand, but a boot planted firmly in the small of my back discouraged further movement.


    “Stay down, Saedeus, if ya know what’s good fer ya.”


    The town guard had finally arrived.


    Just not in the nick of time.


    


    Carefully cracking open my dirt-encrusted eyes, I tried to remember where I was and what had happened.


    My arm lay on the cool fabric of someone’s garment.


    Of a man…


    A dead man.


    A man with an alarmingly awful hole blasted through his chest.


    This was not good.


    But what ever was?


    I was at the scene of a crime cradling a dead man, a man of nobility as high as I was low, his blood all over me with no other tracks, signs, or evidence in place.


    No, this was not good.


    Not good at all.


    “Jon…” I recognized the ready compassion and intelligence of Jon’s voice even with my head buried in the mire. Jon often offered sage words of advice and heartfelt encouragement to me from the safety of the barricaded far side of the town gates when nights were especially dark and grim. “This is not what you think.”


    “Oh? And just what am I thinkin’, ya pile o’ mushroom dung?”


    Recognizing that his question was largely rhetorical, for Jon did not think, he merely acted on base instinct, I replied, “I heard a commotion last night and came to investigate. When I arrived, I found this man here, injured, dying, in fact. I came over to help but fainted before I could.”


    Jon snorted. “You would.”


    After a long pause, one in which I knew the four or five neurons still residing in his skull were trying to express themselves fully but failing, he added, “Save it fer tha magistrate.”


    I would.


    


    Sitting in the dank, ill-lit, dusty prison cell, I realized something.


    It’s sad when a prison cell is an upgrade from your home, especially one as abandoned and run-down as the dungeons unlucky enough to be still standing in Balde.


    As a corollary to this insight, I realized something else—perhaps I should have tried to get arrested sooner.


    My house and the mushrooms holding it together would not notice my absence.


    “You must always remain optimistic so that your views will guide your actions.”


    What the huh?


    “Who’s there?”


    I stood up within the cramped confines of my cell and looked around, leaving footprints in the dust as I circulated about the small stone chamber.


    There was no one to be seen.


    The banded oaken door was shut, allowing only a limited view of the passageway beyond through a hand-sized, iron-barred window.


    I could see no onlookers or spectators looking in on the sorry exhibits in the menagerie.


    I walked over to the pile of rags serving the dual role of bedding and minimalist artistic architectural element and kicked them aside.


    “You’ll find nothing there.”


    I jumped…thankfully not very high, or I would have smashed my head into the low stone ceiling.


    Spinning around, I got dizzy as I tried quickly but unsuccessfully to locate the source of the advice.


    Using my superior reflexes and the element of surprise gave me little advantage.


    “Sit down.”


    For the love of the Light, what was going on here?


    “If you would please sit down, I will tell you.”


    I sat.


    There was no point arguing with something I could not see, touch, or feel.


    Especially when using my second sight revealed nothing.


    And, as crafty as I was, I knew ignoring the voice would only make it talk more.


    As a general rule, I hated talking.


    At least when I was not the one doing it.


    Better to get whatever this sorry excuse for a joke was over with. Surely some witty local hedge wizard had decided, or even more likely had been contracted by the local officials, to hex the room to torment prisoners as a deterrent to further incarceration.


    “The sooner you accept my reality, the sooner we can begin to work together.”


    Work together?


    Work together!


    I worked alone!


    Except for Lucius.


    And my mushrooms.


    “What exactly are you talking about?”


    “I am not talking.”


    Then it hit me.


    The voice was right.


    It was not talking.


    It was in my head!


    Right then and there, I bestowed myself with a Saedeus Award for Genius, one of many SAGs I had earned for my uncanny skills of observation and discernment.


    Of course the voice would be in my head!


    What better place for a new voice to take up residence than inside my very own skull?


    “If your petulance is at an end, I will begin.”


    At an end?


    My petulance had yet to begin!


    “I seem to be truly needed here,” the voice sighed.


    It actually sighed.


    Inside my own head!


    “Now listen here…voice…and listen well. This is my head we’re talking about…or in, and I’ll have no lip from the likes of you!”


    “Perhaps introductions are in order?”


    The voice was so calm, so civil, so smooth and composed.


    I hated it.


    “How about I introduce you to the back of my hand?”


    “No thanks. I have already met it.”


    The nerve!


    “Now, if you are done pouting, I would advise you to stop talking aloud. Talking to yourself in public certainly will not help your case before the local justice.”


    I steamed but managed to hold my tongue…tightly, pinched between my teeth.


    “I am Alric of the Empyrean Guard, erstwhile defender of the realm, hunter of demons, and protector of the Light’s cause.”


    I knew this guy!


    I had lived his life!


    “I know all about you, Alric. I just lived through your near-death experience…although it seemed quite a bit more than that.”


    “Indeed it was.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I share your thoughts, Saedeus.”


    The proof was right there. I had not even introduced myself and he knew my name.


    This was not going to be pretty.


    My secrets really were not worth knowing.


    “You know all that I know, Saedeus. You have but to learn to access it, and grow into your ability to use it.”


    “What?”


    I could not have heard that right. I knew how to grow and harvest mushrooms…not slay extradimensional nasties from the black pits of Chaos.


    “I will show you how. I will teach you what you already know.”


    “Why would you do a thing like that?”


    “We now share a common body, Saedeus, along with a common cause.”


    I did not like the sound of that!

  


  


  
    The True Beginning of My Travails


    


    There’s a saying, “Two heads are better than one.”


    This is generally true.


    Except when there are two heads in one.


    Then all bets are off.


    


    I did not bet, nor did I want to, but I had already lost.


    And I did not even have any money.


    


    “You expect me to follow in your footsteps?” I asked incredulously.


    “No. I expect you to follow in your own footsteps. I will just provide some guidance along the way.”


    “Then why do you presume that our interests are aligned?”


    “You wish to survive. I wish to make that happen.”


    Old Al had a point there.


    


    “So what do I need to do?”


    “Listen to me.”


    Why did they always want me to listen?


    “Alright. I’ll do my best.”


    “First, you must get out of this cell. Then you must retrieve my sword. Then you must begin becoming what you will.”


    Was that all?


    “What will I do the rest of the afternoon?”


    “Your sarcasm only amuses yourself.”


    This guy was going to be a lot of fun stuck inside my noggin.


    “And how exactly will I manage that?”


    “You must internalize what you have seen. Reflect on the memories now in your mind. Incorporate that knowledge and ability into yourself.”


    “Yes, but how exactly did this happen?”


    “Of that, I am not entirely certain.”


    At least he was honest.


    “I just placed my hand on you and boom! I was soaking in your life like stale bread slurping up gravy.”


    Mmm…bread.


    How long had it been since I had eaten?


    My stomach offered its opinion on the conversation.


    “Has anything like this happened before?”


    “Not that I recall.”


    Had it?


    The world was a magical place, full of wonder and danger in equal measure. How had I survived outside Balde’s fortifications when few dared to venture out after the sun fell?


    How had I managed to understand how to harvest plants, which ones were safe to touch and eat, their properties, their relationships to each other, how to grow those that had the most interest to me, all without any formal training or help from others, if I did not take something of their essence and learn from it?


    After a moment’s pause, I amended my earlier comment. “Perhaps I do learn something from the essences of the plants I harvest.”


    “Hmm… This was the first time the ability manifested itself so strongly?”


    “Yes.”


    “Have you ever been near anyone dying or killed anyone before?”


    What kind of question was that?


    “Of course not! No one will have anything to do with me other than to trade for my medicinal plants and tonics. And more often than not, I don’t bother seeking anyone out to trade.”


    “What about animals? Do you hunt for your food?”


    “I never intentionally kill anything. My mushrooms give me everything I need. When I do want meat, I trade for it. I would be more likely to hurt myself than whatever it was I would try to hunt, anyway.”


    “If you’ve never killed anyone, especially anyone with powerful magics, then you would not know what would happen to you if you had.”


    “Meaning?”


    “You may be far more than you appear.”


    Great!


    Riddles.


    So, not only do I have someone sharing my thoughts, but he speaks in riddles as well.


    “And?”


    I was growing impatient.


    Considering that was how I’d started, I did not have to grow far.


    “I think you may be proof that the Djen’toth are not extinct.”


    “Djen’toth?”


    His voice was firm and sharp, like the edge of a blade. “Soul stealers.”

  


  


  
    Djen’toth


    


    Soul stealer!


    How could I be a soul stealer?


    Soul stealers were extinct long before the demons threw down the gates of Heaven and raged across Uërth’s surface largely unchecked until humanity began to fight them back with Angel Swords wielded by the Empyrean Guard.


    


    Soul stealers were extinct for a reason.


    In many ways, soul stealers were worse than demons. They combined demons’ power and need for more with humanity’s insatiable desire to expand, control, and subjugate.


    They were like demons in human guise.


    However, there was one principal difference. Soul stealers took the knowledge and power of anyone or anything they killed as their own.


    Secrets were not safe before their blades. Empires could unwind with the right kill.


    Ancient knowledge could be stolen with a single stroke.


    Lore held within the minds of the most secretive mages could be had with but a little blood.


    Unimaginable powers could switch from one individual to another without being earned or achieved.


    Soul stealers left violence and chaos in their wake.


    They also tended to be mad.


    Or their psyches were so shattered and overwrought, they were far beyond madness.


    Luckily for the rest of humanity, Djen’toth tended to hunt each other in calamitous efforts to gather and consolidate power.


    As damaging as they were to society, soul stealers tended to be their own worst enemies.


    It was killing the last remaining few that had been the real challenge.


    Godlike beings with an insane lust for power and the ability to gain more from whatever the source were not easy targets even with Heavenly intervention.


    Though the cost had been terrible, in the end, the Djen’toth had been wiped out, their terrors and atrocities forgotten.


    Until I came along.


    Lucky me.


    


    So, in sum, I was privileged enough to be quite possibly the last of a rare subgroup of humanity thought long extinct. With this good fortune came the very likely possibility of being hunted and killed for my genetic heritage.


    People being who they were, lacking appropriate creative outputs and hobbies, like moss gardening or dragon scale collecting, they would probably take my capture as an opportunity to torture, taunt, and torment me in as many ways as their small minds could imagine. With the appropriate creative outlets and a broader vision—that is to say, in a saner world not degraded by past atrocities and ravaged by throngs of demons—my hypothetical pursuers might even let me be.


    However, as the import of Alric’s words sank to the marrow of my soul like a cast iron anchor tethered to a child’s sailboat, I realized the chances of that outcome were none, bordering on statistically impossible.


    And I was not any good at math.


    Cheered by my deliberations, I was at least reassured that before I was waylaid and dismembered by bloodthirsty savages, I would probably already be insane, my consciousness torn apart by the warring minds and experiences housed within my fragile intelligence.


    Taking a deep breath, I decided three things.


    First, I would hide who and what I was at all costs. Being as brave and outgoing as I was, such duplicitous subterfuge might be a challenge for my heroic nature, but I thought that I could manage the task.


    Second, I would do my best to learn from any experiences I might glean as a result of my abilities as intelligently as possible. Given my intellectual challenges, this might prove an insurmountable task. However, as an outcast stubborn enough to harvest mushrooms and persist on the margins of an already marginal society, I should have enough perseverance to make up for at least a modicum of what I lacked in cognitive faculties.


    I hoped.


    Third, despite my many shortcomings, foibles, eccentricities, and limitations, I would try to be true to myself, as sad a self as that was, and would be, and do all I could not to lose myself in the lives, knowledge, and power of others. The simplest path to that end was not to kill anyone and avoid anyone dying.


    I had managed to not kill anyone for almost two decades until last night.


    How hard could it be to avoid killing anyone or anything else?


    It was the ‘not dying’ part I was most concerned about.

  


  


  
    From Here to There


    


    My mind finally settling from a state of frenzied agitation to my normal background level of mere anxiety, I asked, “How exactly did you get here?”


    Getting used to talking to myself was a bit easier than I had anticipated.


    Maybe I had eaten too many mushrooms.


    “I was hunting an Al’zakara—”


    “An Al’zakara?” I interrupted.


    “A flesh dancer.”


    I nodded to myself, as if that had cleared up everything, when, in fact, it had not. Then I stopped myself on the off chance someone was watching and had noted my odd behavior.


    Visions began to dance in my mind, called forth as though they were my own, with Alric’s remembrance. Dark, rain-filled days spilled into sleepless nights following the bloody trajectory of an inhuman killer. Mangled bodies, sorcerous attacks, and wrecked homes at first provided a gruesome trail that grew ever fainter as the foul creature fled into the northern wilds.


    “The demon took over the body of a powerful wizard. The poor fool had probably invited the thing in, and it had been on a rampage northward ever since.


    “Weeks of tracking found me in the northern hinterlands, the demon’s trail grown cold until it sprung a trap on me just outside the walls of your little hamlet.


    “Luckily, I stopped it from entering your town’s gates…at least for the time being, but it will be back; of that I am certain. It has not fed to its satisfaction for too long.”


    How could he consider himself lucky when he had died?


    For that matter, was he really dead now that he lived on in me?


    Did his soul still live on elsewhere?


    Was that why the Djen’toth were so abhorrent and hated?


    Had I stolen his chance at an afterlife?


    If I died, could I give it back?


    I heard in Alric’s soft response to my unspoken questions a measure of kindness and respect I had not heard before. “I will try to respect the sanctity of your thoughts…but you should not pain yourself on my account. I am at peace. Whether now or later, my soul will be released.


    “My soul will not be burned up as it would be if it were subjugated by a demon.”


    That was at least one small burden lifted from my conscience.


    Now I just needed to try not to speak so loudly within the confines of my head.


    Swallowing bravely, far braver than I felt, anticipating his reasoning and motivations, I croaked weakly, “And we have to stop it?”


    His voice firm and strong, Alric replied with certainty, “We will stop it.”


    Suddenly a life spent harvesting mushrooms did not sound so bad.

  


  


  
    Eye-to-Eye with Justice


    


    “May I proclaim my innocence now?”


    I stood before the magistrate in the same mud-coated clothes that I had been wearing when I fell face first into the muck.


    Fortunately for me, the townsfolk of Balde were used to seeing me at my finest and expected nothing less from the community outcast. In fact, my mud-encrusted clothing mirrored the way my earthen hovel clung to the town’s exterior walls like some fell barnacle refusing to release its purchase.


    I loved symmetries.


    “You already have¸ Saedeus. Repeatedly.” The magistrate’s voice carried a certain gravitas and authority that mine lacked.


    Magistrate Goodkind was a very woman.


    Very fair.


    Very stern.


    Very smart.


    Very thorough.


    Very intimidating.


    I was very much unlike her.


    “We are, in point of fact, here to establish your guilt or innocence in the crime committed outside the city walls.


    “Considering you are the only citizen, and I use that term loosely in your case, of our fair town who resides outside the protections of our fortifications, you are in a unique position to relate the events that happened on the night in question.


    “Furthermore, as admitted by you and testified to by the noble village guard Jon Longshadow, you were found at the scene of this most inglorious crime with the very blood of the noble Empyrean Knight on your hands.


    “Before we get into the particulars of the night’s events, do you have any initial statements to offer in your defense?”


    “I do, Magistrate Goodkind.” I cleared my throat in an effort to let the resolute basso of my voice carry across the expectant crowd gathered in the center of the village commons.


    I ended up sounding like a loon honking through a beak full of water.


    Raising my fearsome thews skyward, I let my dirt-caked sleeves fall to my shoulders, revealing my pasty arms in their full glory.


    “Look upon these arms, I ask you.”


    Although I cut a rather impressive pose, there were some snickers and catcalls I would rather not repeat.


    “Do these arms look like they could cast down one of the realm’s guardians? A noble Knight of the Empyrean Guard? Much less one cloaked in a Sigil Shield, wielding an Angel Sword?”


    “You couldn’t cast down dice!”


    “Or coin!”


    “Or curses!”


    “Ya knave!”


    I basked proudly in the wisdom and benediction of the gathered populace.


    “Very funny,” I muttered.


    But they had good points.


    Ones I was not arguing with.


    Her face remarkably calm, Magistrate Goodkind intoned, “I think you have sufficiently cast reasonable doubt on Master Longshadow’s case against you.


    “Tell us then, Saedeus, what exactly happened?”


    This was the tricky part. I had to tell the truth…but just enough not to incriminate myself and incite the presently sarcastic mob into a bloodthirsty one.


    “Madame Magistrate…” I gave a brief, respectable bow. In so doing, I caused my loose, dirty clothing to conspire to fall over my face and muffle my response until I sorted out the ill-kempt tangle.


    I met the respectful chorus of snickers and snorts with a chest puffed full of dignity.


    Regathering myself, I continued, “I had just settled into my cot…”


    “Ya mean yer rat’s nest!”


    Magistrate Goodkind snapped her fingers. Lightning crackled threateningly between her digits. “I will have no more interruptions! Let Saedeus speak or he will not be the only one on the stand.”


    The threat of my inflated chest—and to a lesser extent Magistrate Goodkind’s lightning bolts—helped soothe the mob and allow me to continue.


    As though no one had interrupted, I said, “When I heard a commotion louder than the rain and thunder threatening to wash my home away.”


    Knowing the cleansing of my cottage from Balde’s walls would be about as welcome as my disappearance, I soldiered ahead before the expressions of loving compassion from Balde’s citizenry were no longer cowed by the magistrate’s threats.


    “Brave, civic-minded citizen that I am”—miraculously, no one even batted an eye at this remark; Magistrate Goodkind’s threats were apparently the stuff of legend—“I rushed out to investigate defying the storm and the threats of darkness.”


    Although they might mock me and belittle my eccentricities and lack of means, the fair citizens of Balde at least understood the risks that came with darkness, for none had ventured out to help or investigate, fearful of the demons that wandered in the night.


    Emphasizing this very point while locking Jon Longshadow’s gaze, I added, “When no guard responded to the horrific sounds and detonations of magical forces, I felt it was my duty to investigate.


    “Cautiously sneaking up the hill, I spied the noble knight fallen in a pool of his own blood.


    “When I sensed no danger, and will venture to attest that all here will testify to my ability to sense and avoid danger, I rushed to the knight’s side to offer what assistance I might.”


    Shaking my head sadly, I said, “Alas, I am no healer, and the Empyrean Guard’s wounds were far beyond my skills to treat, so I offered all I could: my hand as a gesture of support and reassurance in his time of need.”


    Clearing my throat and wiping my eyes, I pushed through the most difficult part of my tale, the one my narrative hinged on and the one the townsfolk would most likely believe. “As I knelt down and laid my hand on the knight’s shoulder, seeing the ghastly sight before me, I”—gathering myself, I paused for dramatic effect—“fainted and fell down into the mud.


    “The next thing I remember is the kind ministrations of our own noble Jon Longshadow as he hauled me off to jail for trial as a potential murderer.”


    Before I could add any more or lavish the populace with further embellishments, for they believed I was weak and spineless despite my living for years in conditions they would not brave, Magistrate Goodkind cut in, her voice firm and disapproving, “And what do you say to this sordid tale, Jon Longshadow?”


    Jon slowly cleared his throat, giving weighty consideration to the matter while his brain struggled to string together words in lieu of grunts and wheezes. All bravado from the night’s encounter left him as he mumbled decisively, “It was dark..?”


    Magistrate Goodkind patiently stared at Jon for several long seconds as she awaited further elucidation. When none was forthcoming, she prompted most generously, “And?”


    “He looked guilty?”


    The magistrate shook her head, her dark hair managing to look as dismissive as her gaze. “Is this incompetence what passes for justice in this town?


    “Bailiff Landsdown, would you please escort Jon out of my sight. He is suspended until further notice. When he begins to act with some level of competence, you may consider reinstating his position, but only after you have discussed the merits of his case with me personally.


    “In Longshadow’s absence, I suggest you organize the town guard and prepare yourselves for the creature that did this to the Empyrean Guard yet lurks beyond our walls.


    “It will be back and we must be ready.


    “Saedeus, my apologies for your ill treatment.


    “You may return home or remain within the confines of the town’s protective walls at the town’s expense until the demon has been dealt with if you so choose.”


    After imagining all the ways a noose could hang around my neck, I decided that her offer was most gracious and far better than any I had expected.


    “Thank you, Magistrate Goodkind, for your most gracious consideration, but I think I will go home. That will probably be best for everyone concerned.”


    The last thing I needed was trouble while confined within the town walls.


    And, given the outcome of the trial, I knew there would be trouble.


    Lots of trouble.


    “You are free to go, Saedeus.”


    I bowed, managing to avoid becoming tangled in my clothes once more, and took my leave.


    “That was very well done, Saedeus.


    “Very clever…


    “I think we will work well together.”


    Already accustomed to Alric’s voice, I muttered too softly for anyone to hear, “Great. More good news.”

  


  


  
    Sword in the Loam


    


    Alric’s Heaven-wrought blade lay untouched and unblemished in the dried mud outside the village walls.


    Only one of pure mind and heart chosen by the sword itself could wield or even lift an Angel Sword.


    When Angel Swords first fell from the heavens, whole battlefields were said to be covered in discarded angelic weapons. There were more than enough blades to outfit all the armies of men.


    Most of these swords lay unclaimed, for there were not enough men and women of honor to wield them.


    Surprisingly, none of the townsfolk of Balde who had tried had been able to pick up Alric’s sword.


    The mud was dry, at least for a time, my feet no longer squelching in the protesting soil. Birdsong trilled through the thick woods surrounding the village walls, the birds hidden in the interlinked shadows of the ancient, massed trees.


    To my right, the small, rutted path that passed for the main road into and out of the village snaked forward and disappeared into the trees.


    Overhead, to my eyes’ watery surprise, the sun peeked through the normally unbroken grey gauze of pregnant clouds.


    I crossed the clearing where Alric had fallen, and found that his death had been memorialized by a small cairn. Nearby, the Angel Sword shimmered on the ground beside the stacked stones, a band of sunlight unwavering and persistent beneath the broken sky.


    Reaching down, I casually took up Alric’s sword.


    “I knew you had it in you!”


    I snorted. “I just have you in me!”


    “That is not why Loer’allon chose you.”


    “She’s just desperate.”


    Alric laughed.


    If you’ve never had someone else laugh in your head, let me tell you, it is a rather odd sensation.


    The blade was surprisingly light in my hands. In fact, the sword was so light, I could not tell I was holding anything at all. But, despite the absence of weight, there was a solidity, a gravity, to the blade.


    I could feel its potency.


    The longer I held Loer’allon’s pommel in my hand, the more deeply I appreciated its capacity.


    Vitality—rightness—flowed forth from the sword, coruscating up my arm and through my body. I felt enveloped in an abiding peace, a deep calm, and filled with complete reassurance. I felt unshakable and untouchable but grounded and part of a totality beyond my ability to fully encompass but one I could sense and appreciate.


    Vibrancy, ineffable Light, and energy washed through me in a cleansing wave, reinforcing and reinvigorating me.


    The longer I held Loer’allon, the deeper and more comprehensive these impressions grew.


    How could Alric bear to hold such a thing of wonder?


    How did the Empyrean Knights not become enraptured in the glory of the blades they bore?


    I could lose myself in the world the sword was gradually opening before my unsuspecting mind’s eye.


    “Saedeus!”


    My eyes regained focus and I set the blade back on the ground lest holding it in hand draw unwanted questions and consideration.


    “Yes?”


    Bailiff Landsdown bustled out through the shadowy gate some distance behind me, waving his arms to get my attention.


    Maintaining my posture, one of respectful supplication, as he approached, I heard him say, “I wanted to offer you my sincerest apologies, Saedeus. You are not often afforded the respect you deserve. This unfortunate mistake is just one more example in a long line of similar affronts.


    “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”


    I stood to my full height.


    On my tiptoes, I probably came to the bailiff’s shoulders.


    “There is no need. If their opinions mattered to me, I would have left long ago.”


    “I respect that you tried to do right, son. You’re a good man. Much better than you’re given credit for.


    “I don’t think a one of those who mock you could survive without the protection of these walls, and you’ve done it for years.


    “How, exactly, I have no idea, but you’ve done it nonetheless.”


    I gave a small half-smile. “My mushrooms have kept me safe.”


    He crinkled his deeply inset eyes at me. “More than magic mushrooms have helped you get through these times, son. I only wish I had a bit of what you do.”


    I shook my head. “You want none of that, Master Landsdown, believe me.”


    “If more were like you, the world would be a better place. We might even have a chance to push the tide back rather than fight a losing battle to hold it in place.”


    “If more were like me, we’d run and hide under rocks and hope the demons set their sights on another realm entirely.”


    “You didn’t run when the Empyrean Knight needed you.”


    “And a fine lot of good it did.”


    “You were there for him. And you showed this sorry lot that even the least of them can stand up to the terrors in the night.”


    Before I could deflect any further comment, Bailiff Landsdown reached beneath his woolen greatcloak and proffered a small bag.


    Without looking inside, I could tell the satchel was filled with Heaven’s Marks, coin of the realm, enchanted to prevent duplication or degradation.


    Before I could open my mouth in protest, he said softly, “You’ve led a hard life, Saedeus, one this town has not made any easier. Although these coins cannot make up for past or future affronts, they can at least make things a bit easier for you.”


    Holding back tears, for what wielder of an Angel Sword cried at generosity, I nodded my head in heartfelt gratitude. “Thanks.”


    There was so much more that could be said. I just did not trust myself to say it.


    The ground had soaked in enough tears of late.


    It did not need any more.

  


  


  
    And Now We Wait


    


    I held within my hands a piece of Heaven.


    Though the sunlight reflected off its polished surface, the blade glowed with an inner radiance, a window into the broad sweep of the firmament above.


    Whole universes lived within its aureate curves.


    The Angel Sword was Light and magic manifest.


    


    Diverting my attention from my reverie, resigned to my fate in the hours since Bailiff Landsdown’s departure, I asked, “How do we proceed from here?”


    “The demon will not suspect pursuit immediately after my fall. We should have the element of surprise.”


    I could think of many elements, but none of them were to our advantage.


    I also had a sneaking suspicion that whatever the outcome, I would be the only one surprised.


    “And how do you propose we catch a demonic wizard with access to fell sorceries and arcane Arts?


    “One whose might was sufficient to slay even you?”


    I could almost feel Alric’s smile.


    “We lure it into our trap.”


    Fantastic.


    We were about to go fishing for an extradimensional monstrosity.


    With me as bait.


    


    I sat outside the gates of Balde, my legs crossed, the Angel Sword lying across my lap. The cool, moist earth of the trader’s path that led away from the village had saturated my pants long ago and the chill crept up my legs. The town was secured behind me, its irregular rooftops barely visible above the high wall sheltering its citizens.


    The onlookers who had come to gawk at me from behind the wall’s protections had finally retired to their homes. Some had come to see the rumored spectacle of the outcast now said to be wielding an Angel Sword. Others had lined the walls to watch what befell anyone foolish enough to tempt fate when a skin dancer was on the loose. Others, those few who had not gotten their fill from the earlier proceedings, had come just to taunt me.


    Now they were gone.


    I knew they would be back to check on my progress, or remains, in the morning.


    With Jon suspended and reprimanded for his past behavior, the guard on duty refrained from the usual taunts and jibes that accompanied my evening excursions.


    At least in that regard they were better behaved than many of the populace they watched over.


    Unfortunately, their regard did little to help my situation.


    I was, in every sense, a sitting duck.


    Or a quack.


    I was counting on Alric’s uncanny senses to function through my own and give me fair warning of the demon’s approach should I miss it.


    My mind’s eye open, I watched the essence of night flow around me, tendrils of ethereal fog binding ground to sky and everything between.


    


    Alric’s admonitions from earlier came back to me. “Until you gain some measure of control over your abilities, you must refrain from touching the demon lest its essence become your own.


    “If our plan succeeds, do not approach the demon or make contact with its earthly host, whether alive or dead.”


    Forewarned, I had agreed.


    The last thing I wanted was to be near a demon, much less to come in contact with one.


    While I waited, growing ever colder, hungrier, and sleepier, which I gathered were the holy triumvirate of guard duty, I asked Alric, “Is Loer’allon alive?”


    I could just make out my reflection on her surface through the blade’s lambency as I peered into her depths.


    “Inthe sense all things are alive...imbued with the divine, the spark of magic. Loer’allon just burns brighter, more intense. Here are the fires of the universe’s creation before it cooled.”


    “And these are the fires that slay demons?”


    “Aye. These are the fires that consume demonic essences as fuel to her flames. The greater the source, the more intense the blaze.”


    Funny, she did not feel hot to the touch.


    So much for my dreams of warmth.

  


  


  
    A Shadow This Way Comes


    


    Because I had done my best to avoid nodding off, my head snapped to attention as I felt a disturbance in the essence.


    Shadows morphed and shifted tremulously on the clearing’s edge, molten liquid shrinking away from the approach of something wicked from the wood.


    Although I did not want to, I had a distinct idea as to what it was.


    “Stay calm.


    “Do not react or draw the Al’zakara’s ire until it is in position and the moment is right.


    “Give yourself the opportunity to succeed.”


    The right moment?


    Nothing about this was right.


    The only success I could foresee was surviving this lunacy by running away at full speed to the town gates begging for entry, and even that chance was but a wan mirage quickly fading into the stark desolation of dreams past.


    The luminous lights infusing the dark wood with celestial energies slowly began to recoil, pushed back in terror or abhorrence of the blight treading within its shadows.


    I felt dirty, soiled, just by experiencing the thing’s presence even from a distance.


    “Did someone come out to play?” A horrific voice, dissonant notes colliding like dying stars, taunted me with its approach.


    I wanted to do nothing more than cover my ears, to curl up and hide.


    Not reaching up my hands to block out the alien voice was one of the hardest things I had ever done.


    And this was supposed to be the easy part.


    “Hold your silence.


    “This is an entity of true power. Speaking out may provide a window into your soul.”


    Well, that was encouraging.


    “You will be safe from its beguilements so long as your gates are sealed and you remain within Loer’allon’s aegis.”


    I had no idea what a gate was, but I kept my mouth shut.


    That I could manage.


    What lurched from the wood over fifty paces away could not be called remotely human.


    That the thing had ever been human made my mind go to places it would rather not visit.


    Swollen, discolored, and distended, like a bloated corpse left to rot in full sun for days, the former wizard skittered out of the wood with motions that were entirely unnatural. His movements appeared to be sped up through time, skipping from one instant to the next with no point in between. Like a rock deflecting over the surface of water as it skipped, the wizard’s malformed body barely touched the ground, bouncing from location to location with little regard to gravity or its tread.


    Though the man’s physical state was horrific, through my mind’s eye the situation was far worse.


    Power oozed from his body like blood from an open wound, swathes of black energy pulsing outward—an oil slick soiling anything it touched. Two rows of paired reptilian eyes floated vertically amidst the demonic halo, steady and unwavering amongst the vitreous corruption.


    All those eyes were locked on me.


    I wanted to avert my gaze, to block out what I saw, to wipe my memory clean and never see it again.


    I felt corrupted, and I was not even close to the thing.


    “Perhaps the time for a new host has come…”


    Breaking the tableau, the creature’s awful words snapped me out of my trance.


    By the farthest reaches of the black Abyss, I was not going to let that happen!


    The thing came closer.


    Staying still took all the nerve I had and more.


    I was shaking.


    And it was not from adrenaline.


    “Stay calm. If it starts to cast an incantation or extend its power, make your move. Otherwise hold your position. Loer’allon is protecting you.”


    If this was protection, I would hate to experience the fell thing’s presence without Loer’allon’s aegis.


    At least I had not yet soiled myself.


    Unlike the town guard who had, until recently, been watching from the ramparts behind me.


    Grass withered beneath the demon’s feet as it lurched unnaturally toward me from the forest—a predator with all the time in the world to catch its prey.


    I gulped.


    I held my breath, the bobbing of my Adam’s apple my only noticeable movement.


    “That toy will not protect you from the likes of me, mortal.


    “I have already slain the blade’s true master.


    “Do not think you can use it against me where he failed.


    “I will rend your soul from your flesh just like I did his.”


    The thing was closer now…terribly near.


    I shivered.


    The black gulf of its aura was oozing around the luminous halo of Loer’allon’s protections.


    “Now!”


    “Lucius!”


    From the center of the clearing, immediately beneath the demon’s feet, Lucius, my pet rock and earth elemental, exploded upward towards the heavens, through the wizard’s distended body.


    A shower of gore and ichor rained down on the clearing.


    The demon’s shriek of pain and rage brought tears to my eyes, its nebulous nimbus writhing and thrashing frenetically in agony.


    Lashing out, I sliced through the black cloud enveloping me with Loer’allon’s aureate edge.


    The world exploded in light, the demon screeched even louder, if such a thing were possible, and I blacked out.


    Before darkness fully took me, I wondered if fainting would be my last noble act among the living.

  


  


  
    On Waking


    


    My eyes blinked feebly, reluctantly, refusing to open.


    An incandescent whiteness burned through my eyelids.


    Had I died?


    Was this the Light of Heaven?


    Did Loer’allon’s radiance persist in the darkness shielding me from the demon’s presence?


    “Wake up.


    “You acquitted yourself nobly.”


    I groaned.


    “Lucius did most of the work,” I mumbled.


    “Lucius’s work was your idea, and a very clever one at that.”


    “How do you think I survived in the woods outside the town walls all these years? Lucius had my back.”


    “And you had Lucius’s…and the guile to survive.”


    I was lying untouched in the rough dirt of the trail leading out from the town gates. Apparently no one had ventured out yet to check on me.


    So much for appreciation and adulation.


    In fairness, probably and somewhat reasonably, the townsfolk were waiting to make sure I had not been taken over by the demon.


    It’s what I would have done were I in their place.


    


    It stunk.


    The clearing smelled like death left to fester and rot amid a sea of refuse…that refused to fully decay.


    If possible, the wizard’s corpse appeared to have bloated even further.


    “I suggest burning the corpse. The cleansing flames will remove any remaining demonic taint.”


    Great.


    More work.


    I called out, “Mind throwing me some wood to build a pyre?”


    I knew people were watching cautiously from the gates.


    I could sense them.


    Why was my soul sight open?


    I could not seem to turn it off.


    Standing in place for several minutes, I tried to close my inner vision and failed.


    “Your eyes are open to a wider world and cannot be closed. I am sorry.


    “This is one of many changes you may be forced to endure.”


    Fantastic.


    More excitement to look forward to.


    “Although you may wish it were not so, this change will allow you to sense demonic presences and beguilements.


    “In the days to come, your inner vision will be the key to keeping you alive.”


    Joy of joys!


    More was expected of me!


    At least the normal gloom and desolation of the northern reaches was brightened by the intrinsic energies struggling to regain a footing after the demon’s unwelcome visitation.


    I heard the heavy thunk of wood being dropped onto packed earth behind me.


    Sighing, I trudged over to the gate and began slogging the timbers toward the wizard’s vile corpse.


    “Thanks,” I muttered to the guard warily peering down at me while I worked.

  


  


  
    Up in Smoke


    


    The wizard’s body returned to the heavens in gray ash and soot, a dark, oily column spiraling upward with only the faintest regard for the whims of the wind.


    Following the smoke, I watched my past vanish into the breeze.


    A new future opened before me, one filled with the promise of Light but the expectation of Darkness.


    I did not wish to enter or accept this new reality.


    So lost was I in the gloom of my inner struggles and ruminations, I did not notice that a crowd had gathered around me in silent, respectful witness to my vigil.


    I guessed they had decided I was not a demon.


    That was a good thing, because the last thing I needed right then was an arrow, sword, or spear in the back.


    I had felt enough pain already.


    A hand came to rest firmly on my shoulder.


    “You have done this town a great service, Saedeus.”


    Mason.


    Mason was one of the good ones. He had always given fair prices for mushrooms while others had tried to swindle me.


    I knew the value of my goods…how rare some were…how sought after.


    “I didn’t have much choice, Mase.”


    Mason smiled, his gray beard cracking with a gentle grin. “We all have a choice, son, and you made a good one. I’m proud of you.


    “If more acted as you did, standing up for their beliefs, this world might be a better place.”


    I did not have the heart to tell him I was not standing up for anything, that I had little choice, and, though many had access to magic, few had boons such as Loer’allon’s.


    Instead, I muttered a weak, “Thanks.”


    “Mine is the thanks to give.”


    He offered me a bundle wrapped in oilcloth.


    “What’s this?”


    “Something to help you on your way, wherever it takes you.”


    The bundle was surprising light for its bulk.


    “Is it a jacket?” I supposed that I would need a proper coat or cloak if I were to venture into the wilds…not that I knew exactly what was yet to come.


    “Of sorts. It’s a chainmail jerkin that I’ve had for some time. It’s been gathering dust now that I’m too old to use it. It has a few enchantments ensorcelled into its links. You’ll need it more than I.”


    Would I?


    Couldn’t I just go back to my mushrooms?


    Was this how quests, grand adventures, and great deeds commenced?


    The heavy weight of expectation pushing the brave, or, in my case, the not so brave, onward onto a course of ever greater challenge?


    Couldn’t I just step back before all that began?


    All I really needed to do was make sure the Angel Sword got back into the proper hands, those that could and would willingly use Loer’allon to her full abilities in just cause.


    “If that is what you wish, then that is all you need do, Saedeus.


    “But I think Loer’allon has already chosen.”


    What about my choices?


    What about my desires?


    “Those have yet to be made and fully expressed.”


    So now Alric claimed to know me better than I knew myself.


    I was in no mood to argue with myself.


    Alric.


    I was in no mood to argue with Alric.


    My sigh fell on deaf ears as the gathered townspeople came to congratulate me, offer their respects, and give their thanks.


    I just wanted to go home.

  


  


  
    Home Sweet Heap


    


    Now that I had been away for a few days, coming back home was something of a disappointment.


    I missed my jail cell.


    In retrospect, staying outside in the cold waiting for the soul-devouring demon did not seem so bad.


    My house looked like an ill-kempt compost heap.


    No, that was too kind.


    My shack looked like a nightmarish refuse pile scoured over with supernatural encrustations.


    I could see why demons left me alone in this place.


    It was so nasty and appalling even hellspawn would not want to come close.


    Well, that and Lucius.


    If they could sense his elemental presence, that of one of their natural enemies, and I knew they could if he let them, then demons had ample reason to steer clear of my most great and noble trash heap.


    Plus, I seldom bathed.


    There was that.


    Surely that was a deterrent of some sort.


    And not just to demons.


    At least now I did not have to bother with opening the front door to get in.


    I trudged up to the entrance and stepped over the threshold into the clutter that was my home. Fresh piles of leaves and debris had found their way inside in my absence.


    After making some room where there was hardly any to be found, I propped my door back up against its frame and plopped down on my now broken bed.


    If I planned to stay, I might eventually try to fix the place up a bit, but since I wasn’t, I would let it be.


    If, after attempting one impossible task in the restoration of Alric’s sword to its rightful owners, I decided that I needed another, then I might add the repair of my hovel to the bucket list of things I would not be doing.


    Being a mushroom hunter, appreciating the enormity of what I had accomplished in the state of my hut, I fancied that my house would persist latched onto the outside of Balde’s fortifying wall like a particularly large, ornamental bracket fungus, gradually accreting more mushrooms as it grew on the outer bole of the town wall.


    If I ever came back during some distant epoch in the future, I imagined my house—a vibrant living thing—would have prospered in my absence, the fungal spores growing and spreading, replenishing and supplementing one another, perhaps one day reinforcing the entirety of Balde’s wall itself.


    Regardless what the fair citizens of Balde wanted or wished.


    Such were my aspirations and dreams.


    Unfortunately, I had a sword to return.


    And a demon-infested continent to cross to do it.


    Lying down on my lumpy, ill-formed mattress, I closed my eyes to sleep and gave myself up willingly to dreams.


    Tomorrow there would be glad tidings of journeys to come, leavetakings, and the abandonment of hovels better left incinerated.

  


  


  
    Leave-Taking


    


    I woke up covered in sweat, aching and exhausted.


    Nights were no longer my own.


    Whenever I closed my eyes, hoping to lose myself in sleep, in vistas and vagaries of dreams, forgetting the rigors and disappointments of the day, Alric took over.


    He guided me through remembrances of drills including donning and repairing armor, how to handle a blade, the proper ways to maintain a sword, demonstrations of countless forms of hand-to-hand combat, defense against single attackers both armed and unarmed, responses to multiple opponents in more unpleasant situations than I would care to encounter in several lifetimes, and dealing with untold numbers of supernatural horrors even worse than nightmares.


    He schooled me in lore lost to many outside the Empyrean Knights—enchantments offering protections against demons, means to heal, restore, and reinvigorate myself through higher Arts, ways to enhance the body and mind, and the intricacies of subtle arcana used to invest properly prepared items with power and purpose.


    He drilled me in ethics and logic, medicine and philosophy, and in moral imperatives, along with tactics and strategy.


    He showed me how to survive in a world inexorably falling to demonic infestation.


    He showed me more than I wanted to know, see, or experience.


    This was but one day of many.


    Each time I woke up, my head hurt from the evening’s strain—throbbing, aching, and on fire—and my body felt as though it had been tortured mercilessly on the rack after being run over by a stampeding herd of massive rhinoceros-dwarfing yurkas.


    Such were the joys of sleep.


    When I looked back on our dream journeys as best I could under the light of a pallid sun, the scope of these lessons humbled me. Since Alric’s knowledge was now my own, having but to unlock his experience and claim it through his willing tutelage, I was shocked by the speed with which he could fully impart this understanding to me.


    I felt more and more like I knew what he knew.


    I felt more and more like him.


    Despite this ever-growing gift, I struggled more and more to remain myself.


    


    “You will come to know these things instinctively without my instruction.


    “The more you access my knowledge and skills, the more adept you will be in learning from the soul you have taken.


    “Not only that, but if the lore I know of the Djen’toth is correct, honing your skills with me should facilitate the transfer, and give you further protections, when next you dip into the wells of another’s soul.”


    Great.


    Just what I did not want to do.


    Ever.


    


    Packing was easy.


    I put on the chainmail Mason had given me, made sure Lucius was in his favorite pocket and was willing to come along, harnessed Loer’allon, and left.


    I did not bother to shut the door.


    


    Okay.


    I’ve overstated my case.


    Leaving wasn’t that easy.


    But leaving my house was.


    Partly because I couldn’t shut the door.


    I also swung by Balde, purchased as much dried foodstuffs as I could carry in a small satchel, and got new clothing suitable for the rigors of the road, including a greatcloak enchanted to ward off the worst of the rain, heat, and cold that I would be exposed to in the weeks ahead, along with a pair of boots that I would not walk through two leagues from home. I also bought padded undergarments suitable for wearing beneath my shiny, not-so-new hauberk. A solid padded helm for my head and leather gloves to help protect my hands completed my upgraded ensemble.


    Given my hero’s discount, I could actually afford to buy all these things instead of only drool over them and pine for days when riches would fall from the sky like Angel Swords and I could conceivably buy them.


    In truth, many people just gave me what I wanted, allowing me to save what coin I had for the times to come.


    What I really wanted was a horse.


    The sooner I could return Loer’allon, the sooner I could come back…or go wherever I was going, which probably would not be back.


    Unfortunately, since the fall of the Empyrean Gate, the demons had made finding proper horses people were willing to part with almost impossible…that is to say, impossibly expensive.


    Even for someone with a hero’s discount.


    So I walked.


    Proudly.


    With my head held high.


    But I still walked.


    I imagined myself storming out of the town’s gates at full canter on a powerful, midnight-hued stallion, though.


    You can bet on that.


    


    “Exactly how long will it take to return Loer’allon?”


    “You cannot return a gift freely given, Saedeus.”


    I was not a fan of information that ran counter to what I wanted.


    Or what I was going to do.


    I rephrased. “How long will it take for me to return Loer’allon to the bastion of the Empyrean Guard?”


    “Kerraboer?”


    “Glibness does not suit you, Alric.”


    “Running away from your destiny does not suit you, Saedeus.”


    Alric obviously did not know me very well.


    And I thought we shared something.


    I must have been mistaken.


    “Kerraboer lies almost a thousand leagues to the south and east across the breadth of Maeron and the depravity that now wanders freely across the land, standing in defiance before the Chaos Gate.”


    His voice softened. “Though in times long past Kerraboer lay in supplication and stewardship before the Empyrean Gate and the Heavenly Host the fortress was built to uphold and serve.”


    Well, then.


    I had some trekking to do.


    


    A day’s walk south found me in the heart of Silvaeron, the vast forest sweeping across the entirety of the Northern Reaches below the Unbroken Range.


    Many were afraid to tread deeply within the Unending Wood, but I had spent my entire life wandering its glades, gulleys, and shadows. The wood was a magical place, full of wonder and beguilement, but, by and large, if you were smart and kept your wits about you, it was relatively safe and free of demonic taint. The farther north one traveled beyond Balde toward the forest’s true heart, the wilder the wood became, the land filled with the legacy of legends past and mysterious creatures rarely encountered by men.


    Truth be told, if the alliance of men and fey fell to the demons, Silvaeron might be one of the last vestiges of old Uërth left, its near limitless intrinsic magics protecting against the demons’ implacable advance.


    Only time would tell.


    But since this is my tale to tell, that is what I would like to think…and sincerely hope. For if any place on Uërth can be proof against the infernals, or serve as a bastion in worse times ahead, the Unending Wood is primary among the candidates.


    Even near the outskirts of the great wood, Silvaeron had managed to keep Balde relatively safe when many other towns and cities farther south were regularly preyed upon by demons or, worse yet, in utter ruin, their populations lost, scattered, killed, or corrupted.


    I did not want to leave her shade or shelter.


    Have I mentioned that I am not particularly brave?


    Or adventurous?


    Embarking on a journey that would take me out of the only place I had ever lived, the only place I knew that offered some protection from a world gone mad, certainly pushed what little bravery and sense of self-preservation I had to the breaking point.


    A point I was never far from.


    “Remember to breathe.


    “Not only is breath your lifeblood, and a means to regulate the body and mind, but it’s actually rather enjoyable to do.”


    Alric’s words reminded me of what I was not doing properly…or enough.


    So I did.


    If this were my last time to walk through Silvaeron along her many paths and ways, I might as well appreciate the trip.


    All around me, moss-dappled trees thrust skyward in riotous profusion, their mighty boles cloaked in crystalline symbiotes, jewel-like encrustations, and coralesque growths. Golden sunlight filtering through green leaves was transformed by the myriad vibrant magical symbionts thriving with the trees, cloaking the wood and its various plants, shrubs, and vines in kaleidoscopic resplendence.


    Harvesting both light and arcane energies, the wood held wonders beyond counting.


    It also held mushrooms.


    Many, many mushrooms.


    Lush and moist, fungal formations sprouted up wherever there was space amid the fertile organic matter carpeting the forest floor. So rich and vibrant was this forest sublayer that many naturalists said the mushroom shoals of the Unending Wood resembled nothing more than the coral reefs found along the outer continental shelves worlds away in the warmer oceanic climes of the south.


    Never having left the wood, I couldn’t verify these claims, but I could appreciate my good fortune to live here.


    And the fact that many no longer dared to venture out.


    Which left more mushrooms for me.


    Sadly, these next few days might be my last glimpse of the first magic I ever saw in the world—that of my home.


    That demons might one day soon pervert its marvelous wealth, subverting it to their foul ends, provided the necessary fuel to keep me moving forward. Otherwise, I would have turned around long ago, Angel Sword or no.


    Alric gave me the silence of my own mind to admire what I might soon lose.


    For that I was thankful.


    I walked alone, lost in introspection, until the sun’s last light vanishing through the trees reminded me that the day was done and my walk with it.


    


    Dawn rose frail and wan through the thick, interlaced treetops, heavy with the threat of rain. Yesterday I had been visited with the rare treat of a cloudless day full of sun and warmth. Today looked to be more typical—cool, damp, and full of impending misery.


    I needed to adjust my mindset.


    With me wearing my new misery-repellent cloak, as opposed to my old threadbare clothes, the rain would not bring anything other than sustenance to the plants and creatures of the wood.


    With a newfound skip in my step, I broke camp, gathered my few belongings, and rejoined the trail where I had veered off it last night to rest.


    Sadly, my skipping did not last too long after the added load of the mail byrnie began weighing me down.


    Channeling my inner Alric, I tried my best to look on the bright side.


    Carrying the extra mass of the armor and supplies would slowly help me get in good enough physical shape to actually begin performing some of the drills and techniques Alric spent the majority of my sleeping hours running through in my mind.


    Inspired by my reminiscence, I unsheathed Loer’allon from where I had her strapped across my back and began practicing swipes, parries, and various guards while I walked, all the while adjusting my footsteps on the irregular terrain of the partially overgrown trail.


    Although I felt somewhat odd doing it—who works on their swordsmanship with a holy artifact from Heaven?—the effort was necessary if I wanted to survive once I left the forest’s shelter.


    Plus, watching the pure beauty of Loer’allon’s luminous blade slicing through the morning fog, the enlivening glow reflecting the water droplets in a bright, dancing nimbus, was worth experiencing any awkwardness I might have felt using the holy sword for something as mundane as practice.


    “This is exactly what Loer’allon is for, Saedeus: helping you be better, helping you feel better, helping you do better, that the world may be better.


    “There is no shame in using Loer’allon for her intended purpose, whether the deed is great or small.”


    I did not let Alric’s words break the rhythm of my strokes, but his advice was appreciated.


    I let my movements flow with more passion and enthusiasm, allowing any self-consciousness to fall aside in the dance of the blade and the play of light around me.


    There was, for a time, nothing else.


    


    The next several days passed in much the same fashion. I woke, walked, and practiced. Along the way, I slept and ate.


    Though I might have thought this repetition would be monotonous just a few days before, I found that the blade work was anything but.


    My mind and body were linked with the Loer’allon in one continuous refrain. Instead of growing tired from the exertion, I felt more alive and refreshed than I could remember.


    Even more surprising, I looked forward to doing more.


    “Keep this up and one day you might be able to call yourself a swordsman.” I could feel the approving warmth of Alric’s inner smile as he spoke in my mind.


    He had been largely quiet while I worked, letting me explore and exert myself on my own. For my part, I used his nightly lessons as inspiration to experiment with, play upon, and create my own solutions.


    I was just as thankful for the freedom as I was for the lessons that got me there.


    


    I knew I was reaching Silvaeron’s end when the trees began to thin and the firmament above began to grow more and more visible. The mighty giants of the forest’s heart were shrinking around me, just as the variety of vegetation and magical mutualisms dropped steadily.


    To someone untrained or inexperienced in the wood, the transition might have gone unnoticed, but to me it was profound. Not only were the colors becoming more and more muted but the living vibrancy of the forest dimmed and diluted as seen through my inner vision.


    Walking slowly out of the wood felt like gradually watching the color fade from the world. What had been rich and full progressively became dim and subdued.


    Saddened, I carried on.


    


    As if to distract me from my sorrows, Alric asked, “Have you ever given consideration to how or why your inner vision developed?”


    I really had not. What I thought of as my soul sight had just seemed to come to the fore over time, much like the subtle—and not so subtle—changes of puberty mounted until the differences were too acute to miss or ignore.


    The only recent drastic change in my life had been associated with the manifestation of my abilities as a Djen’toth, and I had not been able to explore the ramifications of that change in any real detail.


    They were just now beginning to sink in.


    “Not too much. My inner sight developed gradually until I could no longer ignore its presence.”


    “Have you ever thought that its expression might be one of many things about yourself you never noticed but that provided hints about what you truly were, about your true nature as a Djen’toth?”


    Now that he mentioned it, Alric had a point.


    I had just chalked up my ability as an innate talent in a world rich and full of magic. After all, mages, wizards, sorcerers, witches, and the like were in abundance.


    Or they used to be.


    Why not magical practitioners of lesser ability, with talents they were born with or later expressed?


    However, despite all the risk, and with little guidance or expertise, I had managed to handle and expose myself to more fungal species than many a royal mycologist would ever dare or imagine.


    Never once had I become sick or poisoned.


    Maybe Alric was on to something.


    Perhaps being as sheltered as I had been in the woods, seldom killing anything or physically touching what I killed aside from the mushrooms I harvested, had left me relatively insulated from my own abilities.


    Or maybe they were only expressed fully in a true crisis in a time of stress.


    I did not know.


    But I was sure to find out.


    After some time in silence, I said, “I think you may have a point. A very good one indeed.”


    In the next few days I only hoped I would not need to learn more about what I could and could not do.


    I was never so blessed.

  


  


  
    Of Storms and Ruin


    


    The old farmhouse looked like it had not seen human habitation in years.


    Its thatched roof was decaying and partially charred, though whether from a lightning strike that was quenched during a rain or some other less fortunate event I could not say. The broken front door yawned open onto darkness with the finality of a missing tooth knocked off a drunkard’s face. A covered porch made of splintered, sagging gray wood missing its steps offered a warm welcome to the many visitors that were not lined up eagerly out front. Completing the scene with dramatic finality, a pair of large skeletal oaks loomed over the whole structure—cadaverous arms surging up from the earth in a last struggle for life.


    All in all, the homestead was my kind of place.


    Despite its apparent decay, the croft’s stone walls appeared sturdy and unbroken.


    With the gray storm clouds looming overhead, threatening a deluge at any moment, I thought it looked like a better place to sleep than in the mud.


    Plus it was significantly nicer than my home.


    There was that.


    But really, what wasn’t?


    


    As I trudged cautiously toward the house, Alric made his presence known. “You really must raise your standards, Saedeus. They are a reflection of who you are, what you expect, and what you think is possible for yourself.


    “You are capable of more than you believe.”


    Where was this voice years ago when I needed it?


    Surely the outcast orphan could have used such sage advice.


    “I hear what you’re selling, Alric.


    “And I’m not buying.”


    The closer I got, the worse the place looked.


    And I was not talking about its state of repair.


    People had been killed here.


    Lots of people.


    I could sense death’s pall like an open wound.


    Painful, burning, and refusing to heal.


    Getting stuck in the rain was starting to look better and better.


    Perhaps I should just turn around and head back toward the surety of the road and the rain to come.


    “There is a job for you to do here, Saedeus.


    “You cannot walk away.”


    Like the Abyss I couldn’t.


    I turned around and began walking back the way I had come.


    “Saedeus, if you do not act, others will suffer. This place will grow yet darker.”


    Was this the sound of my conscience speaking?


    I had stopped listening to its sad refrain years ago.


    “If you do not act soon, the evil in this place may grow strong enough to move northward.


    “Toward your home.”


    I had left my home behind.


    But not all the people in it.


    Releasing a heavy sigh, I said, “Let’s get this over with so I can get some rest.”


    Alric’s words were exactly what I did not want to hear. “There’s a good lad.”


    “For the record, I hate you.” I could not muster the necessary sarcasm to make my curse have the appropriate venom.


    “I know, son.”


    I could feel Alric’s jovial patronage as he spoke.


    I snarled.


    


    “It’s in the basement, isn’t it?”


    I could feel evil radiating from beneath the house like heat from a stove.


    Why couldn’t it be in the sitting room or waiting neighborly on the front porch?


    Why did evil choose the most inconvenient places to lie in wait?


    Where was its sense of courtesy?


    Hospitality?


    Chivalry?


    I’m sure the demon sensed my approach. It could at least have had the decency to try to sneak up on me or boldly attack hoping to overwhelm my opposition.


    But no.


    It chose to lurk.


    To lie in wait.


    Really, I was not worth waiting for.


    “Let’s get this over with. I have some tasty dried beans to gum.”


    “Truer words have never been spoken.”


    There it was again. That dry wit.


    I was going to have to get Alric some water.


    


    I really did not want to step onto the porch.


    The homestead had looked so much more bucolic when it was just a haunted, derelict farmstead viewed across fallow, weed-infested fields.


    The skeletons and artfully arranged human skins spread tautly over profane wooden frames marked with vile sigils in dried blood did not exactly scream Welcome! Or Come on in!


    I came on in.


    I never really was good at knocking.


    “Ready or not, here I come!”


    I could be really obnoxious.


    Especially when my partner wasn’t playing nicely.


    I just wished I had a door to kick in.


    Of course, unless it was like my failed door at home, I would probably end up planted on my behind for the effort, the door unmoved.


    In this case, I needn’t worry.


    I stepped over the threshold, wary of traps but seeing no magical haze indicative of fell enchantments intended to snare the unwary.


    The overwhelming gloom of the place evaporated before Loer’allon’s radiance as I strode forward. I was fortunate the demon did not ambush me as I walked into the house because I was acting much more confident than I felt.


    At least my knees were not shaking.


    And I didn’t soil myself.


    I was sure that would happen soon enough.


    A goal for another day…


    The primary level was one large open room. Sagging stairs with no handrail led upward to a second floor held overhead by crudely finished planks and stout beams. A cooking area next to a stacked stone fireplace took up the side of the room opposite the stairs. What furniture there was lay smashed and broken, strewn across the floor like last fall’s leaves.


    Decoration was late demonic with abstract blood smears and minimalist tokens of supernatural habitation.


    All in all, the place was rather tastefully done for a lesser denizen of the lower Abyss.


    “I sense its presence below. It does not appear to be readying arcana.”


    Like a spider waiting to snare a fly.


    Alric’s words told me nothing I did not know.


    They were there to steady me and help me maintain my resolve.


    Nice chap, Alric.


    I really wished he was not dead.


    Of course, if that were the case, I would not be on this fool mission in the first place.


    And, even if I were, I could send him first.


    Oh, dreams of dreams, how I wish you were true!


    “Focus, Saedeus. Just because the demon is not preparing any spells does not mean it can’t explode up through the floor to entrap you even as we speak.”


    “Don’t worry, Alric. This is my type of demon.


    “Lazy.


    “Willing to wait.


    “Why work yourself up in a lather going after prey when you have an eternity to let it come to you?”


    Yeah…my kind of demon. That was saying something.


    The stairs to the basement were beneath the stairs to the second floor.


    I really did not want to take them.


    


    Here’s a thought experiment.


    Imagine you have to walk down some stairs. Not just any stairs, mind you, but stairs open to the side entering into darkness. In the darkness lurks something terrible. You don’t know what but, in truth, terrible is an understatement. Your eyes are, sadly, accustomed to the light of day. You have to walk down those stairs feet first, exposing your legs as you go with little opportunity to maneuver or protect yourself as you proceed down.


    What do you do?


    Do you dive down head first, dual crossbows firing as you flip through the air and land agilely on your feet, bolts blazing?


    Do you drop a fireball ahead of you, the magical detonation blowing up the stairs and anything near them, shielding yourself with a coruscating magical tapestry?


    Do you walk down casually like you own the place, your only fear whether you’ll miss a step and spoil your entrance?


    Or do you run away?


    I certainly can tell you what I wanted to do.


    Especially since I could not yet cast a fireball, or any spell that would do more than perhaps offend a demon, I knew that there was no one I would impress with or without tripping, and I did not own any crossbows. And, if I did, the last thing I would be able to do with them was shoot accurately while diving headlong into darkness at a supernatural entity hellbent on eating my soul.


    I’m just saying.


    The stairs creaked as I took them.


    My heart stopped.


    For several beats.


    When my heart finally started back up, the beats were so loud I thought someone was playing a drum solo inside my chest.


    Despite my fears, at least the supernatural interloper did not attack me on the stairway. I would have seen it coming but I probably would not have had much time to do anything about it.


    Aside from making more racket than a pack of wolves howling at a new moon, I made it down uneventfully.


    The basement was larger than I had expected.


    Although our supernatural friend had yet to make an appearance, I could certainly see its handiwork.


    The room looked like an abattoir for the insane.


    Body parts in various states of decay lay scattered everywhere.


    Motley pieces were joined together in haphazard arrangements that resembled nothing human…or worth further study.


    The smell was not spring fresh.


    I suppressed the urge to vomit.


    There was a round stone well tucked in the room’s far corner located beneath the cooking area upstairs. A low stone wall encircled its hidden depths. A wooden bucket suspended from a rusty hinge by a gnarled, fraying rope hung welcomingly over the waiting darkness.


    The scene was so inviting I really wanted a drink.


    I could sense the demon’s presence down the shaft, coiled expectantly within.


    To my mind’s eye, a putrescent, greenish brown miasma of revolting energies frothed about the well’s rim.


    Delicious.


    I felt deep remorse that my waterskin was already full.


    Loer’allon’s divine halo pushed the vile demonic exudation back down into the well.


    I felt better already.


    At least until the demon exploded upward out of the well in a frothing spume of putrid water that did little to clean anything it touched.


    I could see why the thing had been experimenting with rearranging and connecting all the random body parts.


    That’s what it was.


    The demon charged across the room toward me, a vaguely humanoid corpulent patchwork of indiscriminate body parts scavenged together from all its many victims…keepsakes for its fond remembrances of deaths past.


    Impossibly large, the thing moved faster than I would have thought possible.


    That’s what I got for thinking generally.


    Being wrong.


    Consistently.


    And often.


    Thankfully Loer’allon was already out and, in my moment of indecision, took matters in her own pommel.


    Before I could register what was happening, the holy sword lashed out diagonally, cutting the demon in twain from left shoulder to right hip.


    That quickly, the flesh demon fell.


    Unfortunately, presaged by a cloud of blood and offal, the thing fell on me.


    I fell with it.


    Sadly, the destiny I had hoped to avoid, the sordid legacy of the Djen’toth, consumed me.


    In all honesty, it could have been much worse.


    At least the demon’s vile soul was counterbalanced by the hundreds it had consumed that made up its patchwork essence.


    Which, come to think of it, was not exactly positive either.


    I just had to incorporate a small hamlet into myself.


    


    Alric saved me.


    “Embrace Loer’allon!


    “Hold to her essence!”


    Hundreds of lives rushed in on me, an avalanche of hopes and dreams, fears and failures, triumphs and tragedies, and knowledge and experience. Looming over them all, binding them in an unholy web, a vacuous cloud of evil raged insanely, filled with insatiable hunger—the nightmare that held all these poor souls in thrall.


    I held on as best I could.


    Loer’allon’s light buoyed me in the ravages of the claustrophobic storm, her light orienting my world within.


    When it finally ended, I opened my eyes, exhaled a ragged breath, and was my self.


    Mostly.


    New lives with their associated memories bounced around inside my skull, stray boulders ricocheting off the avalanche’s main mass.


    But I had not lost who I was.


    So far.


    Better yet, the demon had not gained purchase on my soul.


    I hoped.


    The basement’s dirt floor was cool underneath my back where I had collapsed to the ground. I did not want to get up.


    In fact, I couldn’t.


    Several hundred pounds of putrid dead flesh held me pinned to floor.


    I was some hero.


    Whenever I got lucky enough to slay the vile nasty threatening the populace, all I ever consistently succeeded in doing was falling down.


    Ignominiously.


    Lying prone and defenseless was not exactly the best way to comport one’s self in combat.


    Or most anywhere else, for that matter.


    “Burn the demon’s essence, Saedeus!


    “Cleanse its presence from your soul!


    “Use its might as your own and break free!”


    More words of advice?


    Wasn’t saving me once good enough for this guy?


    Wasn’t I done?


    Visualizing cleansing fires, bonfires licking to the heavens, I burned.


    Power flooded through me, surging outward like an eruption, and I exploded upward, throwing the demon’s body off me with authority.


    And ease.


    I felt energy flowing within me in ways I had never thought possible.


    I felt ready to climb mountains.


    By the Abyss, I felt ready to knock down mountains and walk through the rubble without climbing.


    So this was what it felt like to be a Djen’toth!


    I could get used to this!


    I sprinted over to the stairs in two mighty bounds and leapt to the top without touching any steps. From the middle of the room, I jumped up to the ceiling, grabbed a beam, and pulled the whole post downward with a monumental crash! Broken planks and pieces of wood fell all around me like the rain that was now falling outside, barely worth noting.


    With a surety I had never known, I reached inside, drew upon the wellspring of power that yet surged within, and called upon fire.


    In retrospect, that probably was not my best idea.


    Almost bringing the whole house down on my head would be a close second.


    The world detonated in a wave of yellow-orange light and heat as I rocketed out into the night.


    There was my fireball.


    Luckily, I did not burn with it.


    The house, however, was another story.


    


    I skidded to a halt in the dirt, the trajectory and impact of my flight leaving a long furrow through the mud of the yard.


    When the magnitude of what I had just done sank in, I began to shake.


    Gathering myself as best I could, I checked that all was well.


    I seemed whole.


    The demon’s power was fading, used up in my exertions.


    Somewhat reassured, I fainted.


    The house burned on in my absence.

  


  


  
    The True Measure of a Knight


    


    There you have it.


    The true measure of a knight lies not in his ability to wield arms, remain stalwart in the face of danger, hold true to her convictions, better himself, or further the cause of her master or order.


    No, the true measure of a knight lies in his ability to faint.


    Consistently and often.


    I was a knight through and through.


    Or at least I could sleep through the night.


    Fully and deeply.


    Pretending to be one as I lost consciousness bravely in the face of danger.


    I shook my head groggily.


    I was not making sense.


    I was rambling.


    To myself.


    While lying in the muck with rain pouring down on me as the house sputtered, steamed, and smoked.


    I tried to sit up and failed.


    I felt like a dragon had just stepped on me and planted me about an arm’s length down into the earth.


    I envisaged an imprint of my body on the ground where the great beast’s scaled foot had smashed me into the dirt.


    Perhaps my outline would become fossilized and one day in the distant, demon-free future, people would come to gape in awe at the wonder of my mighty physique.


    Now I really was dreaming…or incoherent.


    Extracting myself slowly from the suction of the wet ground that held me locked in place, I finally managed to sit.


    The farmhouse was an unrecognizable collapsed black husk.


    My work here was done.


    Now I just needed some rest.


    I plopped back down into my hole with a squelch, closed my eyes, and went to sleep.


    And dreamed the dreams of knights.


    


    I blinked.


    My eyes refused to listen.


    They were caked shut with dried mud.


    So much for my noble dreams of knightly worthiness. I was more like a toad burrowing into the earth to hibernate until the proper season to emerge.


    I guessed my season had come.


    Demon season.


    I had just made my first harvest. I hoped this reaping was enough to tide me through winter. I did not want to make any more.


    “Well done, Saedeus!


    “The time has come, however, to move.


    “The death of a demon, your decisive expression of magic, and the attendant fire are sure to gather unwanted attention.”


    Groaning, I sat up again.


    I did not feel any better than last night. In fact, I felt worse. I felt like I was a piece of shattered porcelain that had not been put back together.


    All jagged edges and irregular angles.


    And I did not have any glue or magic available.


    Straining against the bonds of the earth, I managed to get out of my divot and orient myself on wobbly legs.


    Spinning slowly around, shading my eyes against the sun, I located south and east. Splitting the difference, I began my trudge through fields that were sown with woe.

  


  


  
    South and East


    


    As a lad, I had imagined venturing out into the wide world as a magnificent adventure, a noble pursuit that would lead to the realization of my dreams and the justification of my self-worth.


    Leaving a wake of glory in my footsteps, I would change the world for the better as I redeemed myself and the world with me.


    Sadly, this dream was far from the reality I faced.


    With the demon-infested farm just days behind me, I gradually began to see what the world had become—barren and impoverished with humanity fearfully huddled together in enclaves struggling to survive.


    There were no caravans or travelers on the road. I could not even make out the last time there had been tracks. Granted, I was still on the far outskirts of the realm, but Alric assured me that in days past many traders, trackers, and adventurers had plied these roads on journeys northward for fame and fortune.


    A murder of crows was my first sign that I was nearing civilization.


    Or what had at least once been a modicum of civility.


    On either side of the road, barren fields that had been lovingly tended were left to go wild. Copses of woodland blanketed rolling hills adjacent to those areas that had, until recently, been farmed.


    The occasional abandoned farmhouse marked each forlorn homestead.


    Thankfully, there were no demons to kill.


    At least not yet.


    Perhaps because the pickings were too slim.


    There were, however, signs of demonic incursion.


    Which only made the stark reality of my journey all the more apparent.


    I think most of the region’s inhabitants must have fled, fearing for their lives, when roving demons began traveling northward. Although fraught with peril, the residents’ journeys were probably intended to reach the relative safety and security of larger fortified districts.


    If any had attempted to find a safe haven in Balde, none had made it.


    The many motes of remembrance now bouncing around in my skull told me that more than a few had tried.


    For those denizens of this region who had chosen to remain with their land and homes, fate had been no less cruel. The bodies hanging from gallows, gorged, disfigured, and desecrated by demonic hands, scattered along the roadway or left by their shattered homes, told me that clearer than any remembrance or inference.


    I walked through lands of the dead.


    Whether the inhabitants knew it yet or not.


    Although I had considered myself unlucky my whole life, walking toward Kerraboer, I realized just how lucky I had been.


    I grew up with each step.


    Although my spirit fell.


    The crows marked the sacrilege that was the first village I happened upon on my journey southward.


    The souls dancing in my mind from this region, each a world of possibility I could look into and explore if I so chose, told me the village was called Skaerholme. Skaerholme had thrived in the times before the coming of demons, a bucolic hamlet located on fertile grounds in a region of lush rains and forests teeming with life.


    Then the demons came and with them desolation.


    That Skaerholme had survived as long as it had was something of a miracle. Many similar places had fallen long before.


    


    Sadness welled in my heart the closer I came to the circling black mass of birds.


    From afar, Skaerholme looked like a withered old crab coming to final rest on its back with its carapaced legs reaching skyward.


    On closer approach, the community did not look much better.


    The village was a huddle of small buildings girding the road on both sides. Stout mortared stone walls that apparently were not stout enough surrounded the town center. Mangled metal gates had been thrown violently to the side at the two entrances through the walls following the roadway. I could see one tortured gate lying in the grass to the side of the near wall while a second lay on the road itself on the village’s far side.


    Blood, dried almost black, was smeared all over the outer walls in an orgy of sadism. Body parts cloaked by shrouds of flies served as crenellations on the wall. Other parts were cast aside wantonly at the wall’s base.


    The crows, at least, held their silent respect for the dead, circling overhead.


    The demon or demons that had massacred the village, in contrast, were another tale entirely.


    To my inner sight, the village was worse than anything my normal eyes would reveal. I could feel the weight of the travesty that had been visited on this town to my very bones. Foul acts and far fouler magics corrupted the township in a profane pall.


    With the village less than a third of a league away, my feet refused to go any farther.


    “I cannot do this, Alric.”


    “I am not asking you to, Saedeus.”


    “What shall I do? Walk on by? Burn it to the ground? Run away screaming at the madness of it all?”


    “You must do what you feel is right.”


    “I can’t go in there.”


    “I have not asked you to go in.”


    Alric’s voice was heavy with concern when he added, “Going in would be unwise.”


    Alric was right.


    Now that I was casting my mind out, I sensed a presence in the village.


    One that begged me to turn around and flee.


    Faster than my legs would carry me.


    There was a dark gravity to the place, as though all the evil in the land gradually pooled within the village’s center, a sinkhole that evil could not resist, growing darker and darker through time.


    The thing at the heart of that darkness was the creature that had brought ruin upon this village.


    Was I in a position to do anything of true import?


    Could I possibly make a difference?


    Would I be able to stop this entity from unleashing similar horrors upon another town elsewhere?


    There was, I supposed, only one way to find out.


    “I do not think you are ready for this, Saedeus.”


    Normally reassuring, providing belief and motivation where I had none, Alric’s words of caution gave me serious pause.


    Unfortunately, I was never one for stopping once my mind was made up.


    Besides, I had hundreds of voices in my head cheering me on.


    I only hoped they would still be cheering when all this was done.

  


  


  
    To Not Dance with a Demon


    


    The thing that launched itself toward me was the stuff of fishermen’s nightmares.


    I literally had no choice but to engage the monstrosity.


    There was no way I was going to outrun it.


    Almost as soon as I finished taking in the sorry state of the village, within moments of deciding that I would act, the demon I sensed within leapt high over the town’s walls and landed on the road not fifty paces before me with a monumental thud and a billowing plume of dust.


    To say the horror was a cross between a gigantic praying mantis, an armored crustacean, and a multilimbed cephalopod would be a disgrace to any of those creatures separately or combined. A bilious haze of sickly, nacreous power fanned out about the creature, writhing wildly like another set of loathsome appendages.


    Unlike many demons whose spectral presence overpowered the entity’s corporeality, the sheer brutish enormity of the thing seemed to scar the very substance of the material plane with its rampant presence.


    It moved jaggedly, its scything tentacular arms and wickedly spiked forelimbs warping through space and time faster than the eye could follow, jerking from place to place without crossing the intervening distance.


    Eight eyes on stalklike appendages wavered in the air regarding me above a beaked visage polished to flesh-rending sharpness in the bowels of hell. Multiple rows of jagged mandibles gnashed against one another in anticipation of a ready meal.


    I wet myself.


    Call it my precombat lubrication.


    Or less friction to limit my own slower than hand or eyes movement.


    A soft moan escaped my lips before I could clamp my mouth shut.


    My manliness points were decreasing drastically with each passing moment.


    “Burn the essences you hold within, Saedeus!


    “Use them to match the beast’s strength and give them peace in their graves!”


    Alric’s words brought me back to my ignominy.


    “I’ll kill them forever!”


    “No, you will liberate their souls and give their deaths the meanings of which they were deprived!”


    The demon bunched its many scabrous legs and surged through the air toward me.


    Hundreds of voices begged me to use them, to free them from the torment of their last living moments, to give them the chance to redeem themselves by acting in a just cause.


    So I did.


    The lives of many became one as their combined power exploded through me.


    Time slowed as the demon’s supernatural movements resolved themselves within an actionable temporal frame.


    The infernal’s lightning ascent arced and slowed to a feathery fall.


    Whipping out Loer’allon, I waited calmly in the long moments of the demon’s descent.


    Leaping upward when the thing was no more than ten paces above me, I launched myself heavenward faster than the beast fell.


    My trajectory took me through the monster’s abdomen and out its other side.


    A cloud of ichor and entrails spewed out in a fountain of gore tracking my own ascent and gradual fall, the demon’s nebulous aura writhing frantically and stilling as it crashed thunderously to the earth.


    Their deed done, the many slain souls lending me their power left me as well.


    I crashed to the ground.


    Not at all gracefully.


    The pain of the bone-shattering impact was lessened by the inchoate rush of another tsunami of claimed souls in the departeds’ wake.


    With them came a demon unlike any other, a shocking mountain crashing down on me with the impact of a meteor and the surety of death.


    I burned the thing faster than last year’s kindling.


    Its flames healed the wounds of my mangled limbs, masking the pain of their refusing and recreation.


    Then I fainted.


    As was my style.


    


    When I woke, I smelled like death.


    Worse…


    I smelled like the denizens of the deepest unplumbed oceanic depths laid out in the sun for far too long mixed with the glorious smells of otherworldly excrement and unspeakable fluids.


    I vomited.


    Now I enjoyed the heady benefits of pre- and post-combat lubrication.


    I needed a bath.


    Badly.


    However—my stomach purged—I had a task to do before I took time to find water to cleanse myself.


    Standing with a bit of trepidation as I put weight back onto my formerly mangled legs, I tottered over to the giant demon’s corpse. With a sure stroke, I sliced Loer’allon’s storied blade through the armored plates between the creature’s ghastly head and its columnar neck, decapitating it. For the briefest of moments, a nimbus of light shining forth from Loer’allon separated the beast’s skull from its spine. Then the fearsome head fell to the ground with a mighty thunk.


    I got out of the way as the head fell to the ground.


    Trudging toward the village, I wandered around until I finally found a cart that suited my needs. Satisfied, I returned to get the demon’s head.


    What followed took more time, effort, and gore than I care to recount. But, in the end, I managed to plant the demon’s head squarely above one of the village gates.


    If I ever had a house worth calling home, I wanted one of these planted squarely above my mantle on the fireplace.


    My efforts might be just a small victory and an even smaller deterrent, but I was proud of my work.


    I can’t say the demon felt the same.


    But what did I care?


    At least I’d given it the best view in the village.


    That was far more consideration than it deserved.


    Hopefully any of its kin heading northward could see the unholy visage just as easily as its dull eyes could see them.


    That is, imagining it could still see.


    And, if the demons couldn’t see, I would be glad to show its head to them.


    That settled, I found the village well and drew enough water to clean myself.


    Which almost made it go dry.


    Thankfully, the well was too small for the demon to fit inside or I am certain it would have claimed the shaft as its own.


    Then I would have had to walk farther for clean water.


    By the time I was done, I was too tired to walk.


    So I lay down on the dirt and went to sleep.

  


  


  
    What Now?


    


    I startled awake to a loud growl.


    Leaping to my feet, or, rather, stumbling to a predominantly standing position which was my uncoordinated attempt at an equivalent, I readied myself to face yet another implacable foe.


    Only when I had blinked the grogginess of sleep from my eyes and cleared the dream-addled fuzziness from my poor excuse for a brain did I realize that the sole battle before me was hunger, its war cry the gurgling of my stomach, and its outcome never in doubt. This was a war I would wage all my days, one I would never win, for I could only temporarily assuage my appetite but never defeat it.


    Unwilling to tap into my own stores unnecessarily, I decided to scour the village for foodstuffs that might still be palatable.


    With the memories of many of the village’s former inhabitants available for guidance, I was quickly able to gather enough food to last far longer than I had already been on the road, along with enough coin to supplant what I might need for far longer.


    My needs temporarily met, and the opportunity to ask available, I decided a little conversation was in order. “What exactly was that thing that tried to skewer me and turn me into Saedeus snacks?”


    “That was a Dro’mangus.


    “Many a brave knight has met their end facing its terrible speed and strength.


    “I feared you might be the next, Saedeus.”


    I scoffed. “You doubt me, Alric?”


    Alric snorted, or gave the knightly counterpart. “You do have a few key traits and abilities in your favor, Saedeus. I have never met an Empyrean Knight able to faint on command or capable of self-befoulment at a moment’s notice.


    “Those are skills certain to intimidate even the most dauntless foes.”


    “Do not mock the power of beguilement and deception, Alric!


    “I merely trick my opponents into believing I am a spineless cur in order to lure them into my trap!”


    “Whatever helps you faint at night, brave sir knight.”


    “Do not mock me, o’ disembodied voice of righteous dead past!


    “I am the brave future of your diminished order!”


    Alric’s voice dripped sarcasm. “Then we are as doomed as your quest to return Loer’allon.”


    Puffing up my chest, I countered only somewhat peevishly, “You doubt my abilities?”


    “Actually, no, Saedeus, I do not. I do, however, doubt your ability to return Loer’allon. Her choice is made; you have little say in the matter.


    “You cannot return what is not yours to give.”


    I snorted but did not argue.


    Why argue with Alric when I could not even win an argument with myself?


    “What should we do next, Alric?


    “What can I do to be better prepared?”


    Alric took several moments before replying. “Heed my lessons at night and internalize their value.


    “Listen to the voices of others who now share your consciousness. Learn how to gauge them, read them, and ascertain their worth.


    “Practice accessing those lives and pushing them away. Interacting with the souls you now carry will give you the tools necessary to protect yourself when you are forced to take more.


    “Learn from the minds within.


    “Do all this at every opportunity.


    “As you grow, apply what you learn creatively to continue your development.”


    Nothing to it!


    Just a few minor tasks to do on the long journey southward.

  


  


  
    The Road Ahead


    


    Leaving the village, I decided for the road.


    There was, I admit proudly, some actual logic behind the decision.


    I was at home in the wilds and could travel overland freely. I was not afraid of being alone nor was I concerned about finding sustenance should my stores run out in the wilds.


    Traveling along the road, at least for the time being, would give me at least the partial advantage of sight should I—I should say when I—encountered another demon on my journey. Although I expected that any demon worth its ectoplasm would lie in wait for would-be victims to pass by its carefully laid trap hidden near or along the roadway, I would at least have some space afforded by the road itself to react. I could also see anything approaching in the distance so long as it was not carefully warded by spells.


    I might also happen upon other merry bands of travelers seeking my wit and pleasant companionship.


    A man of my worldliness and charms would be quite in demand in these dark times.


    In the woods, fields, and hills, traps could be anywhere and I would be none the wiser. I would certainly be able to rely on my inner vision to help me avoid these pitfalls but there was no guarantee I would sense danger in time to respond.


    Also, going along the road was easier.


    At least for the time being.


    And, if I have not made this clear, I am lazy, or perhaps just wise beyond my years, and tend to choose the path of least, or more preferably no, resistance.


    Especially from myself.


    Things are so much easier that way.


    At least for me.


    So, with a saunter to my step and a cheerful rattle to my purse, I left Skaerholme behind along with all the fond memories of the town’s myriad charms.


    


    Three days out of Skaerholme, the road to the south slowly transitioned down from hills and woodlands to swamps and fens, wandering through miles of mosquito-infested plaguelands. The mires reminded me of the isolation of home—bogs full of wildlife and denizens as yet untouched by demonic stain.


    I only wished the disease-ridden pestilence of the region were able to keep the demons at bay.


    Or, better yet, that the demons were susceptible to the insect-purveyed blights of the bottomlands.


    Sadly, human frailty in this regard did not translate to the demonic.


    In places, the king’s road was an elevated berm overlooking wetlands filled with marsh and reeds, birds, sprites, fairies, and other fey creatures. Other times, it dipped low through swampy bottomlands filled with the trunks of towering, moss-draped trees and the booming calls of unseen, but vividly imagined—generally of the gigantic, many-toothed variety—wildlife.


    Swinging Loer’allon with all the respect she was due, that is, with the excitement and enthusiasm of a child envisioning unseen battles, adversaries, and triumphs, I spent much of the morning engaged in swordplay.


    Mostly play…but with a sword.


    With a decisive stroke of my lambent blade, I beheaded Arz’gatoth, Lord of the Fire Demons, to end the demonic infiltration of the Uërthly realm.


    A patch of long-stemmed reeds fell at my feet.


    My prowess was such that I could slay unsuspecting, defenseless plants with impunity.


    Sheathing Loer’allon, her duty fulfilled, I picked up one of the reeds and began pulling off its outer waxy layers while I plucked the uppermost tip and dropped it to the ground.


    Surprisingly, the stem was hollow.


    For a time, I tried blowing through the stalk, attempting to make some music to while away the day, but the whistles produced were rather weak and sad, a bit like myself, and I decided keeping the reed in my mouth like a piece of straw was more satisfying.


    


    These lands were truly wild.


    Untouched swamps transported from another place and time engulfed the light and distance, the pillared trunks of awesome cypresses rising from dark waters of unknown depths. Sunlight reflecting off the water’s smooth face gave no clues as to the mysteries that might lie beneath the water’s surface. Crystalline flora and fauna encoating the vertical strata added light and liveliness, the colors and tones of magical expression, to the landscape, heightening its otherworldliness.


    The amount of manpower and magic required to build a road through this miasma was of an order I had never before seen, far greater than the magical shieldings that helped protect the former outpost of Balde. If only all our humanly efforts were not spent trying to survive, to rid the world of demonic interlopers, then Uërth would be a place where dreams were made real.


    Instead, we had demonic hordes and lives lived furtively in the shadows.


    When a flock of wyverns flew overhead I was so startled that I dropped face-first to the ground of the road bed. Thankfully, I did not draw their attention or I might have ended up as reptile food.


    Or, more likely, the beasts recognized how intimidating I was and steered clear of the superior predator.


    That they had probably just feasted on something else had no bearing on their flight from my prowess.


    Snorting, I stood boldly and dusted myself off, tactfully spitting out the mouthful of dust, leaves, and twigs I had swallowed on my graceful descent to the road.


    I must be, I decided, quite the sight.


    “Run, Saedeus!


    “Dive into the water!”


    Not taking the time to question, I sprinted to the road’s elevated edge where it overlooked a particularly dark, almost black, expanse of water. Without pausing to think rationally, I maintained my forward momentum and dove head-first into the mire.


    Crack!


    Bright lights exploded behind my eyes as I hit something far too solidly with the top of my skull.


    Trying to orient myself, gasping for air, I erupted out of the water facing the knotty, irregular knee of a massive swamp cypress’s root.


    So much for looking before I leaped.


    “Get down!”


    I got down, my teeth clamping around the reed still in my mouth.


    “Stay under as long as you can. If you must come up, do so slowly and cautiously.


    “Do not draw attention to yourself.”


    Afraid to even ask why, I followed Alric’s advice.


    As my lungs began to burn, urging me to come up for air, my fears told me to stay down even more urgently.


    Reaching something of a compromise, I stuck the reed still clamped in my mouth up above the water’s surface, blew out the silty water in the plant’s hollow, and took a welcome breath.


    Slowly regathering my wits—recognizing that I could only use that term loosely in my case—I sought outward with my inner vision, keeping my eyes closed all the while as I tried to locate the source of Alric’s concern.


    To my dismay, and the further undermining of my sense of self-worth, I realized the wyverns had not fled my presence.


    The dragonkin had bolted from something far worse.


    A massive shape sullied the heavens, its vile presence spreading over the treetops in an abominable stain as it circled lazily above.


    The infernal was an eclipse of evil, a vast presence blocking the light above, the chill of winter manifest, roaring up from the deepest lifeless pits and the maw of insanity, threatening to consume any who peered too deeply within its mind-shattering heart.


    Without my eyes to see its physical manifestation, I only sensed the demon’s presence.


    And that was more than enough.


    Whatever it was, the demon was a thing of true power, essence-drinking Darkness radiating out from its many-limbed form in clouds of abnegation.


    Thankfully, it was not looking for me.


    I hoped.


    I was never so glad to stay put in a swamp, my anxieties of what might lay in wait to snatch me up in the murky waters far less than my fear of facing the monster flying overhead.


    “What is that, Alric?”


    Alric’s voice was a low growl. “That, Saedeus, is a Duaga, a demon lord.”


    That was something I never wanted to encounter again.


    “Can it not sense Loer’allon’s presence?


    “Why is it not coming for us?”


    “Loer’allon can mask her essence, as you will need to learn to do.”


    He paused, then added, “You are beneath the demon lord’s notice, Saedeus. For that, you should be thankful until the end of your days.”


    I was already thankful and the day had not ended yet.


    When the demon had been gone so long that I began to go numb from cold, when I had not sensed its soul-marring essence in many long minutes, I decided there was a small chance that I might be safe enough to risk getting out of the water.


    If only for a moment.


    


    I crawled up the bank shivering, unable to feel my extremities or properly control their movement.


    Covered in muck from my ordeal, my skin shriveled from exposure, I was about as mobile and attractive as a water-soaked log.


    “Unsheathe Loer’allon. Her Light will warm and refresh you.”


    “Is that wise?”


    “Wiser than hypothermia, I would venture.”


    “And when did you learn sarcasm?”


    “After saving you for about the thirtieth time, I have learned what gets your attention.”


    “Dinner?”


    “No. An attitude.”


    I smiled as I drew Loer’allon.


    Alric knew me too well.

  


  


  
    Spells Uncast


    


    To say I am a horrible spell caster would be an understatement.


    To say I am an abysmal magician would be but a pale shadow of the truth.


    I am but the vaguest reflection of a blurred shadow far beneath the most abyssal levels of the lowliest magical talent.


    Which makes my rather uncanny (at least according to Alric) abilities as a Djen’toth all the more surprising.


    Thankfully, by harvesting the abilities of many people who had at least a modicum of sorcerous talent, I was beginning to learn far faster than I would have been able to otherwise and with far greater skill.


    I was cheating.


    Which came as no surprise.


    Through a lifetime of practice I had already discovered I was rather good at duplicity.


    Considering how unfair the world was, at least from my anthropocentric perspective, I actually had no ethical qualms about this state of affairs.


    I did what I must to survive, even if it involved cheating.


    Those of true talent may look down upon how slowly and begrudgingly magical Craft revealed itself to me, just as they may abhor the means by which even that reluctant progress slowly manifested, but I could not care less.


    All I cared about was doing what I needed to do to survive another day through whatever means necessary. Whether I learned magical skill via natural talent, diligent study, or inadvertently stealing the life force and knowledge of unsuspecting arcane practitioners was of little concern to me.


    Even so, I still struggled.


    I was, after all, trying to learn and use several talents at once.


    Taking in another’s essence was one thing, learning to read and understand what I could of the person whose essence I now shared was a greater challenge, but actually making use of that knowledge in a meaningful way presented far greater difficulty.


    So, even cheating was not exactly easy.


    Or successful.


    But I got much further along in my arcane training than I would have otherwise.


    Which is another way of saying at least I got somewhere instead of nowhere.


    Aside from the begrudging assistance of those souls that somehow now called me home, I also had one other advantage that many initial practitioners of magic lacked.


    I could see what I was doing.


    No matter how pitiful the manifestation or unlikely the result of my efforts, I could, on some level, see, feel, and engage with the energies I manipulated. Through my inner vision, however badly I failed, I could get an idea of what I was doing and actively work to change the results for the better.


    In my case, trying to make things better often made things worse, but in some ways I could still tell what was going on…in theory.


    Practically, I felt as lost as a motherless puppy.


    But at least I had something to build on.


    I hoped.


    So, it was often with no small degree of amusement that I watched the mysterious manifestations of my magical practice.


    While Alric might coach me on the many ways to manifest a small glowing orb suitable for use by someone lost inside a cave deep within the bowels of the earth, I would take pleasure in the billowing cloud of feathers that was the actual result.


    I was good at being bad.


    


    “Let’s try this again, Saedeus.


    “Stop trying so hard.”


    I did not remark on the irony of Alric’s encouragement.


    Even time itself could grow frustrated with my inability to budge.


    “Magical energies are all around you.


    “Magical energies are part of you.


    “Fundamentally, this essence is everything…all that is possible, all that can be possible.


    “Imagine the manifestation of the essence you wish to create as an image in your mind.


    “Do not try to shape it.


    “Do not try to mold it.


    “Do not try to force it.


    “Let it be.


    “Let the essence express itself.


    “Letting magic express itself is the true nature of spellcasting.


    “You are just an intermediary.


    “You do not make magic happen.


    “You let magic happen.


    “Get out of the way!”


    And there was the true crux of the matter.


    I never really was very good at getting out of the way.


    Getting in the way, well, that was another matter entirely.


    Which explained quite a lot about my lack of talent in many childhood games.


    But I digress.


    As usual.


    So, by my very nature, I was the antithesis of a true magician.


    At least I knew where I stood.


    Exactly opposite where I wanted to be.


    Thankfully, as impatient as I could be, Alric was more patient.


    He did not give up on me when I was ready to give up on myself.


    “You’ve told me you can see and feel the essence.


    “Visualize the essence in your mind.


    “Envision the light you wish to create.


    “See its golden-white glow. Feel the soft warmth of its touch.


    “Let it be in your mind and the world will follow!”


    I could almost see the sap weeping out from the surrounding trees.


    And they were not maples.


    Alric was laying it on.


    I sighed and regrouped.


    I was not being fair to Alric.


    This view of magic was what he believed and, in truth, his views had more merit than mine because he could do the very thing that I could not.


    I could try to channel his ability.


    But that would be cheating.


    And, yes, I recognized the irony of my self-contradiction.


    So I tried.


    I imagined the diffuse light of the essence all around in my mind. I felt its expansive lightness, its boundless depths and untold potentials. With my awareness grounded in the essence, the intrinsic energies swirling all around, I pictured a bright ball of light in the air before me, one that could rest gently in the palm of my outstretched hand, casting a sure glow off the tree trunks looming heavenward above.


    I did not believe the light was there.


    I did not force the light to be there.


    I did not manipulate the energy for the light to be there.


    I was the light in my mind while abiding in the essence.


    I felt something tickle the skin of my open palm.


    Was that warmth?


    Had I felt the movement of energy manifesting my vision?


    I opened my eyes excitedly.


    A white fluffy ball rested in my hand.


    It looked like nothing so much as fibrils arranged with the regular geometric patterning of a dandelion seed head.


    I was crestfallen.


    I dropped my hand, exhaled slowly, and tried to hide my disappointment.


    “Open your eyes, Saedeus!”


    I did.


    The feathery, filamentous ball remained suspended in the air.


    And it glowed!


    


    My plans to become the world’s greatest archmage were not derailed!


    I could do this!


    At least in my own way.


    Alric’s compliments were glowing.


    Like my ball of fuzz.


    “You are the first person I have met who successfully manifested a ball of fluff on his first try!”


    Here was the sarcasm he had been practicing.


    I was ready for it.


    I had a lifetime of practice in this arcane art.


    In this realm, even the mightiest archmages bowed before my derisive talent.


    Before I could give a snide retort, Alric offered his praise. “Creating a physical object that glows represents an order of magnitude greater difficulty than merely creating an energetic expression, Saedeus.


    “Not only that, but your physical object actually did what you wished for it to do.


    “For that you should be proud!”


    When he sensed my ego swelling faster than the speed of sarcasm, he added firmly, “But you still need to learn to cast the simplest spells properly.


    “Otherwise you will never have any true idea of what you may manifest.


    “Therein lies the ultimate danger to yourself and others.


    “So let’s try that sphere of light again.”


    So we did.


    Over and over until my eyes burned from the visualization, until the sun in all its fearsome summer intensity lived furiously behind my eyes, and I feared I would never see again.


    But, after some number of tries I care not to repeat, I was finally able to cast an orb of light.


    And it did not even look like a dandelion.


    But I was still far away from being able to hide myself from a demon prince.

  


  


  
    Higher Ground


    


    Eventually the swamps dried.


    Or, more accurately, I left their region of local depression.


    Which is not to say that I was depressed, only that the land was…geographically.


    I entered another region of rolling hills and forestland.


    The few fields present were indications of former human inhabitation.


    In these areas left open to the sky, lustrous grasses shimmered in kaleidoscopic swathes, overhung by the hoary limbs of ancient trees along the meadows’ edges, the magical nature of the plants evinced not just by their luminous forms but in the myriad expressions of the essence playing lightly over the plants’ swaying leaves, fronds, and flowers.


    Becoming more and more wild and beautiful in humanity’s absence, the land also evoked a startling fragility, as if this beauty were too frail to last, a temporary boon that would soon pass with the seasons. There was, to my eyes, a vulnerability to the place that demonic occupation would soon shatter, sullying wonders decades in the making.


    That the land had survived many years after demonic incursion belied this impression somewhat, but I worried nonetheless, for magic alone was unlikely to halt demonic corruption.


    My mind filled with visions of massive clawed feet shattering the swaying stalks of grass like delicate crystal, the shards churned into the earth, trees shattered, the woods burnt to the ground, the streams filled with soot and effluent, and the land made barren and defiled.


    But I was, above all, an optimist.


    My visions did not have to come to pass if enough people came together and found a way to throw back the demons and seal the wound that allowed them into our world.


    Though parts of Uërth had indeed met a similar fate, such an outcome was not guaranteed.


    I would see to that.


    By bravely returning my sword and running away to the farthest corner of Maeron and going to ground.


    Was Alric getting to me?


    Was his essence corrupting my own with higher visions and ideals?


    Was his presence within me steering me away from my natural tendencies to lie low and get out of the way?


    Was he somehow guiding me toward false hope and the possibilities that such foolish ideas revealed?


    Or did I have a conscience that I had been neglecting for far too long?


    Was my mind rebelling against the atrocities it had seen after being sheltered in self-serving isolation for most of my life?


    Were my thoughts and actions my own, an internal realignment pushing me to be someone different—more just, of broader view, and deeper thought—than I had been?


    Could I be embarking on this quest of my own will and volition, not just to return an object of great value but to cast off a part of myself that was unwanted and in need of change?


    Was I serious?


    Really?


    Did I want this?


    Was this necessary for me?


    Could I actually make a difference?


    Shaking my head, I trudged onward, letting these questions bounce around in my head like so many nuts falling from trees, ducking low so as to not get whacked on my noggin by a particularly large or solid one, hoping that these considerations would resolve themselves or at least come to a new state of equilibrium that I could live with through the days ahead.


    Who knew?


    Maybe these notions would grow into new trees themselves and form a new forest, one I could live in and be proud to call home.


    If I were lucky, it might even have mushrooms.

  


  


  
    How We Got Here


    


    When I was young, I often wondered why the world had not been overrun by demons.


    Then I began to grow up and realized that people could be every bit as crafty and ruthless as demons.


    After all, if I managed to survive in the wilderness scrounging for mushrooms with demons and other monsters on the loose, imagine what someone actually competent could do?


    In fact, I came to understand that men could be worse than the demons, for in us was both Heaven and Hell, angel and demon. Humanity could reach the highest heights and the lowest lows; within us was both the best and the worst.


    And the demons never saw it coming.


    So used to fighting the honorable angelic knights of heaven, the demonic hordes were caught unaware by humanity’s surprisingly creative destructive capacity.


    With the demons’ victory at the Empyrean Gate and Heaven’s fall, the entropic hordes must have thought the worst of their battles were over.


    They were wrong.


    Unfortunately, there were more demons than us.


    A discrepancy we tried to rectify at every opportunity.


    Even as far north as we were on the outskirts of civilization in Balde, tales filtered northward of humanity’s heroics.


    As brave and formidable as the Empyrean Knights were, there were others far braver, for they fought on without the knight’s strength and power. These warriors fought not for themselves but for our common future.


    Their valor allowed the rest of us to live.


    Being the coward I was, I cannot say I agreed with their methods or would participate, but I was glad to reap the benefits if it helped us survive a little longer.


    There were the J’andre Fulminants whose order relied on the willing self-sacrifice of its members to lure demonic entities into themselves, temporarily binding the demons within while the order’s wizards blasted the possessing demons into oblivion. Fanatics came to the order in droves to willingly sacrifice themselves, feeling that their offerings not only helped cleanse the Uërth but would help resanctify Heaven after Its fall.


    No less effective but equally fanatical, the Uërthen Stoics cast their souls out of their bodies into consecrated reliquaries to make them immune to demonic infestation. Similar magics augmented their bodies, often beyond recognition, so that the Stoics could fight face-to-face with demons and prevail.


    The Priests of D’almere practiced imbuing themselves with holy Light until they became living embodiments of divine energies. At the highest levels of attainment, it was rumored Priests could face off against the mightiest demon princes and triumph. Unfortunately, with this gradual ascension, many of the D’almere lost their ties to the material plane and ascended to other realms.


    Within the fey races, the dryads, the sidhe, and their kin, myriad ways of power outside mortal ken vied with demonic incursion, holding the infernals at bay on land and sea. My own home within fair Silvaeron benefited in part from such fearsome magics.


    The Elemantus Magisterium, the Elemental Speakers, bonded deeply with elemental forces and called on the spirits of the land to fight against demons from earth to sky. Their bond and control was far greater than anything I enjoyed with Lucius, though I am certain Lucius would say that I played second harp to no one. So great was their rapport with elemental powers that the Magisterium were able to transform into elementals themselves and rain destruction upon the demonic hordes.


    Numerous species of dragons banded together in common cause, throwing aside old enmities to bring their mighty roars to the chorus of those who willingly fought against extradimensional assault. Tales of draconid heroics leading the charge and rallying the motley legions of Uërth on the Front were the stuff of legend.


    These heroes and many others like them helped slow the tide of demonic incursion.


    But, despite these heroes’ valiant efforts, the demons continued to push forward through the Chaos Gate and then outward into Uërth beyond.


    Whenever one demon fell, more were ready to take its place.


    I was, on the other hand, not ready to take anyone’s place.


    I wanted to return Loer’allon and find a place safe enough to hide while the real heroes took care of business.


    My entrepreneurial spirit was rather low.

  


  


  
    I Find Myself Here Because?


    


    Why exactly was I doing this?


    What did I hope to accomplish?


    Loer’allon could take care of herself. For all I knew, the sword had existed since the beginning of time.


    My track record could do little to improve on that.


    I was under no obligation to help Alric. If anything, he had steered me away from my present course, instead encouraging me to take the mantle offered by Loer’allon and become an Empyrean Knight. My journey southward could, in fact, be viewed as a knightly pilgrimage or quest, or some masochistic training exercise, so Alric was still getting what he wanted whether I accepted his offer or not. Similarly, his constant coaching and words of advice could easily be viewed as teachings to help me become a knight errant embodying the ideals he so clearly espoused.


    In sum, as was the norm, I was in a lose-lose situation where no matter what I did, the outcome was not exactly what I wanted.


    Quite the opposite.


    I am always the proverbial fly caught in the spider’s web. Only, in my case, I can fashion my own web, entrap myself, and create a spider to cause untold difficulties just by being myself.


    Despite my struggles with arcane magic, there is a lesson here.


    I am a magician. I can conjure the means of my suffering with a surety and skill that would be the envy of the greatest wizard.


    I am magical.


    Like unicorns.


    Except different.


    Now that’s something to be proud of...


    Or not.

  


  


  
    Waylaid


    


    Lucius wanted out of his pocket.


    I gulped.


    That was never a good sign.


    I reached into my tunic, my hand only shaking slightly, feeling the hard metal rings of my armor through the fabric beneath my fingers as my hand settled around Lucius’s cool, burnished stone surface.


    I dropped Lucius to my side.


    He stopped abruptly mid-fall, halting his downward trajectory at thigh height.


    Hovering next to me, floating about an arm’s length away, Lucius matched the pace of my strides across the dusty, hard-packed road.


    I left no visible footprints.


    Over the past few days, the forests had thinned with more obvious signs of former human habitation. Burnt fields stretched away from the road on either side, the land unclaimed by the derelict cottages crumbling within their midst. Denuded trees crackled and snapped in the wind. Between patches of bare dirt, scraggly plants slumped in the irregular ditches lining either side of the road.


    Everything looked parched and in need of water.


    What life was here was thin and wan, sapped of vitality and expression.


    This place was demon haunted.


    And I was here.


    Alone.


    “You are not alone, Saedeus.


    “You never are and you never will be.”


    Looking left and right, I saw no one else here.


    Just my pet rock.


    I think Alric was overlooking something.


    His reassurances did little to settle my nerves.


    “Trust in your allies and training.


    “All will be well.”


    Allies?


    Had Alric missed what I’d just seen?


    Empty fields.


    An abandoned roadway.


    No one but me, my shadow, and a small hovering rock.


    And out there…demons.


    I could feel them.


    They were a shadow I could not quite see…disturbances in the essence that were not right, like an oil slick on water whose presence only showed up in the right light when viewed from the proper angle.


    They were the darkness within the shadows’ heart…the depthless gloom hiding in plain sight that screamed of fear, terror, and doom. They howled of the end of things, of man’s cosmic impotence, and unbridled, insane rage.


    And they were everywhere.


    I wiped my sweating palms on my tunic.


    Bravely.


    At least give me credit for that.


    Plodding up the long rise that now delayed my progress and urged my legs to work harder against their will, I was in no rush to see the next tragedy that was about to befall me.


    I knew it was coming and was in no hurry to meet it.


    Lucius began to twirl.


    His dizzying motion generated a faint hum.


    I only hoped that his thrumming, rotational vibration meant something like, “BEGONE, DEMONS!


    “YOUR REIGN HERE IS AT AN END!


    “YOUR TIME IS NIGH!


    “I AM YOUR DESTINY AND ANNIHILATION!


    “RUN IN FEAR OR FACE MY WRATH!”


    The humming sound slowly faded as Lucius’s rotational velocity increased and the sounds of his movement passed into octaves I could not hear.


    I did not sense any demons leaving posthaste.


    Nor did I sense any response in the local canine community.


    Apparently the dogs could not hear Lucius’s high-pitched whistle either.


    I was not alone in that at least.


    Small rocks began to gather about Lucius in a whirling, tornadic cloud.


    I was proud of my pet rock.


    I wanted to pat him on the head… Since he did not have a head, his top would do, but I did not want to lose a hand.


    Some gestures are not worth the risk.


    Touching a magically reinforced elemental stone moving at speeds I could not register would not be wise, especially if I wanted to keep my hand.


    Having only two, I complimented my little tornado instead. “Thanks, Lucius. The air has been rather still. I needed a breeze.”


    Lucius spun faster.


    I wanted to risk getting closer to show my approval for his efforts and soak in the refreshing draught but the thought of instant death held me back.


    So much for my gratitude.


    By the time we reached the hill’s top, I could no longer see Lucius. I knew he was there, however. In my mind’s eye, a furiously blazing ball of magical forces surged frenetically next to me as I walked.


    I focused everything I had on not tripping.


    Stumbling toward Lucius would not be good.


    On the bright side, if I did fall on Lucius, Loer’allon would be able to find a new master without having to travel all the way to Kerraboer.


    I always looked on the bright side.


    Call me Bright Mind, Lord of the Optimists.


    Or Saedeus.


    I will answer to both.


    


    Upon cresting the rise, I noticed two things.


    First the view opened expansively onto a broad valley bisected by the iridescent strand of a wide, snaking river. At the valley’s center, far ahead along the road’s path, a city nestled within the comforts of a shimmering dome of force.


    Surprisingly, the city looked untouched by the desolation lying all around it.


    Inside this sphere of eldritch energies, the world appeared as it once had—the land was lush and green, covered with tiered fields and tall trees while many colored pennons swirled in an invisible wind on high walls unbroken by strife. Soaring behind the city walls, delicate towers of lambent crystal, appearing made of artfully spun glass, thrust heavenward while the distant specks of minuscule people moved freely through wide boulevards and avenues.


    The swirling dome was a window into another time.


    Much closer, across barren ground choked on dust and desolation, a disparate band of armored warriors blocked my passage ahead.


    Or at least what one might have assumed were warriors at first glance.


    I was not just anyone.


    Being a natural coward—I prefer the term survivalist—I tended to look closely for many details that might be easily overlooked in a given situation, details that might prove the difference between life and death.


    Wanting to live, I paid attention.


    I was also astute.


    Meaning even I could not miss the true nature of the small horde that had materialized on the highway, ready to rend me limb from limb.


    To say the creatures had once been, or might have once been, human would be a far stretch of the imagination…at least an imagination as limited as my own. Scabrous faces twisted and disfigured by past torture glared at me through the heat haze separating us. Slouched shoulders terminating in desiccated arms perched atop twisted, broken spines that remained unconcerned by my unsteady approach. Rotten flesh fell away in irregular clumps. Broken swords, rusty spears, dented shields, and scarred maces created an irregular picket of hostile intent.


    I was facing a minor undead horde.


    Although to my eyes, the force arrayed before me was anything but minor.


    Preparing myself for combat, I retched.


    Feeling much better and almost combat ready, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, glad that at least one unfortunate inevitable event in the upcoming confrontation was out of the way.


    The undead, however, were the least of my worries.


    Binding the broken figures together in a viscous, tarry haze was an unholy eidolon of despair. The thing sucked in the life force of the living and trapped it within its hellish folds. From this distance, the animated corpses appeared to emanate from within the fiendish haze of the creature, their bodies weaving through a sticky, cloying fog.


    I knew better, feeling the reality to my core.


    That hungry, flowing mass was the demon that barred my passage.


    It hunted here on the roadway, killing any who tried to approach the city for safety or succor, staying far enough away to avoid reprisal and choosing to act only on those victims weak enough to add to its strength. In time, perhaps with enough unfortunate innocents caught in its web, the demon would grow strong enough to assault the very city itself with an army of undead.


    I did not know for certain, but I could guess.


    All I knew was that this thing was in my way.


    It would not let me leave.


    And I had already vomited.


    Alric’s voice was a low whisper. “’Ware the infernal cloud, Saedeus.


    “Let Loer’allon shield you from the grasping demonic tendrils and the Ysigoth’s magic will not ensnare you.”


    Drawing Loer’allon from her scabbard with a faint ringing chime as her luminous blade vibrated resonantly against the case, I prepared to cut the strings of the puppet master holding the gathered tormented souls in thrall.


    I charged.


    To be clear, I had no intention of rushing headlong into the milling throngs of waiting undead.


    I would be torn apart.


    Even if I were the world’s greatest swordsman, I would probably still be slashed to ribbons.


    Without true magical skill or enchantments to shield me, I would be skewered and sliced like the main course at a harvest festival.


    The demon, however, did not have to know that.


    But I did.


    Which is why I did not exactly run at full speed.


    The hill was, after all, rather steep.


    And I was not exactly in tourney shape.


    Lucius, on the other hand, was not slowed by the grade.


    Nor was he encumbered by armor or the weight of a large, cumbersome body.


    Or a fear-laden consciousness that dragged with a decidedly heavy weight.


    In fact, I think incoming meteorites consulted with him on descent vectors and velocities.


    The zombies had skipped that consultation.


    They were not, however, immune to the impacts of a magical object moving with the speed of an interstellar body entering Uërth’s orbit.


    The road ahead got very messy, very quickly.


    Suffice it to say that the horrific demonic pall was not the only mist clouding the air.


    Loer’allon shrouded my body in shimmering white light as I ran forward, what I liked to think of as my anti-demon zone.


    By the time I reached the frenzied mass of limbs, swords, maces, and shields that was the undead horde, all the frenzy was gone.


    There were just parts…lots of parts.


    The demon, however, was rather agitated.


    It surged and crested over the holy nimbus protecting me in an inky tidal wave, devouring all light and sense of place. I could only see the space defined by Loer’allon’s shield, a region of uninteresting dirt encompassing about one step forward and one step backward.


    Swinging wildly, that is to say with supreme skill and pinpoint accuracy, I tore ragged gaps through the demonic essence, rending its black heart apart. Each of Loer’allon’s strikes shriveled the demonic darkness ever smaller, burning off entire sloughs of the fell entity like sheets of paper before an open flame.


    I did not wish to touch that amorphous extradimensional mass in any way for fear of taking some of it into myself.


    Although Lucius proved somewhat ineffectual against the demon itself, his rapid strikes merely punching holes through the thing’s vile shroud, those numerous strikes began to take their toll over time as the demon was literally torn to shreds by Lucius’s whirling blows and then burnt away in heavenly light by Loer’allon.


    By the time I was done flailing the air, cleansing the last of the demonic taint that Lucius helped me corral in place, I was sweating so profusely that I could barely keep my eyes open without blinking.


    Wiping the stinging salt from my eyes as I threaded my way from the mangled mass of bodies beneath my feet, I caught my foot on the edge of a shield.


    The last thing I remember was the ground hurtling up to meet me as I fell awkwardly face first toward a large wooden cudgel.

  


  


  
    Headache


    


    My head throbbed.


    My eyes were encrusted shut and refused to open.


    I tried swallowing, but my mouth and throat were a vast desert that had not seen moisture in decades.


    I smelled of rot, vomit, and decay.


    I heard the buzzing of flies.


    Finally managing to open my eyes, I saw that my head was crammed between a dead man’s armpit and a rusty, discarded helm.


    The flies swirled around me lovingly, caressing my skin gently before rising in the air in an adulatory hymn, worshipping a fallen god.


    Another day in the life of one of Uërth’s mightiest heroes.


    Lucius regarded me from his stoic perch atop my chest.


    He was absolutely spotless.


    “Thanks for looking out for me,” I croaked.


    His stony regard remained unwavering.


    “I know,” I finally managed. “It is rather embarrassing.”


    He agreed.


    He did not approve of my passing out.


    Repeatedly.


    “On the bright side, I seem to be pretty good at losing consciousness.


    “And you make up for the utter inanity of my martial displays with yours.”


    His scowl turned rather smug.


    I gave a lopsided grin. “Stop gloating and get back in your pocket.”


    He did.


    I patted his pocket with one aching arm. “And thanks for looking out for me while I was out.”


    Lucius snuggled close in his approximation of a hug.


    If I weren’t all alone in a tangled mass of rotting corpses, I might have been embarrassed. As it was, I could use a hug.


    Just don’t tell anyone.


    Loer’allon remained cradled in my palm, her lambent glow offering sanctuary from any more roving demons.


    “Thank you as well,” I said, “for keeping me alive and watching me while I was down.”


    After a moment’s reflection as I struggled to extricate myself from the bodies and get up despite the pain, I asked, “Why didn’t you heal me?”


    Alric responded for her. “After this latest loss of consciousness, I felt a reminder of what happens when you make mistakes was in order.”


    As if smelling like death and bathing in it were not bad enough.


    “Thanks,” I grumbled.


    I managed to get my feet under me, then gingerly picked my way out of the field of carnage.


    Each slurping step took me past another horror.


    Covered in blood, ichor, and other fluids that I decided were in my best interests not to consider further, I was not in much better shape.


    I wanted a bath.


    Badly.


    The heavenly city at the valley’s bottom shimmered invitingly.


    My quest had a new destination.

  


  


  
    Theuron


    


    The city was farther away than it looked.


    Just as I smelled worse than I looked.


    “I would not agree with that assessment.”


    I snorted dismissively at Alric’s weak jest.


    He was not the one who had to live with the stench.


    His body was not covered in dried blood that even vigorous scrubbing with copious amounts of dirt would not remove.


    And there was plenty of bare earth here to try with, believe me.


    As lush and rich as the city ahead was—Alric called it Theuron—the land outside Theuron’s aegis was equally desolate.


    The demons had razed the land as much to keep the people inside Theuron’s walls as to kill them off.


    By the time I reached Theuron’s resplendent dome, my cloud of flies had grown into a barbarous, worshipful horde.


    Two guards were waiting for me on the other side of the wall of magical force.


    They looked like angels...or at least what I thought angels would look like if they had not all been killed by demons. They wore lambent plate that appeared to be made more of light and arcane energies than any form of physical protection I recognized. Although not Angel Swords, each held a glowing blade imbued with great power.


    Rising up behind them, their roofs and minarets hazy and indistinct as though seen underwater or through a thick heat haze, the otherworldly spires of Theuron were hinted at but not quite visible.


    The buildings of Theuron and the guards’ armor were of a kind.


    “Please state your reason for visiting the fair city of Theuron.”


    The welcome was firm and decidedly uninviting.


    I thought my need was rather obvious. “I would like a bath.”


    One of the guards gestured without making a sound.


    The sky opened up immediately around me, the stinging drops of a powerful monsoon hammering into my exposed skin as I ducked my head in surprise at the onslaught of chill water.


    When the rains stopped, I was surprisingly clean...if soaked.


    “Do you have any other needs, traveler?”


    “A towel?”


    With another gesture, a swirling wall of wind engulfed me, whipping my clothing and hair in furious gusts.


    When the gale stopped, I was completely dry if a bit wind-chapped.


    “Anything else?” asked the second guard.


    I was afraid to make another request.


    After a moment’s pause, I offered hesitantly, “A horse?”


    A small toy wooden horse appeared at my feet.


    I got the impression I was not wanted.


    “What’s this?”


    “The only horse you’ll get here.”


    The guards oozed civility.


    My kind of people.


    “How about a place to sleep for the night?”


    Before one of the guards could gesture and summon a tent, lean-to, or a pile of stones for me to stack, all delivered conveniently on top of my head, I added quickly, “In an inn.


    “I would also like to purchase some supplies and warm food as well.”


    The right-hand guard—I named him Chuckles—squinted at me, taking my measure. “You have the looks of the demon about you.”


    His friend, aptly named, at least in my world, Smiley, grimaced. “Agreed.”


    “I should. I’ve killed my fair share, including the Ysigoth that was building an undead army on the outskirts of your valley. The same demon that was intercepting anyone it could approaching the fine walls of your fair city.”


    The looks in their eyes changed quickly from disdain to consideration.


    “We will assess the accuracy of your words.”


    I waved backward nonchalantly. “Follow the flies. The bodies are over the hill.”


    Both guards vanished.


    They were true masters of Craft!


    Which made me wonder why they had not teleported out before and killed the demon when its ravages had claimed so many.


    Both reappeared within minutes.


    I no longer wanted to go into their fair city.


    “We would be honored to have you among us, citizen.”


    “You know,” I said, “I think I’ll pass.”


    I turned and began walking around the perimeter of the glorious city of Theuron.


    I’d rather sleep outside on the dirt.

  


  


  
    Walking


    


    “That was bravely done, Saedeus.”


    Alric’s voice was grave. “There are men every bit as evil as demons.”


    He paused for a moment before continuing. “Whether they realize it or not.”


    I did not want their city or their hospitality. I was certain that not everyone in Theuron had fallen under a pall of darkness. Like me, they were doing what they must, or felt they must, to survive.


    But their keepers’ hearts were not as fair as their city.


    I wanted none of it.


    After all I had been through, the thought that men refused to help other men sickened me. That was a poison of which I did not wish to partake.


    I wished them no ill will.


    I hoped Theuron’s walls held.


    I hoped that the hearts within did as well.


    


    Several days southward along the river saw me in lands even more sere and desolate than those around Theuron.


    The city appeared to have been cast off from a sea of spoliation, a remnant of dreams lost and long forgotten.


    How distant Balde and its lush woods now felt.


    If not for the stubborn river Adros whose banks had traversed this land for millennia uncounted, I do not know how I would have survived. As it was, the river grew narrower by the day, the denuded landscape a scalding boilerplate sapping the will from the land and its water.


    I scurried along the banks like a crab refusing to venture far from shelter, trying to stay out of sight and unnoticed, ready to scurry back into my bunker at the slightest sign of danger.


    Although Alric assured me my skill in arcana was progressing nicely, largely due to my dogged refusal to admit defeat, I still could not hide myself from my own eyes, much less the preternatural senses of a demon.


    Wait...


    Could I be that blind?


    Or stupid?


    I did not need to answer those questions.


    I envisaged the concealment spell Alric had shown me just the day before, working to spread my essence as thinly as possible across my immediate environs, blending those energies distinctly my own with those intrinsic to the land.


    With each breath, I pushed the magical energies representing my etheric self farther out, spreading them evenly in all directions.


    I could still see myself.


    I could see my corporeal manifestation as well as my energetic body.


    Nothing had changed.


    But would it?


    I could see the essential with my mind’s eye. Would I no longer be able to do that if the spell were properly cast?


    With most concealment spells, the enchantment worked on others, not the caster.


    If the spell worked, would I no longer be able to see myself?


    In fact, how would I know whether the spell worked at all without anyone to tell me?


    I was a fool...not that this was a new insight.


    I was constantly amazed by my ability to forget this fact, however.


    Glancing upon the lazy, golden, sunlit waters of Adros, I gazed downward through the shallows to the river’s lustrous sandy bottom and upward to the depthless blue skies reflected above.


    I was nowhere to be seen!


    I awarded myself a Saedeus Award for Genius then and there, one of many honoring the boundless depths of my intelligence. I bore my many SAGs proudly, each one denoting the continued decline of anything remotely resembling intellectual capacity within my sad little mind.


    “Alric,” I barked, “why didn’t you tell me the spell worked?”


    Alric’s voice within my mind was far too chipper. “I knew you would figure it out eventually.


    “Part of learning to work with magic is coming to understand its causes and effects, its expressions and ramifications.


    “So I was letting you learn.


    “You are, after all, your own best teacher.


    “Were you in danger, I would have let you know. As events stood, however, you have cast that spell several times and have remained under its protection since you first learned yesterday.”


    Before I could snarl a retort, he added, “A warrior must always remain vigilant. By keeping silent, I let your practice continue.”


    I hated Alric for making me a better person.


    I really and truly did.


    Except that it kept me alive, so I did not hate it too much.


    But I could dislike it a tad.

  


  


  
    Again?


    


    Nightmares spiraled overhead, the shadows of their misshapen forms flitting across the landscape in pools of vile, polluting fluids. Flying within palls of oozing Darkness, covered in writhing tentacles and unknowable appendages, with deformed bodies shaped by the demonic forces of the deepest hells, shorn and cast down from the highest ideals of Light and beauty, Uërth’s end savored the world’s demise.


    I did not want to imagine why the demons scoured the skies like carrion birds searching for carcasses, for I already knew the answer.


    My stomach sank and my heart lurched in fear with the knowledge.


    The demons were looking for food, for souls to harvest, for lives to reap and destroy.


    The demons were looking for stragglers, for survivors, for those humans who had not yet been culled or found safety.


    The demons were looking for me.


    Even from afar, I could sense their insatiable, sickening pull on Uërth’s essence, each a darkling void onto utter night.


    Only with reflection did I realize the true scale of those demonic presences. Although the infernals appeared of a size with birds flying through the sky, they were, in fact, much higher, much farther away.


    If I had to guess, and my mind was filled with guesses, I would estimate these creatures were roughly the size of dragons…perhaps not a mature wyrm whose mighty maw could swallow horses whole but a dragon nonetheless.


    Never having seen a dragon, my conjecture had little grounding in fact but my fears did not need any sound reasoning or basis to run away at full gallop…down a rock-filled slope, on a bucking horse without reins or bridle, quickly approaching a sheer drop off a dizzying cliff.


    The demons were big.


    I was small.


    They were searching for humans.


    I was a human.


    They wished to consume my soul.


    I wanted to keep my soul.


    The line of my reasoning was as clear and irrefutable as it was simple.


    Keeping to the river’s meandering edge, I did my best to remain hidden.


    “Maintain your calm, abide in the moment, and do not let your fears overcome you.”


    I tried to let the import of Alric’s advice sink in, to distract me from my anxieties.


    “Relax. Breathe. Be at ease.”


    I tried.


    My breathing was quick and shallow. The tightness in my chest reflected my stress and deep-felt apprehension.


    “Focus on your intention, live your purpose. Dwell in freedom, abide in calm. Be the destiny you wish to achieve.”


    Alric’s words were a mantra.


    I did my best to listen.


    “Believe in yourself, Saedeus. Your belief makes everything possible.”


    Alric’s encouragements were well-intentioned, meant to reassure and guide me through a time of trouble, but they also came from a disembodied voice within my mind, the voice of one who had already died, one who dwelled in calm surety and did not live in fear of his body’s imminent end.


    They were also his last.


    A wall of concussive force blasted through the air, engulfing me in a shockwave so powerful, so loud I could not hear its passage.


    Flung through the air, consciousness slipping before I hit the ground, I screamed out within my mind in a tumultuous mixture of desperation and concern, “Alric!”


    Then, as was my lot in life, darkness consumed me and I knew no more.

  


  


  
    Hunger without End


    


    Light.


    Form.


    Flitting images I could not grasp or hold.


    Unclear impressions.


    Only the most notional sense of self.


    Where was I?


    Who was I?


    What was I?


    Floating in darkness, I knew not the passage of time or its content.


    


    Hunger.


    Need.


    Earthquakes of sensation shook my world, the tremors of their excitation spiraling my small zone of relative stability into chaos.


    I shuddered in fear and loathing at the awesome forces rushing around me, surging within me, seeking release.


    Fleeing, shrinking farther into myself, I concealed my essence from the twisted malevolence giving those urges birth.


    I was but a mote hiding within a wrathful god.


    


    Vague images.


    Hazy silhouettes.


    A world beyond my own was gradually coming into focus…one seen distorted through a distant, watery gauze.


    I could not touch or reach this outer world, but I knew it was there.


    This realm was distinct from my own, the one that trapped me, the one I shared with the raging evil that wished to consume that exterior dimension, to defile it and subsume it, to drink its lifeblood dry.


    I longed for that world.


    Perhaps in that place I would find true safety from my imprisoner.


    Perhaps there I could find surety and freedom.


    I must reach it.


    


    Cries of terror.


    Victims fleeing.


    Valiant prey fighting back. Falling.


    Blood spilled.


    Lives lost.


    Carnage.


    I was powerless.


    Over and over my imprisoner unleashed its fury on innocents, never sated.


    Its power grew with each life taken.


    I could do nothing but wail at their loss.


    I knew the true depths of despair—sorrow without bottom.


    


    When would this torture end?


    What could I do?


    Trapped within a raging monster, unable to express my will, only able to experience loss, what was I?


    Was I damned?


    Had I been cast into the bowels of Hell itself, embodied within a soul worse even than my own, only to experience an eternity of torture and dismay?


    Was there a way out?


    


    Was I the antithesis of the demon that held me sealed away in its thrall or was I but a twisted part of its self that sought to deny the horror it inflicted?


    Was I really so different from the monster that now imprisoned me?


    Yes.


    I was, am, a man.


    I knew this in my core.


    My humanity was a certainty I could not deny.


    This truth resonated deeper, louder and louder, with each life I watched taken, each soul ravenously devoured by the beast animating the prison that locked me within.


    Each death reinforced my fundamental difference.


    Each death called for my release.


    The demon must die.


    


    There was a time before this hell.


    My life was not always a disembodied nightmare seen through another’s twisted version of reality.


    There was a life before.


    I…had…a…life.


    What was it?


    Who was I?


    Why did I not die like the others, the ones the demon consumed?


    I hoped above all else to learn who and what I was.


    Perhaps that would lead me to find a way out…


    


    I…liked mushrooms?


    Mushrooms?


    Why did mushrooms of all things dance before my inner version?


    How could mushrooms be my salvation from this living damnation?


    Weren’t swords and angels the talismans of most heroes, the surest way to victory and the vanquishing of adversity?


    Was I a great hero?


    Or was I an unflappable farmer?


    Who lived for mushrooms?


    I…lived for mushrooms.


    Saedeus lived for mushrooms!


    I was Saedeus!


    I am Saedeus!


    


    Universes of experience opened to me then, many of them not mine, but made mine through the adoption of other lives, whether intentionally or inadvertently.


    I was the coherence of many lives.


    I was the future of these many tangled pasts brought together in one person.


    I was the present, ready to actualize my will.


    I was Djen’toth!


    


    An abyss opened within me, one that had no limit or end, one that devoured and remade, one that was me and transfigured me, one that ate demons and shat out their filth.


    Blooming like a flower of the apocalypse, the truth of what I was opened fully, hungrily.


    Though the demon struggled mightily, its essence grown strong on the souls of multitudes, its strength became my own as I devoured its lifeblood from the inside and gorged my way to freedom.


    Oozing infernal power, unholy lore, and the contents of a mind as alien as the gulf between the stars, I rose liberated by the powers that had once constrained me.

  


  


  
    Return


    


    I’ve done some pretty awful things in my day, but eating a demon from the inside out is one of the worst.


    It was also one of the best.


    


    I returned to the land of the living with clear eyes, feeling remade, born anew amid the fires of Hell itself.


    The world around me was in shambles, xeric plains stretching to the horizon in all directions, desiccated vegetation clustered in forlorn hummocks with large stretches of cracked open ground between.


    I did not care.


    I laughed in joy and madness, rejoicing in my freedom, celebrating my rebirth into a world gone mad, a diseased planet far better than the one I had just abandoned.


    My clothes were in shambles, tattered and dusty.


    My boots were gone, cast off or worn out and tossed aside.


    Loer’allon was nowhere to be seen.


    Lucius and Alric were no longer with me.


    But I was whole.


    And I was alive.


    The time of retribution had come.


    I now knew the natural order of things.


    If demons’ natural prey was mortal man, then demons were the natural prey of Djen’toth.


    Though humans had often inadvertently suffered under this natural order, I was here to put it aright.


    I grinned wickedly, with only the slightest touch of madness.


    I had not eaten in far too long.


    I was famished.


    Let the demons come.


    I would consume their hunger in my own.

  


  


  
    Clarity


    


    In days long past, perhaps before the intervention of the Heavenly Host, Djen’toth must have arisen as humanity’s natural response to demonic incursion and predation, a means to protect the species from rapacious predators intent on drinking every mortal soul on Uërth dry.


    The Djen’toth would have provided a powerful counter to demonic destruction, one that prevented mass planetary extinction.


    After angels intervened, casting out the demonic interlopers and sealing them behind the Empyrean Gate, the Djen’toth became a solution without a problem, one no longer needed, one that turned against the very people their magical ability had once served to protect.


    When the Djen’toth turned on their own, the cullings began.


    And then the Djen’toth were no more.


    With, perchance, one notable exception.


    I liked being the exception.


    I also liked being a solution to a problem almost as much as I liked mushrooms…especially magical ones.


    Which, given my prior fears and concerns, I found to be something of a surprise.


    But being helplessly imprisoned in your own body by a soul-devouring monstrosity and being subjected to its depravities can do wonders to alter one’s perspective.


    


    “Alric?”


    Nothing.


    “Alric, are you there?”


    Only the silence of my inner mind replied.


    “Alric!”


    My desperate screams went unanswered.


    No matter how loudly, intently, or frequently I called, emptiness was my only response.


    I could look back with supreme clarity on all our discussions as I wandered southward. I could envision everything Alric had imparted to me overnight in dreams while I slept at need, but of my erstwhile master, the teacher I had never accepted having until he was gone, there was nothing.


    Only an absence I wished were filled.


    Tears stained my dusty cheeks as I trudged southward, my purpose remaining as strong as my heart was weak.


    I now journeyed alone.


    All those lives that had once shared my own, however briefly, were now but memories, visions to be recalled but no longer lived directly.


    I was an empty husk ready to be refilled.


    Let the infernals descend upon me.


    I was ready.

  


  


  
    Whither My Weapon?


    


    Loer’allon and Lucius, that pair of mighty heroes, were as noticeably, heart-rendingly absent as Alric.


    Which is to say utterly and completely.


    I remembered Alric saying that Loer’allon would come to me at need if summoned.


    He had also said that she could exorcise a demon from me if one took possession.


    Neither had happened.


    What did that mean?


    For that matter, what did Lucius’s absence signify?


    Had my pet rock refused to tag along with my abominable hunting spree because he was unable to intervene without risking injury or death to my corporeal form?


    Had he stayed behind to help Loer’allon wherever the Angel Sword now resided?


    Had he met the same fate as Loer’allon?


    Had Loer’allon refused my summons because our bond was incomplete or broken?


    Had I treated her too lightly, as but a weapon or toy and not a partner in my quest, one that I was to discard in the end?


    I had many more questions than answers.


    But that was a situation I was comfortable with…one I lived in and made my home—the nimbus of unknowing.


    I knew far too many know-it-alls. I knew far fewer who claimed in all sincerity to know nothing…at least of real significance.


    I was of the latter category.


    My paltry intellect could barely encompass the simplest fungal life cycles of common mushrooms, much less the workings of the heavens, the motivations of angels, the meaning and fate of man, or the totality of existence. Much less if everything truly was better with bacon.


    Those were the questions that fried my brain and left puddles of drool dribbling from the corners of my mouth while I stared blankly off into space.


    Or the ones that put me to sleep.


    Whichever came first.


    “Lucius!”


    “Loer’allon!”


    My voice disappeared into the vast openness of the desolate wasteland that was my new home, finding no purchase in the whipping winds and churning dust.


    Memories of my demon-induced killing spree were too scattered for me to easily retrace my steps, to find where I had been and hope to find my friends.


    I did, however, have an idea of how to find them.


    I would cast a divination spell.


    Not being particularly divine at the moment, the vile demonic taint still a noxious stain soiling my essence from the inside out, my hopes were not particularly high about the result.


    But when did I let something as minor as reality or the possibility of success get in the way of my goals?


    


    I hunched down on the red dirt, my toes sinking in and finding purchase where once my handsome boots had protected my feet.


    I gathered my will, envisioning Lucius and Loer’allon, and literally cast a bit of my essence outward. This small part of me was the fuel that would seek out my friends and power the magic that would tell me where they were.


    In theory.


    Just like the theory that had led me to complacency, thinking I was invisible to the roving demons before being possessed.


    Or like the theory that I could actually survive the journey southward.


    A theory I still tried to believe in, no matter how unlikely it seemed.


    With the completion of my spell, one I hoped would be more effective than my prior attempts at magic, I watched the energies I had gathered around me concentrate in a luminous, purposeful ball of force.


    Which promptly disappeared.


    Waiting patiently for some time, I watched carefully as nothing happened.


    Even more nothing happened.


    For some time.


    Well, that was disappointing.


    I had expected a bit more.


    Maybe something like an immediate response.


    Or a pillar of smoke and a disembodied image of Loer’allon and Lucius.


    Or a radiant vision of how to reach my friends.


    Or a voice echoing in my mind telling me of the quest I would need to undertake to find my allies.


    But nothing?


    Not even a fizzle?


    Maybe that was not as unexpected as I would like to think.


    Sighing, I refreshed my cloaking spell—for what it was worth—then settled onto the earth in a small plume of dust and went to sleep.


    There was always tomorrow.


    I hoped.


    That word again.


    I needed something better than hope.


    Like certainty.


    With something less than certainty and not much hope, I finally managed to sink into the boundless halls of sleep.


    My friends were waiting for me there with open, loving arms…or rather heavenly bladed edges and polished elemental stone surfaces.


    Sadly, they were joined by hordes of multi-limbed demons wreathed in the fires of Hell.


    Those were the friends I would rather not revisit.

  


  


  
    Dreams to Come


    


    The nightmarish dreams of early sleep soon disappeared.


    Those dreams, though vivid and disturbingly disquieting in their subject matter, were but pale, weightless shadows of the surreal visions that followed.


    


    I trudged across an open, expansive plain.


    There was no relief in sight.


    No vegetation broke the horizon.


    No hills or valleys added relief to the beaten, hammered topography.


    No birds circled overhead.


    Not even demons bespoiled the skies.


    I was starkly, utterly alone.


    I had to be thirsty.


    And hungry.


    But I lumbered on.


    How much longer I could go, I could not guess.


    A week?


    A day?


    An hour?


    I was exhausted, ready to lie down.


    Ready to close my eyes and sleep.


    Ready to lay my head on the hard-packed ground and rest.


    Ready to give up…if only for a time.


    Light shimmered on the horizon.


    Blinking, I shielded my eyes from the light of the sun.


    The light would not go away.


    It began to grow brighter.


    As I made my way forward, the light became blinding.


    Still I persisted onward, eyes closed, hands blocking my eyes, but the light still found its way in. Its radiance scorched my eyes, scalded my skull, and etched its weight eternally on my memory, its burden evaporating thought and reason alike.


    I screamed out beneath the light’s onslaught and tried to run but my feet would not listen.


    My legs carried me relentlessly forward as the light continued to burn more and more of my essence away, what I felt to be the true and vital Saedeus, burnishing the surface of my body and mind to an incandescent mirror, one clean and pure but honed to deadly sharpness.


    One that could reflect the light back upon itself.


    One that could magnify the light to perceive clearly and without distraction.


    One that could burn and purify at need.


    


    No longer needing to close my eyes or cover my face, I strode forward dauntlessly.


    What I had once taken as a single light of illimitable intensity resolved itself as I approached, finally striding through its unwavering curtain as I reached my destination.


    All around me, the lights of Heaven itself shimmered in empyrean perfection, the blades of Angel Swords fallen to the ground in Zion’s fall.

  


  


  
    Reality After Dreams


    


    I wiped spittle from my lips, too precious to squander in this barren hinterland.


    The dust of a night’s sleep huddled on the dry, open ground clung to my cheeks, arms, and clothes in a ruddy haze.


    Brushing myself off, I restored my wandering saliva to its rightful place and sat up with only the slightest groan.


    My head felt abnormally light and clear, purposeful but keen and unblemished.


    Strange.


    Standing fully, I shook myself clean as best I could before pausing in wonder.


    The demonic taint was gone!


    The vile putridity that I had felt, real or imagined, after my ordeal with the infernal had cleared!


    Where had it gone?


    How had it vanished?


    I squinted my eyes doubtingly, skeptical of the truth I now felt with a surety I could not deny.


    I felt cleansed.


    I felt remade.


    Had the dream been true?


    Had I actually had a vision?


    Had my spell worked?


    Incredulous, I did what any sane man of my vaunted stature would…I leapt up into the air and whooped, the echoing call of my voice only slightly less heroic than I might have hoped.


    I then quickly clamped my jaws shut, fearing the reprisal of demons without a weapon in hand.


    Thankfully, none were visible plying the skies overhead in search of lost souls to harvest.


    That I might be able to travel for some time in peace and security was a blessing warranting true thanks.


    Halting my forward momentum before beginning my day’s march, I spun in a circle, stunned.


    My heart sank as I realized the true cost of my blessing.


    For a blessing it was not.


    The cost of my peace was far too high.


    I stood within a graveyard of angels.


    Angel Swords marked the final resting places of many divine souls.


    How I had missed their many lights on my journey the day before, I could not say.


    Perhaps something of the residual demonic stigma truly had blinded my inner vision.


    Or mayhap the Angel Swords had hidden themselves from one yet sullied by Abyssian befoulment.


    But now I could see.


    And the radiance nearly blinded me.


    


    The Light of a thousand suns shone from beneath the polished earth just as it had in my dreams.


    My divination spell had merely revealed to me what I had perhaps been too blind to see.


    My salvation, if they would have me, surrounded me in numbers far greater than I had ever wished to see.


    That so many of the Uërthly Host had fallen protecting our world brought tears to my eyes, tears I let fall willingly without thought of loss.


    If only those angels yet remained.


    If only the Empyrean Gate yet held.


    If only the demons were no more.


    Sadly, I did not live in a world of ifs.


    I lived in a world bereft of what had been.


    I lived in a world of dreams dead and dying.


    I lived in a world of demons and dread.


    I lived in a world where men had to take up the swords that angels could no longer bear for us.

  


  


  
    To Call and Hope for an Answer


    


    I sat back down.


    Dust scattered around my legs in roiling clouds that were absent in the sky above.


    My tears fell freely, a steady rain over a land parched and dried of hope and possibility.


    I might not be able to do much, but I could try.


    Taking a deep breath, I opened myself, letting the calm I had felt upon wakening deepen and spread outward.


    I asked for help.


    I expressed my need as fully and completely as I could.


    I shared my concern for Loer’allon and Lucius and their safe return.


    I called to the Angel Swords.


    And they answered.


    


    Lights rose upward from the ground itself to surround me in a halo of luminosity so bright that I could not discern the individual blades themselves, only feel their divine intensity.


    Seldom had I wished to be free of my inner vision, but the Swords were too much.


    The Light was too intense.


    Seraphic wings, auroras of heavenly radiance, and visions beyond my ken shimmered in a phantasmal haze around the blades, opening onto the infinite.


    I tried to look away but there was nowhere else to turn.


    Row upon row of Empyrean Knights and angels stood witness above me, each Angel Sword a projection of a multitude of former bearers, their essences its own.


    I sat within a circle of the Uërthly Host.


    Unable to do anything else, I accepted as much as I could of what I was given and let the rest pass.


    The celestial visions began to coalesce into a single frame.


    I gazed upon a place of utter Darkness, the absence of identifiable form as much an assault upon my senses as the seething wrongness of the place upon my mind.


    If this was not the Abyss itself, this fell dimension was Its close cousin.


    If this was what cousins were like, I was glad I did not have any.


    At least that I knew.


    Within this foul plane, pushed upon from all sides by the very essence of the place, a blazing white sword shone brighter than the sun above.


    Orbiting about this star, a small planet whirled frenetically.


    Loer’allon and Lucius.


    The demon that had possessed me had somehow banished them to this place.


    As hard as it was to imagine, without Loer’allon fighting the demon’s attempt to cast them out, I am sure the pair would have ended up some place much worse.


    Not that where they were appeared to be anything like a vacation.


    After this brief glimpse of my friends’ plight, the vision began to fade.


    “No!” I reached out to them beseechingly, drawing in the Light of the Swords themselves in my need, making their energy my own.


    With a horrific, bone-jarring, ripping sound, the air within the circle of holy swords tore open in an onyx vortex, the terrible Light of the Swords holding the writhing Darkness in abeyance.


    From within this void, a lambent blade and a refulgent stone shot forth.

  


  


  
    Reunited


    


    Loer’allon hovered in the air before me, a vision of perfection yet unsullied by the travails of Hell itself.


    Lucius plunked down happily in my lap with a faint puff of dust, his return as simple and unremarkable as a trip from the local market.


    I bawled like a babe returned to his mother’s arms after an absence far too long in an unwelcome stranger’s custody.


    Unlike my companions, I had no problems with sentimentality.


    


    The Light pushed the swirling portal leading into Darkness inward upon itself until it finally disappeared with a decisive pop which I felt as a subtle resettling of rightness.


    Relaxing now that the gateway into the nether realms had subsided, I turned a newly minted smile upon my friends. “I hate to admit it, but I missed you both.”


    Sometimes letting others know how you felt was harder than feeling itself.


    Their response, was, as usual, none.


    Unfazed, I gathered Loer’allon and Lucius up into my arms and gave them a hug.


    Which, if you’ve ever tried, is not exactly the easiest gesture.


    Swords and rocks are not the most huggable objects.


    Just as I am not the most huggable person.


    But I did my best.


    Unyielding rocks and bladed edges be damned.


    Lucius regarded me smugly.


    “And wipe that grin off your face. Just because you’re back doesn’t mean you get to lord it over me.”


    My weak reprimand had done nothing to dint Lucius’s mood.


    But my mood was not so firm.


    My joy left quickly as I regarded my reflection in Loer’allon’s depths. “We lost Alric… I almost lost myself.”


    To my surprise, the Uërthly Host remained, observing our reunion impassively, the risen Angel Swords still forming a scintillating ring around us.


    Was I still on Uërth?


    What had I done to warrant this sustained divine attention?


    Was I about to be transported to some other realm?


    The situation was rather surreal.


    To say the least.


    To be frank, it’s not every day that one’s actions are actively regarded by the principal actors of Heaven and their chosen weapons of demonic destruction.


    At least in my somewhat limited, and often misguided, experience.


    The situation made me rather nervous.


    Which is to say even more nervous than usual.


    Which is saying quite a bit.


    And not just whiches.


    


    As I examined the depths of Loer’allon’s blade, I began to realize that my proclamation about Alric might have been somewhat premature.


    As was the case with the other Angel Swords in attendance, a parade of men of noble mien, dauntless heroes of many races, and angels before them stretched backward and outward through the swords’ inner facets like a diamond whose facets link not just surfaces but people, places, and ideals.


    So many regarded me from within the blades’ depths that I began to wonder if all the Swords were somehow connected.


    First among those who now regarded me was Alric himself. His smile was as bright as my frown was intense.


    My heart skipped a beat, or three, as he spoke. “Something of me yet remains, Saedeus.”


    Miracles, it seemed, were sometimes without end.


    


    Each Angel Sword was a Heaven unto itself.


    Within each sword’s crystalline facets, the majesty of angels soared, the strength of Empyrean Guard flowed, and the ideals and gallantry of heroes persevered.


    The might of the Heaven held within each Angel Sword vied directly against the forces of Hell threatening without.


    Based on what I sensed of my own sword, I do not think the Alric within Loer’allon, or the Alric linked through the other Angel Swords and felt through Loer’allon, was the entirety of his essence. Rather, I think this semblance was more like a complete reflection or projection of his soul upon its last interaction with Loer’allon.


    He felt subtly different and yet the same.


    I felt like I was meeting an old friend for the first time. We would have to grow together once more to bridge the gap between what we had experienced separately.


    If we did it once, we could do it twice.


    And, if something of Alric remained in the blade, that meant a part of me did as well…which was a frightful thought unto itself.


    I actually felt bad for Heaven.


    On a positive note, if a part of me also abided within Loer’allon, then I imagined the me inside the sword would help bring Alric back up to speed.


    If I didn’t slow him down.


    If not, there were other ways.


    I imagined quite a bit would happen whether I wanted it to or not while we dwelled together in the common space of dreams.


    I smiled. “You are more and less than I remember.”


    His smile reflected my own. “You are more or less right than I remember.”


    And so it began anew.

  


  


  
    To Begin Again


    


    The posse was back together!


    My pet rock, who, in truth, probably regarded me as his soft, squishy pet, the angelic sword that I had no right to claim, only the honor to bear, and my ghostly adviser were all with me.


    I could not believe my luck or my rapid change of fate.


    After all I’d been through, seeing my friends again and sharing their company was the greatest reward I could envision. Their presence filled the holes of loss and suffering that riddled my traumatized psyche.


    I would be whole through them.


    I would be renewed with them.


    I would be remade by them.


    I was fortunate beyond measure.


    But I already knew that.


    At least I did now.


    


    My reverie was short-lived.


    As was my vision.


    The heavenly radiance coruscating around me intensified beyond reckoning, reminding me that I yet sat within the company of angels.


    Or their ghosts.


    Apparently angels did not like to be ignored.


    Based on their social cues—that is to say, their blinding radiance—I also decided angels had little need for vision because if I stayed around them much longer I would never see again.


    No words were spoken.


    No prophetic visions materialized.


    No portents were uttered.


    Instead, the divine Light of the blades around me brightened, washing away all boundaries and conceptions.


    There was only Light without limit.


    


    Gradually I came back to myself not knowing how long I had been gone, slowly realizing that the Light was fading, returning to normalcy.


    My body seemed foreign, an afterthought, something I had not visited or considered in a very long time. My throat burned when I finally swallowed…as parched as the denuded land around me.


    I must have been lost in absorption for some time.


    Dreading the reunion with the outside world, I carefully opened my watering eyes to the sun.


    The Host of Angel Swords was gone.


    Now, however, I could still sense their heavenly glow across the landscape, a cleansing fog that kept the demons at bay, one that would help the land return to normalcy in time.


    At least here.


    Wiping the tears from my eyes as I readjusted to daylight, my eyes fell upon the dirty rags that had once been my tunic.


    A sheen of magical force shimmered liquidly, almost imperceptively, around me, warping fluidly like the heat haze visible on the far horizon.


    The return of my friends had not been enough. The angels had decided I was in dire need, or else I was such a sad case that some form of supplemental assistance was in order.


    Either way, I would take their offering.


    Materialized around me in what I could only think of as the concentrated Lights of the Angel Swords themselves, the sanctified blessing of the angels of the Heavenly Host, was the armor of the Empyrean Knights.


    I now bore an Empyrean Aegis, a Sigil Shield of the Empyrean Knights.


    I had been anointed.


    Whether I wanted it or not.


    Demons beware!


    A new harvester of souls has come!

  


  


  
    A Conversation


    


    “What is death like, Alric?”


    I asked questions to pass the time as we journeyed southward.


    Alric refused to answer for the same reasons.


    We were still in the region protected by the Angel Swords’ fall, the burial ground of angelic apparitions.


    The land literally glowed with power in my inner vision.


    I must have been on the outskirts of the region when the Angel Swords first made their appearance because the area we were now walking through was actually normal.


    There were plants.


    And animals.


    And at least one shocked onlooker.


    After toiling through so much land leeched of life, encountering an area that was as it had been was somewhat disconcerting. It seemed wrong…like happening upon ice floating in a stream in the fullness of summer.


    I was the one out of place.


    Although this stability came at a terrible cost, I was heartened to see that there were yet parts of the Southern Reaches that were still resisting the demons’ advance.


    The world was alive with color and vibrancy.


    Trees sheathed in symbiotic magical lattices, luminescent scales, quavering tendrils, variegated frills, and jewel-like protrusions sheltered clear flowing streams and still valleys. Birds called to one another liquidly, their voices a bright chorus countered by the metallic songs of insects. Fey creatures flitted in the air and darted through the undergrowth, their presence sensed rather than seen.


    I almost felt like I was back home.


    I wanted to be back home.


    I wanted to linger and soak in the beauty, to refresh myself and reconnect with the land as it was meant to be.


    But that was a trap as deadly as any demon’s.


    I could lose myself here.


    And with this loss, my purpose.


    When Alric finally spoke to me, I knew his voice now originated from within Loer’allon but it still echoed through my mind. “Death is but the beginning of life’s last and greatest adventure, Saedeus.”


    “Which does not answer my question, Alric.”


    “Nor will it.”


    I exhaled in frustration. Trying to get answers from Alric, either the old Alric whose memory haunted the recesses of my mind, or the new Alric who loitered within the confines of Loer’allon, was about as fruitful as trying to pull a dragon’s tooth.


    If you were lucky, you did not get bitten. At worst you were eaten. Somewhere in the middle, you lost your hand or arm.


    You never got the dragon’s tooth.


    At least not until it was dead.


    Which brought me back to my question. “So what, then, can you tell me, O’ Great Arbiter of Truth?”


    “Less and more than you would wish to know, Persistent Asker of Questions.”


    I think this new Alric had taken something of my sarcasm into himself.


    A little too much…


    Was that an unfortunate consequence of sharing a bit of my reflection with him inside the blade?


    Sighing defeatedly, I asked, “What are you willing to tell me? And before you offer a droll answer that does not move the conversation forward, please tell me what you would.”


    Speaking with true emotion, Alric’s voice evinced a rare passion in my mind. “I never truly died, Saedeus. A reflection of me has lived on in you while a reflection of me has also lived on through the Angel Swords.”


    “Do you mean the real you has never died? Because I saw your body lying in the dirt, bleeding out after the demon killed you.”


    “The me talking to you has never died.


    “A part of me was within Loer’allon and the other Angel Swords even then and another part of me was drawn into you when my body died.


    “I have not died, so I cannot answer your question.


    “The part of me that was in you is gone.


    “Perhaps you should ask him.”


    I pouted. “But you’re all I have!”


    “And you have all the answer I can give.”


    When I did not reply for some time, obviously still pouting, he added, “Look around you, Saedeus. You live in a world of magic made real, of angels and demons. Hell is beating at out doorstep, charging in through the Chaos Gate, and the armies of Heaven have fallen.


    “There is an afterlife. Heaven exists.


    “I am just not a part of it, at least not completely, so I cannot answer your questions directly.


    “You interact with the divine daily. It is all around you, from your heavenly sword to the radiant Light that suffuses Creation making magic possible.


    “What more do you want?


    “Help rid the world of its ills that Paradise can be more clearly seen and felt on Uërth.


    “If you truly wish to experience Heaven, that is your task. Realize the divine in your heart and bring that realization to life in the world around you.


    “Help it grow.


    “Foster its development.


    “Bring forth the Light that others may shine.”


    Score one for the disembodied ghost.


    I would keep my questions to myself.


    At least for the next few minutes.

  


  


  
    A Change of Scenery


    


    Although Alric indicated that there were outposts of civilization within the region sheltered by the fallen Angel Swords’ magic, ones I would be wise to visit, I carefully steered clear of any signs of humanity.


    After my experience in Tueran, I was in no hurry to interact with my fellow men.


    Besides, Lucius was great company.


    I could barely get a word in edgewise with all his chatter.


    What more did I need?


    More importantly, being by myself in safe lands also allowed me to experiment freely with the Sigil Shield.


    While Alric’s teaching at night continued with a particular focus on the armor and its usage, direct experience of the Aegis’s capabilities was preferable in my mind.


    The world was brighter, sharper, and capacious with the armor on. I could feel my environs with a clarity that I had not anticipated. My world, my sense of self, expanded outward and, with this extension, my sense of what was intrinsically possible grew as well.


    Just moving was different.


    I floated across the landscape, indefatigable.


    I didn’t feel like I was walking on clouds. I felt like I was a cloud—light, free, and unhindered.


    Strangely, I simultaneously felt charged with energy, power, and strength, able to do anything with ease and minimal effort.


    And it was true.


    I bounded across the landscape, leaping over trees effortlessly, tossing boulders high into the air—much to Lucius’s disapproval—and wielding Loer’allon with a skill and confidence of one born to the blade, as if she were an extension of myself.


    And she was.


    My connection with Loer’allon deepened, the Sigil Shield heightening our connection, bringing us closer, attuning us to one another, and amplifying our abilities. I could sense the other Angel Swords through Loer’allon and the apparitions of their masters, present and past, just as I knew they now sensed me.


    Though I did not communicate or share knowledge through the blade, I now understood this, too, was possible. I wondered if I would be able to take that ability further and internalize knowledge directly as I did when taking in the soul of another.


    Through Loer’allon I was provided a window into a much wider world.


    One where foolhardy young men inexperienced with true freedom whooped and hollered, bounding across the countryside with the eager abandon of a child lost to the thrill of the moment, the rush of new and exciting feelings, and the excitement of imagined vistas made real in a mind’s eye not yet enclosed by thoughts of limitation or loss.


    I suppose that was another reason I avoided others of my kind in the zone of safety.


    No one needed to see me so giddily happy.


    Or being odder than I normally was.


    I did not want to lose that feeling while I had it.


    I was just glad to experience such reckless joy.


    I knew the feelings would be short-lived.


    


    I was walking on an island, an iceberg floating in a warming sea of hostility. All around this refuge, demons held sway over the land, a vile plague of life-devouring iniquity. As in so many other places across Uërth, the bounds of human activity, the realm of human influence, were shrinking, falling back to regions of safety—ice melting before the demonic heat of summer.


    Within just a few too-short days, the lush, unsullied landscape began to change, slowly losing its luster and verdancy.


    With each reluctant step forward, I entered more and more fully into demon territory once more.

  


  


  
    Something New


    


    While I was bounding from side to side along the walls of a deep canyon heading generally southward, flying over large, tumbled rocks and leaping to and from cliff faces as I tested myself within the arcane armor, Alric surprised me with a question.


    He had been silent the whole day.


    “Did you notice what you did to bring Loer’allon and Lucius back?”


    I dropped to the canyon bottom to give his question my full attention. “What do you mean? The angels brought Loer’allon and Lucius back.”


    “No, Saedeus.


    “You did.”


    The return of my friends was such a blur…I had just garnered some semblance of clarity in my mind after the demonic possession and subsequent cleansing by the angelic Light that I could not recall the details clearly.


    I could barely remember what had happened, much less how it had happened.


    “I did what?


    “The angels, the Angel Swords, brought Lucius and Loer’allon back to Uërth.”


    “No. You took the power around you, manifested by the Angel Swords, molded it to your vision, expressed your need, and brought your friends back.


    “You did not take the power from someone dying.


    “You did not take the power from within yourself.


    “You took the power to express your need from divine beings.


    “If you can draw energy like that to fulfill your need from beings birthed to power, entities whose limits are beyond mortal ken, who are power incarnate, I do not know what you cannot do, Saedeus.


    He paused significantly before adding, “I believe in you.”


    I started to speak and thought better of it because I truly did not know what to say.


    Had I done that?


    Could I do that?


    Would I be able to take and harness a demon’s power and make it my own without killing it?


    I would have to find out.

  


  


  
    A Man and His Blade


    


    “How do most Empyrean Knights get their swords, Alric?


    “Do they visit a battlefield like the one we were just in and hope they are selected by a holy sword?


    “Do they quest for the right blade?


    “Do visions guide them toward their destiny?


    “Are keeps set up near heavenly battlegrounds, allowing new recruits to go out and have their worth judged by the fallen Angel Swords?”


    Alric’s reply was quick. “Yes.”


    I guess that answered that.


    So much for a conversation.


    To be fair to Alric, through the lore he had shared I knew the answer. I was just trying to pass the time in conversation while loping over the scrub-laden hills that approached the distant peaks of the vertiginous Doeren Muer on the horizon.


    Alric’s reassuring words from the day before echoed warningly through my mind as I looked forward.


    “The mountains ahead are home to the fey. Crossing through them will save us much time…if they let us pass.”


    “Fornost lies within Doeren Muer.”


    The words came from my mind unbidden, not so much a question, merely a thought. “Aye. Far from where we will cross.”


    Images of Alric’s home sprang to mind—the high, defiant peaks, the verdant, wooded mountainsides, the rocky outcroppings projecting above even the highest trees, the depthless blue skies reflected in untroubled glacial lakes, the mysteries of the sidhe and dryads whose miraculous works could sometimes be glimpsed when looking askance at the hills but never directly, the simple carved stone dwellings of his people interspersed along the hills, waterways, and lakes of the numerous sheltered valleys—so much in so little.


    


    Unlike the sere, drained Infernal Plains at their feet, the sides of these unbowed mountains were covered in variegated profusion, a strict line of demarcation marking the boundary of corruption in the foothills at their roots. Plumes of clouds shrouding the mountainsides resembled pillars of smoke rising from the banks of fog cloaking the dense forests.


    This moisture appeared to leave the plains below untouched, or, perhaps like the demonic forces haunting their reaches, the plain’s thirst could never be satisfied.


    If, as Alric said, crossing the mountains would be much faster and safer than trying to skirt their boundary, I would have to be prepared to get wet…and muddy.


    Thankfully, I now had my Sigil Shield, which made such concerns moot.


    Or so I hoped.


    Of course, Alric had also said we would have to be granted permission to cross the mountains by the Doeren Muer’s denizens—the sidhe, the dryads, the dragons, and any other race that decided to bar our way through their realms.


    Having an Angel Sword would help earn our passage, but even it was no guarantee.


    


    My earlier questions really had ulterior motives other than being a means to pass the time.


    While Alric accepted my silence with his own, I renewed my query. “Would you tell me how you first came to bear Loer’allon as your own?”


    “The remembrance should still be within your mind, Saedeus.”


    “I just wanted to hear the tale in your words, Alric.”


    “Some things are earned. Others are given. Some are both.”


    Oh, well.


    So much for a story.


    I snorted.


    I bet none of his fellow Empyrean Knights had urged Alric to recount the tales of his triumphs at the tavern while sharing a frothy mug of spirits and a good time. Neither would his companions have asked him to regale envoys with stories of his exploits during formal visits of state.


    No, old Alric would have been too busy caving in demonic heads to waste his breath on matters as insignificant as establishing interpersonal relationships, improving communication, or building camaraderie. His tale was told in blood and a trail of enemies that never ran dry.


    Then the visions came and I was shown the error of my ways.

  


  


  
    A Gift Regiven


    


    I relived Alric’s life.


    Or much of it, at least.


    I had not wanted to re-experience a summation of his existence—Alric’s life seen in flashes faster than the blinks of an eye—as I had when I had first inadvertently taken his soul upon myself, but that was how Alric wanted me to see and feel his story.


    I would not interfere.


    This time, however, I relived the streaming images and sensations of Alric’s life with a much deeper understanding, compassion, and appreciation.


    No longer so sheltered, my view broadened, although it still might be considered restricted by most, I felt his experiences, his challenges and realizations, resonate deeply with my own.


    I was a different person.


    Had so little time truly passed?


    Alric might be brighter, more capable, and poised than I would honestly or even foolhardily claim, but we still lived in a similar place, one with relentless forces beyond our control shaping and guiding us while we struggled to find both our place and the opportunity to shape our world and our lives within it.


    As I watched Alric’s father, Laric, pass his refulgent sword on to his son, Alric’s words filled my mind. “Most Empyrean Knights come by their blades through combat, through feat of arms, the bestowal a final accomplishment earned after many arduous trials, the end result of a long quest after a lifetime spent upholding the highest ideals of self-cultivation, personal refinement, sacrifice, and selfless effort.


    “I did not.


    “I am something of a rarity.


    “I come from a long line of Empyrean Knights, a chain of dedication tried but never broken.


    “I grew up with Loer’allon.


    “Loer’allon has chosen someone in my family to be her wielder for ages. She has been in my clan since the first Angel Swords fell from the skies so many centuries ago; when men once again took up the mantles of angels and began fighting off the demonic incursion as we had in days so long ago that the memories were lost to us before angelic intervention.


    “With her blessing, my father handed Loer’allon to me directly.


    “And now I have passed Loer’allon to you.”


    The full import of Alric’s words hit me.


    Loer’allon would pass out of Alric’s clan if I did not pass her on, if she did not choose someone else from his family.


    I represented the end of an unbroken lineage over a thousand years old.


    I was, to put it mildly, something of a buzzkill.


    But that was nothing new.


    At least for me.


    Then, as I was learning to see, largely thanks to Alric’s unwavering tutelage and his stubborn refusal to let me succumb to my base nature, there was also the positive, the truth Alric would not say directly but would only imply.


    I was, sadly and probably disappointingly for him and the Knights at large, his spiritual successor…


    His son in arms.


    Alric had probably once envisioned passing Loer’allon on to his own child, or perchance a close relative he had groomed to take the mantle of Knighthood and honor Loer’allon and all she stood for by accepting her hilt.


    With his untimely death that dream had shattered, never to be rebuilt or recovered.


    Instead, he ended up with me—an awkward, rude, ill-kempt vagrant.


    I could also include ignorant, short-sighted, presumptuous, overblown, and egotistical, among too many other far too accurate descriptors.


    I felt sorry for Alric.


    But I also felt a fierce pride.


    I was glad that he believed in me, that, no matter how lowly I was, he felt that I could grow into someone worthy to take his place.


    I might be Alric’s pale shadow, but he believed enough in me to push me forward into the light of day that I might cast my own, one that he fostered so that it could endeavor to be as impactful as his.


    As unfortunate as Alric’s demise was, his death was my rebirth.


    I was hardly worthy of the sacrifice.


    But I would wield his sword as best I could.


    I no longer had plans to go south to pass Loer’allon off to the Empyrean Knights.


    I planned to go south to meet the spawning torrent of the Chaos Gate itself, to scream my defiance into its maw, and show the demons within and those spewing forth in their tumultuous multitudes what happens when a good man is cut down before his time.


    I would be the realization of Alric’s dreams.


    As warped and twisted as I might make them become.

  


  


  
    A Chance Encounter


    


    “Relax, Saedeus.


    “Breathe.


    “Let your breath become you.


    “Allow your awareness to flow outward.


    “Do not hold any one thing within your mind...


    “No conception.


    “No thought.


    “No reflection.”


    A pause. “What do you feel?”


    I certainly did not feel tired.


    The Empyrean Aegis saw to that.


    My strides ate the distance faster than any horse. Ahead, the peaks of Doeren Muer, sometimes called Heaven’s Edge for both the range’s beauty and apparent nearness to the firmament given the vertiginous heights of its lofty peaks, already loomed much larger than the day before.


    I could pick out numerous details of her flanks, from massive, vegetation-crusted outcroppings to sparkling waterfalls, as I loped toward an unspoiled Eden emerging from the dust and decay of the desecrated plains.


    Losing itself in Alric’s words, my mind calmed and widened, a mantle encompassing the space around me, my body but one facet of the entirety touched by my awareness.


    “Openness.


    “Clarity.


    “Depth.


    “Ease.


    “Stillness.”


    Each word was a statement, a conversation, unto itself.


    “What does that openness touch?


    “What does that clarity reveal?


    “What fills that depth?


    “How is that ease expressed?


    “What arises from that stillness?”


    Light.


    The plains danced with the energies of creation, an etheric beauty as yet untrammeled by the demonic infestation.


    The Sigil Shield let me see and feel this vibrancy, the very heartbeat of magic, with blinding intensity, with overwhelming proximity.


    My eyes, once closed, were now open.


    “Light,” I breathed.


    “Let that Light become you.


    “Breathe It in.


    “Fill yourself with It.


    “Let Its radiance overtake you.”


    Letting go, dissolving completely into the effulgence that was the intrinsic beauty and reality of my world, Uërth’s true blessing, I became the Light.


    The world shifted.


    Or perhaps it stayed the same, becoming more fundamental, more alive, a place of limitless potential, a divine realm made real.


    My arms and legs pistoning back and forth, up and down, each stride shone with a luster brighter than the galaxy’s heart viewed in a clear nighttime sky.


    I was the subtle arcana of the land, the vast energies of the sky, the ineffable moment of creation.


    I was Light.


    Gawking, coming back to myself, I almost stumbled.


    Only I would almost face-plant when experiencing the divine.


    I was also translucent!


    I could see through my arms to the distant mountainous horizon.


    I could see the bare earth rushing past through my legs.


    Was I invisible?


    “What’s happening, Alric?


    “Am I a ghost?”


    “You are more real than you have ever been, Saedeus.”


    “And by real you mean unreal?


    “I can see through my Abyssal body, Alric!”


    I waved my arm around frantically, trying to impress upon him the force of my argument through sheer manic motion.


    He was not impressed.


    “You are now truly within the aegis’s mantle, Saedeus.


    “Blades cannot touch you.


    “Magic passes through you.


    “Objects provide no obstacle or hindrance.


    “You are the divine will made real.


    “You are the actor and arbiter of divine justice.”


    “And I’m a ghost!”


    Alric chuckled. “If you say so.”


    “So I say!”


    Not taking Alric’s word—for who was less trustworthy than an Empyrean Knight sworn to uphold the highest ideals of Heaven and Earth?—I charged a suitably impressive boulder at full sprint.


    The ground passed beneath me in an indistinguishable blur. My footprints left no trace as my strides devoured the distance between the rock and myself. With each step the rock loomed larger and larger, growing more impressive until finally its wind-smoothed surface was close enough to touch.


    Without stopping, I ran right through.


    A brief moment of darkness, one still lit by the luminous forces of Creation, was all I felt of the fortress-sized boulder that was now slowly disappearing in my wake.


    I was a ghost!


    Still looking over my shoulder, savoring my victory, I came back to myself, the rush of my blood, the beat of my heart, my awareness resettling neatly within my body once more, donning a welcome blanket only briefly left behind.


    Turning my head to face forward, a smile still on my face, I ran into that boulder’s much larger, and far less forgiving, cousin.


    I bounced off the rock’s face with all the energy of a ball rocketing off a bat.


    Too surprised to bother catching myself or adjusting my fall, I flew backward through the air until I finally skidded to a halt some distance from the unyielding stone megalith.


    “You truly are a treasure trove of equanimity and grace under pressure.”


    Leave it to Alric to spoil my fun.


    “Would you like me to show you how to adjust your armor so that it absorbs the energy of impacts?”


    I ignored him.


    At least this time I didn’t faint.


    


    When I finally stood, refusing to dust myself off out of pride, knowing deep down that the armor’s lambent surface would be unmarred even by my folly, Lucius was kind enough to introduce me to his cousin.


    His name was Raynard.


    I was not glad to meet him.

  


  


  
    Heaven’s Edge


    


    A loud percussion, the sound of distant thunder, brought me back to the exigencies of the moment.


    Another rumble followed and another.


    The reports echoed across the plains, surging and overlapping like the irregular advance of breakers at high tide.


    Orienting myself, I sprinted toward the sound.


    Smoke rose on the horizon.


    Irregular plumes spiraled upward, the billowing pillars weaving and shifting in the wind.


    Concussive blast after concussive blast followed.


    At least now I knew why the Infernal Plains were so empty of infernals.


    They had all gathered ahead.


    Black, writhing masses carpeted the earth—maggots gorging on a bloated corpse. Winged atrocities dove from above, a venue of hellish vultures squabbling over carrion.


    Where had they all come from?


    The Ways were sealed…at least the ones I knew through Alric. Without the Ways, only a demon lord had the power to teleport so many of its brethren en masse.


    I hoped against hope that a Duaga had not decided to call these plains home.


    Judging by the necrotic waves of power crashing against the shimmering arcane shields thrown up ahead, I would not be so lucky.


    The battle was too far…perhaps ten leagues or more away.


    I would not reach it in time to aid whoever or whatever was fighting back so valiantly against the demonic tide.


    Sadly, a small part of me did not want to get there.


    I knew the fate of those who failed all too well.


    “Shift, Saedeus!”


    “Shift?”


    “Shift! Bridge the distance between us with Light!”


    A remembrance came unbidden, like the recollection of a memory long forgotten…or hidden.


    Letting go, I flowed into Light and was gone.


    


    Nightmarish forms burst into being around me, the agonizing embodiments of atrocity. Oozing vile fluids, covered in gore and slime, scaled, chitinous, and scabrous, gibbering, howling, and moaning in dirges that mauled the soul in ranges beyond hearing, demons tore across each other in a mad frenzy to reach the huddled figures wreathed in eldritch wards blasting coruscating destruction from behind their sorcerous barrier.


    Incorporeal, a body of Light in motion, I scythed through the demons, Loer’allon glowing with all the glory of the sun on the first day’s dawn.


    Lucius wove a cloud of pestilent destruction, bursting through demonic forms faster than the unaided eye could register, his lethal path traceable by slowly settling gouts of unnamable fluids.


    Her blade an untrackable blur, Loer’allon cut and smote, clouding the air with gore and ichor, the weather of destruction in a rain of death.


    Fell energies came for me, grasping and clawing for purchase, but I was not there.


    I was an apparition of death, Chaos’s final companion.


    I became the center of the demons’ universe and its end.


    Tentacular horrors, horned abominations, and winged banes all tried themselves against me and fell.


    None stood before me.


    In retrospect, it was the one flying, the one who never stood before me, that was the one I should have been standing before.


    A blast of force powerful enough to smash through my etheric form drove me into the ground.


    My awareness wavered and blackened, the dark tremors of unconsciousness, of oblivion, creeping in from the periphery of my vision.


    Refusing to yield, refusing to pass out and away as I had so many times before, I did what I had yet to do.


    I drew in the energies of the dead and dying demons scattered in droves all around me.


    Their power became mine.


    I launched myself upward in a maelstrom of force, Light and Darkness wreathing me in an unholy alliance of annihilation.


    I exploded through the Duaga’s vacuous heart with an eruption of unholy energies.


    The Duaga never knew what hit it.

  


  


  
    To Not Be


    


    Too much.


    The lives of demons spread before me in an endless panorama of nihilitude, entire eternities of pain.


    The universe itself, Uërth beneath me, cried out against the travesty that was the demonic infestation inside me.


    The demons within howled and raged against the agony that consumed them, the need that filled them—the desire to consume the Light that tormented them, the necessity to destroy the source of the suffering and make Its power their own.


    Only through Light’s destruction could they live and their torture end.


    I was at the center of an eternal storm.


    And it was ripping me apart.


    


    Faint words reached me, the echo of forgotten memories. “You must not lose yourself, Saedeus.”


    A whisper. “This is a fight you cannot win.”


    Fainter. “Do not fight the demonic forces within…”


    Almost inaudible. “Let them go.”


    With a terrible sense of dislocation, as if the whole universe itself—my universe—was tearing apart, the agony unbearable, the effort excruciating, I did.


    


    Pandemonium reigned beneath me, an unhallowed sea of atramentous forces crashing in hungry tidal waves of annihilation.


    This was my psyche.


    This infernal tsunami was what I had brought inside my soul.


    The flickering light of my mind had nearly been consumed by the Duaga and the ravenous droves of its minions raging through the confines of my self, the depthless Abyss reaching up to claim me in everlasting subjugation.


    My mind a burning spark, a seething ember of the brightest sun, I cast myself into the deepest, most impenetrable tars of the demonic infestation.


    The universe detonated in Light and I was gone.

  


  


  
    Eyes Open


    


    I opened my eyes savagely, returning to life, to myself, with an undeniable certainty of purpose and an unflappable desire to live.


    Lying supine on the unyielding earth, I stared upward into an unclouded blue sky.


    The universe stared back impassively.


    The violent, eternal struggle within, the unending prison of demonic perception, the overwhelming feelings of hunger and desire, the experiences of unholy dimensions, of infernal mêlées, mastery and subjugation, of fell lore best forgotten, of the war against Light itself, went entirely unnoticed.


    I was a minor cause with little effect.


    One more agent of disorder in a greater universe that did not care if mine ended.


    


    “We are glad that you made it back, Saedeus.”


    Snap out of it!


    Alric’s words reaffirmed my place, provided a way back to myself, my sense of self, that I had lost under the struggles within.


    “How long have I been out?”


    I could barely form the words even in my own mind.


    “A few days.”


    Days!


    I closed my eyes wearily.


    The struggle within had been lifetimes!


    I had lived and relived demonic lives on this plane and others.


    I had participated in horrific rites and visited travesties upon unsuspecting worlds.


    I had consumed.


    I had destroyed.


    I had tried to unmake the universe in my own image.


    I had almost not come back.


    


    Flies buzzed around me eagerly, refusing to touch the demonic corpses I sensed nearby.


    “I don’t suppose our friends, the people we tried to save, hung around?”


    “They left rather quickly.”


    After all this time alone, the first people I had happened upon had left before I could even venture a greeting.


    What did I really expect?


    A thanks?


    A hearty welcome to travel in their merry band?


    Why would they bother to stay?


    Tarrying was just another risk.


    Why wait for more demons to come?


    I did not blame them for leaving.


    I would have done the same.


    


    I opened my eyes again.


    The universe regarded me somewhat more favorably.


    Or was that just me?

  


  


  
    All Not So Good Things Must Come to an End


    


    I tried to sit up.


    I failed.


    I must have burned off too much of myself, of my reserves, when I destroyed the mob of demons I had brought within.


    Gritting my teeth, I tried again.


    A waft of warm, soothing energy suffused me, easing my pain and enlivening me.


    Loer’allon.


    Or something different?


    I managed to sit up.


    A giant rock loomed in front of me obscuring at least a quarter of the horizon.


    Raynard?


    When I patted my chest to make certain he was in his preferred pocket, Lucius informed me that Raynard had been kind enough to guard me while I was incapacitated.


    His presence had discouraged any other demons from investigating the disturbance.


    I offered my sincerest thanks.


    Raynard remained unmoved.


    I could, however, see the intense elemental energies burning within his core.


    At least they moved.


    And none too happily.


    I would not want to be the next demon that chanced upon this field of contention.


    I stood slowly, placing a steadying hand on Raynard’s cool surface.


    I suppose things could be worse than having a greater elemental as a guardian.


    Giving Raynard one last appreciative pat, I surveyed the destruction.


    


    I had, I decided, done a rather fine job.


    The plains were seared and blackened in an area larger than many villages, and unidentifiable fragments of demonic entities were strewn as far as the eye could see.


    This was clearly a mess I had no intention or desire to clean up.


    Much like my shack.


    A small region in the center of the battleground remained untouched by the violence.


    This must have been where the band of travelers had made their stand against the demons.


    As I looked on, an apparition appeared in the air before me.


    The man bowed.


    He was broad-shouldered and armored in arcane plate. He held a visored helm in his right arm. His armor was etched in shimmering runes I could not identify that wavered and shifted of their own accord beneath his strong hands. He held himself with pride and ready confidence. In a single glance, I could tell he was formidable indeed.


    Although his dark-skinned face was worn and wrinkled by exposure to the sun, I could see that brightness yet danced in his steel gray eyes, his spirit unbroken by a troubled world.


    “Friend.


    “I am O’nila Lagund of the Scarlet Company.


    “Know that your arrival saved us.


    “We welcome your valiant deeds on our behalf and offer our sincerest gratitude in return.


    “Our debt cannot be repaid.


    “Though but a small token, our priest has placed a boon upon you to aid in your recovery.


    “Should you have need, we have left a bag with some supplies in the clearing.


    “We had hoped to be with you upon your wakening but cannot tarry longer, for our need is pressing and time is short.


    “If we meet again, we will show you the true thanks you deserve.


    “We are honored to have made your acquaintance, albeit briefly, and to have met one who would willingly dance with a Lord of Chaos.


    “Fare thee well, Knight of the Undying Light.”


    That was, I decided, rather a nice gesture.


    I wondered what they had left me.


    I prayed for cookies.


    And milk.

  


  


  
    Disappointment


    


    There were no cookies.


    I cannot say why this troubled me so much—my feelings were a well of disappointment that seemed to have no bottom.


    Really, who would leave a pack of goods for someone without cookies?


    Was not good, by its very definition, cookie?


    If I were to leave a pack for someone with all the true necessities for survival, cookies would certainly be present.


    Really, I countered, who packed cookies and carried them across an arid wasteland in anticipation of their eventual enjoyment before they went stale, or worse, were stolen by demons?


    Well, I continued, anyone with the capacity to hold off a small army of demons with arcane Craft could surely summon food.


    And, that being the case, what better food was there to summon, and then give as a gesture of goodwill, than cookies?


    Ergo, granted the fact that no other food source than cookies need be summoned, why would the Scarlet Company not choose to share their horde, especially with one who, by his own admission, had saved their lives?


    Some mysteries will never be solved.


    If I ever met the Scarlet Company again, if that was truly their name and not a clever ploy to keep me away from their gustatorial delights, I would ask them to share their cookies.


    Lucius snorted.


    Apparently he had no real appreciation for cookies.


    Unless he had eaten them in my absence!


    Mystery solved!


    Now I just needed to find the crumbs to provide the necessary evidence to prove my case!


    Sadly, even the crumbs were gone.


    I was, however, left with a bag filled with some of the most mouth-watering victuals I ever had the good fortune to devour.


    Even if there were no cookies.


    The Company was also kind enough to leave me a large pouch of the realm’s own coin.


    This would, without a doubt, allow me to buy quite the dragon’s horde of cookies.


    Or cakes.


    The Scarlet Company must have thought me rather in need of assistance to need so much coin.


    Which I was.


    I suppose I cut a rather sad, undapper figure in the bedraggled, castoff clothing I was now wearing after the demonic possession.


    Which was also true.


    I did, however, think the wandering vagrant look suited me.


    But my taste was rather unique, after all.


    Which explained the cookies.


    Relieving at least part of my need, I did find a nice pair of boots and a change of clothing in the bag which fit me perfectly.


    For that I was thankful.


    The bag also had the curious property of being much larger than the space it occupied…perhaps for optimal cookie storage.


    I made a mental note of that oddity.


    Next time a Lord of Chaos attacked, I might be better off hiding in the bag.


    With my cookies.

  


  


  
    Hills and Dells


    


    As I sprinted across the Wastes, Doeren Muer grew larger and larger with each unhindered stride.


    The new clothing, much like the Sigil Shield protecting me, was so comfortable, I did not even notice I had it on—which was something of an advantage because then I would never feel the need to take it off.


    Not that anyone would want me to take anything off.


    Some things were worse than demons.


    Or the absence of cookies.


    


    I never managed to catch up with the Scarlet Company.


    Either they had teleported ahead, could run faster than a horse at full gallop, had flown, or had taken another direction toward the Doeren Muer, assuming that was their ultimate destination.


    Of course, all of those things were actually possible, but seeing people run through the air faster than a horse sprinting at full tilt while teleporting was a rarity even in a world as warped as Uërth.


    I did, however, eagerly anticipate a chance observance.


    Sadly, such a fortuitous encounter did not happen on my trip to Heaven’s Edge.


    On a positive note, I did manage to make the mountain range alive, which was quite a bit more than I had originally anticipated.


    Sometimes you get lucky.


    


    Doeren Muer rose from the Infernal Wastes like a vast behemoth breaching the surface of an otherwise flat, untroubled sea. There were the wakes and eddies of the beast’s emergence in the rolling hills that flanked the great peaks, tumbling slopes that slowly dissipated into the vast, still waters of the plains themselves. The surging leviathan that was the Heaven’s Edge Range erupted upward from these eddies unconstrained by the bounds of the plain, pushing back the waters below in an unwavering leap for the sky, leaving behind the unknown depths that gave the mountains their birth. Mere rivulets running down the beasts’ vast flanks, the forests and waterways of the peaks ran down to the hillsides, slowing dispersing amongst the leading edges of the hills.


    By the time I reached the hills leading to the base of the mountains, I was ready for a change of scenery. Days upon days of crossing dry, dusty wasteland inhabited by soul-devouring demons put a damper on even my optimistic spirit.


    Not that I minded killing demons… It was the being killed, the almost being killed, the suffering, the torturing, the loss of friends and possessions—and threats of same—that really got to me.


    I looked to the idyllic green peaks ahead as something of a reprieve.


    Magical energies played across the peaks and valleys in vibrant swathes of luxuriant vitality. I imagined faeries, sprites, and other fey creatures of the wood cavorting to sublime music, idling away the days in sumptuous, natural bliss, or engaged in relaxed contemplation of the measureless wonders enlivening their world.


    Much as I had once been in a past almost too distant to recall, when I had harvested magical mushrooms in similar unspoiled environs.


    Of course, with my luck, all the nasties native to Uërth that had been pushed out by the waves of demonic advance of the past centuries were concentrated within these peaks and vales. They were probably, even now, regarding my approach hungrily with plates laid out, tables set, and knives and forks in hand.


    With many guests invited and in attendance.


    I would be a welcome morsel to add a bit of variety to their demon-parched pallets.


    I was closer to the mark than I feared.


    But, as was almost always the case, I was also far more wrong than right.


    


    I felt the transition as soon as the first green plants began to appear from the sere earth.


    One moment I was walking through a denuded landscape, one sucked so dry of vitality that only the hardiest flora and fauna could persist, and even those sought more suitable climes, for suffering for its own sake was still suffering.


    And if there’s one thing I have learned living a life of laziness, it is far easier to survive under conditions that are easy than when they are harsh.


    Given the choice, most will choose a life of ease.


    Although I could not sense an upwelling of prosperity, leisure, or comfort, I could feel that the land’s potential, its inherent magical strength and resiliency, had increased. With this change, there was more possibility for survival.


    Or, in my case, indolence.


    Walking up those first green hills, I felt renewed and refreshed, bathed in cleanliness, only now realizing how soiled I was and had been, as this place washed all that was unclean from me.


    I was shocked by how much a few paces into such a different place could make me feel, how my thoughts and outlook could brighten.


    Maybe I should sit down and begin composing my own songs to share in idyllic repose with the fey I was bound to find over the next rise.


    “Halt, mortal!”


    I looked around but could see no one.


    I could not sense anyone either.


    There were living creatures nearby—I could feel their energetic patterns both near and from afar—but of the speaker I sensed nothing.


    I halted.


    The last thing I wanted to do was anger someone who so clearly had the advantage over me, especially one who pointed out my mortality.


    I did not need reminding of my frailties.


    There was also the strong juxtaposition implied by being called a mortal when the speaker’s reference obviously implied their own immortality.


    I did not want to offend immortals.


    Unless of course they were demons.


    There were no demons here, however.


    I hoped.


    “Why do you wish to enter the realm of Leyalia D’anuer?”


    So many answers, so little time.


    Because I wanted a reprieve.


    Because I hoped for renewal but would gladly take a respite.


    Because the opportunity to see wonders when so many of my days had been filled with horrors might give me the will to go on.


    “Because it is the most direct path to my goal.”


    “Your words have been heard and your thoughts judged.”


    By the black Abyss!


    They were in my head…like Alric’s evil twin!


    Or were they his good twin?


    Either way, they were in my head!


    I exhaled fully, resigned to the judgment of my unseen observers and my own folly.


    “Be calm and at ease, Saedeus. You are among friends,” said the other thought reader, the one who had taken up semi-permanent residence in my mind.


    Why couldn’t people respect the frail, limited borders of my meager, overwrought mind and give me what little peace I could find within my head?


    Alric answered for me. “Because your mind will never be at ease until it finds calm within.”


    “And barging in helps?”


    “No. Barging in assures the sidhe that you are not a demon and can be trusted to enter their hallowed lands.”


    Oh.


    Foot.


    Meet mouth.


    Or mind.


    Alric had a point or three there.


    I simmered down with alacrity.


    And found my inner peace.


    Its discovery was not even against my better judgment.


    I waited almost patiently.


    “Empyrean Knight, you have been judged worthy and may cross the lands of the Alaurana Leyalia.”


    Now, that was a relief.


    I certainly did not want to trek all the way around.


    Before I could offer a clever reply, darkness clouded my vision and I could see no more.

  


  


  
    The Peaks and Valleys Within


    


    Stifling an exclamation, I maintained some semblance of calm.


    If the sidhe wanted to attack me, they could have well before I had been alerted to their presence.


    I had to hand it to them.


    The sidhe knew what they were doing.


    They knew how to counter an Empyrean Knight with ease.


    At least one as relatively inexperienced as I.


    The spell they cast on me did not touch my Sigil Shield or it would not have worked. Instead, its forces surrounded me outside the range of the armor’s magical protections influencing the region beyond.


    Even with my inner vision, the spell’s radiance itself interfered with my ability to see with my mind’s eye.


    With some adjustment, like getting used to darkness after being in a brightly lit room, I could begin to get some sense of my surroundings.


    Although not perfect, I would take limited senses over none at all.


    The sidhe, however, did not need to know this.


    “We will guide you from here.


    “Follow us.”


    “Do I get a say in where I go?”


    There was a pause. “You always have a say in your heart’s desire. How you get to the end you desire, however, may not be by the means you wish.


    “You are welcome to stay here and choose your own path around Leyalia D’anuer. If you wish to cross, you will come with us and then choose your own path after you have left us.”


    Some options were better than none.


    “I will go with you.”


    Following supernatural entities across unfamiliar terrain while blinded was a breeze. I did it every day back home.


    That was one of my many diversions.


    Cross my heart and hope to eat pie.


    With some trepidation, perhaps not fully trusting my armor to protect me when I felt so disconnected and out of sorts, I began walking forward.


    No one ever laid a hand on me, but I felt a subtle direction whenever my steps strayed from the desired path.


    Only a few minutes had passed before I was no longer walking.


    Held within a cushion of air, I was flying over the steepening landscape.


    Perhaps not being able to see was not so bad after all.


    This way, I had no idea how far I would fall if the sidhe’s spell failed.


    Impact with the earth would come as a surprise…


    One that was a bit sudden and violent but a surprise nonetheless.


    And who did not like surprises?


    By a show of hands, I counted myself as the only one.


    Not caring if the sidhe could hear me, I asked Alric, “Is this how you were ushered through Doeren Muer when you visited Fornost?”


    Alric chuckled. “No. The fey trusted me.


    “I walked freely on their trails.”


    Great.


    I was being herded like an unruly sheep.


    A flying one at that.


    Out of respect for their wishes, I resisted the temptation to draw Loer’allon and cast aside their enchantment, to draw its energies into myself, or test my meager magical talents with a counterspell.


    But restraining myself was hard.


    I was stubborn, independent, and had only recently been unwillingly bound in demonic servitude, struggling to recover my self and my dignity. I bristled at the confines prescribed by my guides within moments.


    Especially since I found it difficult to enjoy missing what I imagined was quite a view.


    I tried to distract myself with conversation before I did something rash. Finding points of discussion could be tough when you shared the mind of the other party you wanted to speak with and had lived his life through his eyes. “Do you want to visit Fornost while we are in Doeren Muer?”


    “Only if you still wish to return Loer’allon.


    “She would be more likely to choose one of my clan than one of the Empyrean Knights at Kerraboer.”


    “And you’re just now telling me this?”


    “Saedeus, I never thought you would return Loer’allon to the Empyrean Knights.”


    “You doubted me?”


    “No, Saedeus, I believed in you.”


    I snorted.


    “I believed you would rise to Uërth’s need if called. I believed you would become more than you were, that you would become what you needed to be. I believed that you would be willing to take Loer’allon and create a destiny worthy of her name.”


    Alric’s compliments would win every argument.


    “I suppose we don’t need to visit Fornost.”


    Alric did not reply.


    I tried not to read any emotions I might project into that silence…emotions like smugness, self-congratulation, triumph, haughtiness, and superiority.


    My mind provided a market list of negative emotions, unseemly interpretations, and ill-advised conclusions.


    Thankfully, I chose not to listen.


    I had gotten very good at ignoring the voices in my head.


    In response to his silence, I added, “But I would like to visit one day.”


    “As would I, Saedeus, as would I.”

  


  


  
    Il’alen


    


    “We have arrived at Il’alen, Saedeus, Knight of Silvaeron.”


    With those words, my feet touched down and the mantle of darkness occluding my vision vanished into quickly forgotten memory for Il’alen stole my thoughts and replaced them with wonder.


    Never having visited Heaven, I decided Il’alen was as close as I might ever come.


    My feet resting on the solid ground were the only things that anchored me to the Uërth as my mind soared.


    Il’alen rested lightly on the peaks like sunlight reflecting off untrammeled glaciers—pure, clean, and incomprehensible.


    Only when I looked upon the works of the sidhe did I realize the limitations of my own conceptions of Heaven and Uërth. I was lost in absorption as the dizzying heights of divine providence beckoned—made real, tangible, and all the more lofty. Gazing in wonder upon the creations of the sidhe, I realized the marvels that were truly possible to create on Uërth.


    Sadly, I also realized how much had been lost.


    Il’alen blazed like a dream of Light filled with ineffable beauty that the mortal mind could not completely grasp, conceive, or appreciate, one that I yearned to remember and struggled to do justice for, for I could not fully encompass its conception or reality.


    The sidhe themselves were a reflection of their city and the Light from which it sprang—partially in phase with normal reality, at least as viewed by most, and a part of something greater, something sublime generally hidden but that they brought to the fore. If men represented beings or a state somewhere between angel and demon, then the sidhe manifested existence or entities somewhere between man and angel or between angel and something else entirely, some other order or magnitude of actuality.


    I could see their glory without the benefit of my inner vision, for it shone so brightly, so clearly, and if I could see, I could only imagine what wonders others saw mirrored in the secret hearts of their mind and eye.


    As I beheld Il’alen, my world suddenly got so much bigger.


    And with this expansion, my sense of purpose grew as well.


    There was yet beauty and intention beyond the minds and hearts of men who strove against the infernal advance.


    There were valiant bastions that actively resisted the foul effluence spilling forth from the Chaos Gate.


    Their cause was my own just as their intent was reflected within my own, reinforcing my views, expanding my sense of possibility, and energizing my mission.


    


    The city of the sidhe floated lightly among the branches and boles covering the heights and valleys of Leyalia D’anuer without impinging upon the mountains or trees—sunbeams arching through quavering dust motes suspended in a dusky wood. A city of light, Il’alen was as much of the heavens as of the earth, a dream that somehow persisted in the light of day.


    “Welcome to our home, Saedeus Mushroomsong.”


    Mushroomsong indeed.


    At least the sidhe recognized the value of a true artisan, a master of his craft with unparalleled facility in his chosen art.


    Few were as discerning.


    Or tasteful.


    Myself excluded.


    The sidhe who escorted me into to Il’alen, my companions in flight up through the mountains, regarded me with luminous, knowing smiles.


    I shrugged nonchalantly.


    Without a tinge of embarrassment.


    What else could I do when divinity peered with playful curiosity into the dusty, disordered mess that was my mind?


    Their smiles deepened.


    Watching sidhe smile is a bit like observing the unfolding of a full solar eclipse. The event is rare, magical, and entirely unforgettable.


    It is also wise to avert your eyes lest they get burned.


    Their smiles eclipsed the sun above.


    What else can I say about the sidhe?


    Removing the mantle obscuring my vision did little to clarify their reality. If anything, they only grew greater and more mysterious with the unveiling like a tale of love, loss, and discovery retold and passed on through the generations.


    In form, they appeared akin to the reflections of men glanced on the scintillating surface of a placid ocean mirroring the newly risen sun. The essence of who and what they were was difficult to discern through their eldritch luminosity.


    More lithe and graceful in form than mortals, the sidhe glided effortlessly on the land and through the air as if floating in water though their motions were actually much quicker, more refined, and more controlled than mine. Their otherworldly shapes were haloed in blazing armor that wavered and flickered like white flames cavorting about a celestial tempest.


    Theirs were the forms to bring tears of joy to the hearts of men, to melt self-imposed restrictions and open the mind to opportunity anew.


    They were perfect.


    And therefore flawed.


    For, like the demons we fought, they were too much for a world already overwrought by tragedy and wonder.


    I felt the need to shield my gaze to look upon them directly.


    The sidhe’s warmth and wisdom penetrated even my notoriously thick skull, filling me with a sense of serenity and renewal, of vibrancy and possibility.


    A part of this world and another, I could also see right through them.


    Literally.


    I would have thought this odd, but I found staring through semidivine beings a little less unnerving than trying to keep their multifaceted glory in full focus.


    To each his own.


    Perhaps the sidhe would be the ones to repopulate Heaven after the demons’ fall.


    Mayhap they would restore Heaven to Its full glory.


    


    “So where can a mushroom singer get something to eat?”


    I did not bother to speak aloud.


    A warm meal and a hot bath would be heavenly.


    The nearest sidhe made a brief gesture, one most likely meant for my observation rather than actual effect, and a heaping plate of steaming food materialized before me as a rush of wind washed over me, cleansing my neglected body from head to foot.


    I needed to ask better questions.


    Especially when the sidhe answered them before I even finished asking.


    Maybe I should ask for a demon-destroying super weapon.


    Or a universal panacea to cure the land and wipe away all the ills associated with the long demonic despoliation.


    Or a bed made of feathers lighter than a sea breeze.


    Or for fresh cookies and milk.


    Or for better questions.


    Time to eat.


    “We will wait for you to renew yourself,” the sidhe said and its patience was the patience of mountains and the rise and fall of tides.


    Being mortal, my patience had nothing to do with mountains or tides.


    Aside from where I sat to eat.


    That mountain was just fine.


    I plopped down right there and devoured my meal on the mountainside unashamedly. Crumbs fell down my chest in small avalanches of comestibles.


    My hunger was the hunger of floods and tempests.


    Luckily my appetite lasted about as long as my patience.


    The sidhe did not move the entire time I was eating.


    Since I had an audience, I made sure to put on a show.


    Although the sidhe would never admit it, I knew they were quite impressed.


    Lucius certainly was.


    I aim to please.


    


    “What would you do with your time in Il’alen, Saedeus of Silvaeron?” asked Aerilon, my guide into Il’alen, my other companions having left for other duties, perhaps returning once more to guard the outer bounds of Doeren Muer.


    Luminous boles of trees wider than my house in Balde ever dreamed of becoming soared heavenward, their upper branches lost in shimmering light and jewel-toned leaves.


    Although it truly pained me to say this, I replied, “I merely wish to pass through to reach Kerraboer.


    “Perhaps when my quest is done I will have the opportunity to return and explore the wisdom and depths of your people.”


    Aerilon nodded in acknowledgement, the gesture sending a ripple of light between us. “And how will you reach Kerraboer?”


    Kerraboer was roughly the same distance southward from Doeren Muer as I had already traveled from Balde.


    Which, given the monumental success of my past exploits, meant I had quite a bit of suffering ahead of me.


    Unless I found a way to avoid further travails.


    Well, as many travails as could be avoided when crossing a land brimming with fell monstrosities while heading toward a joyful reunion with a ravenous pit torn between dimensions belching forth unending multitudes of demonic entities hellbent on destroying Uërth and everything on it.


    “Can you help me teleport there?”


    As much as I wanted to take in all the wondrous sights on the way to Kerraboer, I would actually prefer to get there alive.


    Although my magical skills were progressing far more rapidly than I had expected, or ever hoped to achieve—due in large part to Alric’s unending well of patience—teleportation was a skill I could not claim to possess.


    My unfailing ability to spontaneously appear in the midst of dire circumstances, however, was without question.


    Aerilon’s gaze clouded, or at least I think it did. Reading features and nuances of body language was especially difficult when the entity in question was utterly alien and surrounded by a nearly impenetrable nimbus of Light.


    “We no longer risk teleportation.


    “The barriers between worlds are too thin.


    “Willingly penetrating the veil only strengthens the Alaurana Nuerda and speeds their incursion.”


    So, teleportation was not an option.


    To say I was disappointed would be a loremaster’s thesis in understatement.


    Thankfully, I was no loremaster, so my disappointment was somewhat less than the absolute.


    And far from being worthy of a dissertation.


    If I ever took the essence of a loremaster within myself, I was sure the issue could be revisited in greater detail.


    “Then I will run.”


    I need not bore Aerilon with details or my petty concerns.


    He, or she, probably knew them all already.


    “You could fly.”


    I arched an eyebrow.


    Flying sounded safer than running.


    Or did it?


    With my luck, one never could tell.


    “You would be willing to cast a spell of flight upon me?”


    Aerilon smiled bewitchingly…I think. “That would be…inefficient. Our Yaera Leyalia travel regularly to Kerraboer.


    “I am certain we could arrange for you to accompany one on her flight.”


    “That would be…most welcome.”


    I hoped.

  


  


  
    Light Rider


    


    Il’alen truly was like a dream.


    And I do not exactly mean that in a positive way.


    Il’alen was more like the kind of dream that made me feel uneasy, that I could not wake up from, that was beguiling, confusing, and disconcerting.


    Although far from a nightmare, Il’alen was certainly not the type of dream I looked forward to having upon laying down for the evening to rest.


    The sidhe city was offputting, so foreign to my senses and sensibilities that I rebelled against its ethereal nature.


    I was, perhaps, too much of the earth and dirt to feel at home in a city that seemed to bridge the gap between forests and stars.


    If this alone had been my main problem, then I might have overcome and adjusted, perhaps growing to encompass the novelness that I initially found so challenging.


    But this was the least of my concerns.


    I sensed sidhe all around, their radiance full and vibrant, adding to the majesty of the unearthly forest. But I could not see them.


    No sidhe approached.


    No sidhe bustled about on everyday business or casual errands.


    No sidhe gathered to partake in social discourse or enjoyment.


    Although the sidhe were as omnipresent as the air I breathed, they were just as invisible.


    For all intents and purposes, the sidhe in Il’alen existed in some other dimension entirely.


    To my mind, the heart of the place was absent.


    Or mayhap this heart was just so rarified that I could not connect to its beat or hear its pulse.


    Regardless, I felt like I was walking in a bubble, all alone with no one around besides my guide.


    In this regard, too, the city was very much like a dream—a dream where you are looking for someone and cannot find them; a dream where you know whomever you are searching for is near but you cannot manage to lay eyes on them.


    The same sensation held for other races and beings.


    I sensed men, dragons, dryads, and others all around, but somehow we never managed to encounter one another, as if we all existed in separate worlds.


    For all I knew of Il’aen, we might actually have.


    Perhaps I strode in ignorance across gleaming dimensions utterly blind, misinformed, and ill at ease.


    Perhaps in time, this ignorance would become understanding.


    But I did not have the time to resolve Il’alen’s mysteries.


    Nor did I delve into the knowledge of others within me who might have helped resolve these sentiments.


    Sensing my mood, Alric remained silent.


    Regardless, walking through the lambent byways of Il’alen was beyond disconcerting.


    I strolled through one of the largest intact cities on Uërth all alone.


    No matter how grand or enlightening, Il’alen was no place for mortals.


    Or me.


    


    All this is not to say Il’alen is not an amazing place.


    It was just not for me.


    I am certain Alric could have brought me around, but I did not let him.


    My mood was as heavy as Il’alen was light.


    Perhaps the city itself forced this dour introspection upon me, a dichotomy intended to firm up my place in the world and my desire to protect it.


    The place certainly had presence.


    Who is to say it did not have sentience?


    I did my best to relax and let the rigors of normalcy not bother me.


    Mayhap I was just ill at ease being in a zone of safety after having been on edge for so long.


    After all this time, being relaxed and taking in Il’alen’s wonders without fear of demonic attack or impending death felt abnormal, and my spirit rebelled against the need to be prepared and on guard.


    I began to breathe deeper and more fully then, settling into the place as much as my self.


    I was here and I would make the most of it.


    So I breathed.


    And gradually returned to normalcy.


    Or at least what passed for it in my skewed inner dimensions.


    


    I cannot do justice to the byways and paths Aerilon guided me through to reach the Yaera Leyalia.


    Il’alen was as much of the Light as it was made from the Light.


    We crossed shimmering bridges made of dew-spun sunlight spanning gorges separated by the steam of surging waterfalls, the air filled with the breath of respiring trees and the thrum of rushing water. We wove through branches as wide as boulevards shaded by leaves richer and more vibrant than all the gems in a dragon’s horde, the bark of fey Valdueren glowing beneath our feet with the constant, enlivening surety of the moon at its zenith and the sun nourishing the land in the fullness of spring. We passed fountains and gardens spun from the phantasms of angelic visions, my eyes watering and unable to fully take in their glory as my mind filled in what details it could.


    After a time that seemed like lifetimes but that must have been only minutes, we reached the sunlit glade of the Yaera Leyalia.


    


    The mighty boles of Valdueren threw my sense of scale off immediately.


    The trees were so massive that they made the glade and its occupants appear small.


    Glimmering with myriad hues of reflected light, the trees’ bark scintillated and danced in coruscating patterns of energy. There was life here in such depth and vibrancy that my heart raced in response, quickening in eagerness to share in the woods’ vitality.


    Within the trees’ shade, if shade it could rightly be called when it was actually illumination, a sidhe host drilled and prepared, or at least that was what I guessed they did, for I understood little of their actions.


    As miraculous as the sidhe were, as profoundly immense as the Valdueren were, neither were what drew my gaze as I looked upon the forest clearing.


    If sidhe radiated Light, if the Valdueren caught and refracted Light in all its forms and varieties, the yaera’l within were Light.


    Light danced and frolicked within the glade of a quality and refinement that appeared untouched and unsullied by the vagaries and travails of our universe. Sunlight appeared old, worn, and sullied in comparison to the living luminosity that cavorted through the branches and boles with all the eagerness and excitement of a newborn puppy.


    I was speechless.


    Thankfully, no one was asking me to talk.


    Sidhe took off and landed regularly, swallowed within the heart of these lambent entities.


    One moment a sidhe would be standing in ready expectation on the soft forest loam, gazing intently at some invisible horizon, and the next a swirling halo of Light would engulf her and she would be gone.


    How the sidhe held on, what they held on to, how they stayed inside, I had no idea.


    But they did.


    The yaera’l that came and went were varied in form and aspect.


    Some appeared to be highly ordered geometric expressions of energy, shaped by subtle mathematics and laws far beyond my ken. Others were luminous expressions of joy and ebullience that filled the woods with Light. Still others had no discernible form, existing as mere suggestions, the greater part of their presence elsewhere or unrealized.


    All were beings of true power and majesty.


    And I was supposed to ride on or, more accurately, in one.


    I swallowed deeply and reconsidered walking to Kerraboer.


    Before I could exercise my better judgment, Aerilon’s words filled my mind. “Come. Let us meet the Yaera Leyalia.”


    Having little choice, I followed more than somewhat reluctantly.


    


    Light rushed and swirled through and around me in a warm haze, a golden glow clouding my vision and overwhelming my senses with mingled feelings of dynamism, power, intelligence, and general positivity. My skin and insides tingled with sensations akin to the charge of static electricity but my hairs did not stand on end and there was no sudden release of charge when I touched an object.


    I had the impression that new dimensions of possibility opened before me, glimpses refracted through lenses of light.


    Whether these visions hinted at origins or potentialities, I could not yet say.


    This was, I supposed, the greeting of a yaera’l.


    I think I much preferred this welcome to the typical greeting of a demon.


    Of course, just about anything was preferable to meeting with a demon, but as far as contacts with the supernatural went, encountering the yaera’l was an unexpected pleasure.


    “Greeting, Saedeus of Silvaeron. I am Ueryan.” The regal sidhe that stepped out confidently from the shade of a nearby Valdueren bowed gracefully as his words coalesced within my mind as gently as dew upon a cool spring morn. Belying his words, he blazed with power and efficacy like the newly risen sun.


    As Ueryan’s words faded, images, sensations, and feelings I could not understand or encompass washed over me.


    I was gazing upon universes of living suns, radiance interpenetrating and interconnecting superimposed yet distinct entities of many luminous hues and aspects.


    If demons emerged from an endless pit of hellish Darkness, perhaps this was the merest glimpse into its opposite.


    The faintest whisper followed these images of realms of Light, one I strained to pick up and decipher but that, for all its subtlety, I knew was real. “…loel…”


    This was the yaera’l.


    Other thought-impressions and emotionscapes followed that were beyond me.


    I appreciated the pauses and spaces incorporated into its name.


    Although I might not fully understand the yaera’l’s naming conventions, I could certainly relate to the vast open expanses, abiding peace, and beauty that gave it birth.


    I bowed respectfully, my mind still and open.


    “Well met, Ueryan and …loel....


    “The pleasure of your meeting is mine.”


    “The pleasure of our journey will be ours.” Ueryan nodded formally in reply.


    Sensing much more to come, I would need to get past Ueryan’s formality if I were to retain my sanity.


    Quickly.


    “I will be your guide to fair Kerraboer.”


    Granted the speed with which the yaera’l and sidhe appeared and disappeared from the clearing, I imagined that I would not be with Ueryan for very long.


    Which meant that I could afford to be patient.


    This once.


    “Thank you, honorable Ueryan and gracious …loel… for offering to aid me on my journey.”


    After pausing for a moment, I added with more confidence than I felt, “How exactly will this work?”


    “You have nothing to fear, Saedeus. You will be enveloped securely within …loel’s… radiance. Before you are aware we have departed, we will be in Kerraboer and our journey will be at an end.”


    That, at least, sounded promising.


    My main concern was, as always, that even the easiest tasks became difficult in my presence.


    “Is there anything I must do in preparation?”


    “You need only tell us when you are ready to depart.


    “We will take you whenever you give the word.”


    If only everyone were so accommodating.


    The sidhe were so kind, I almost thought they were trying to get rid of me.


    Given my past experience, this sentiment would not be entirely unexpected.


    However, in the case of the sidhe, I knew the feeling was genuine.


    The sidhe risked themselves the world over fighting demonic incursions. With the help of the yaera’l they made many journeys to Kerraboer and other bastions of resistance, adding their strength and wisdom to the Light’s cause against Darkness.


    I would not belittle their efforts or their offer.


    Much.


    Which, since they occupied my head as readily as Alric, I knew they already knew.


    Remind me never to play cards with the sidhe.


    Or Alric, for that matter.


    Having little need for aught else and mostly because I never managed to think of another question to ask them to materialize, I replied, “I am ready when you are.”


    With a surge of light and the briefest instant of disorientation, I was gone.


    I should have asked to say goodbye to Aerilon.

  


  


  
    To Fair Kerraboer


    


    I was enclosed in a mantle of living Light.


    The cocoon of vital force cradled me gently, conforming to me like a second skin. A galaxy of layered, swirling lights filled my vision, distracting me from the violent acceleration that I anticipated but never felt.


    I could not see Ueryan although I sensed his presence as another facet of light within the prismatic jewel that was the interior of the yaera’l.


    I could get used to this.


    Until it was gone.


    A cataclysmic wave of mephitic power tore through me, shredding the nacreous glory of …loel… in a writhing mass of raw destruction.


    Falling, I saw a gigantic, tremulous mass of fell demonic energies surging around Ueryan and …loel.... Within this torrent, incandescent power flashed like lightning strikes in a summer storm as the sidhe and yaera’l fought back against the demonic aggressor.


    I quickly lost track of both Ueryan and …loel… as I tumbled head over heels from the sky.


    Leaving the infernal trap for my impending demise.


    “Shift, Saedeus! Shift!”


    Alric’s words cut through my stupor as the ground fast approached in alternating kaleidoscopic flashes of open blue sky and bare brown earth.


    Emptying myself as Alric had shown me, I expanded outward and shifted.


    The world warped and transitioned, my mind broadening and expanding as my sense of self expanded.


    I pushed myself forward, attempting to stay my headlong rush toward the ground with a controlled, arcing descent.


    The world became absolutely dark.


    Laughter rang out within, filling my mind with rolling waves of sound.


    “Yes?”


    “Your descent was not quite gradual enough.”


    My awareness snapped back to my body.


    I became corporeal once more.


    And that was how, in mere moments, I managed to get myself buried in the earth beneath a field of battle as angelic beings fought for their survival with vile agents of Chaos.


    I had avoided one trap only to create another.


    I had to be the most skilled Empyrean Knight in all the realms.


    At least I did not faint.


    But the day was not yet done.


    


    What had befallen Ueryan and …loel…?


    Had the demon and its trap consumed them?


    Had they escaped and returned to Il’alen?


    Had they continued on to Kerraboer?


    Were they looking for me even now, risking further demonic attack on my behalf?


    Had they summoned reinforcements?


    Was the sky currently ablaze with their retribution?


    To answer these questions, if answer them I could, I first needed to escape from my present predicament.


    


    “Gather yourself and shift again.


    “You will be able to sense the way out.”


    I sighed, doing my best to relax.


    I was, it seemed, destined for success.


    I let my sense of self flow outward. My mind unfurled and with it, my body.


    Feeling the natural movements of energy around me and the increase in demonic taint toward Uërth’s surface, I surged upward into the light of day.


    I had succeeded in putting myself much farther underground than I would have guessed.


    I was, without question, good at being bad.


    I could see no sign of either Ueryan and …loel... or the demon that had been assailing them. For that matter, I could not see Doeren Muer either.


    “Kerraboer is very near, Saedeus.”


    In the brief moment I had been wrapped inside …loel… I had traveled nearly half a continent.


    Which also explained the trap that had ensnared us and the seething horde of demons charging across the barren landscape toward me.

  


  


  
    The Plains of D’rith Sinae


    


    Loer’allon came alive in my hands.


    Her dance became my own.


    Wreathed in Light, becoming Light, I scythed through the advancing wall of demons in a cloud of ichor, entrails, and fell arcana.


    I was a fog the demons could not touch.


    I was a blade the demons could not counter.


    I was a doom the demons could not avoid.


    Every demon’s fall added fuel to my assault. I did not let the foul demonic essences screaming, tearing, and threatening to rend me apart become me as I once had.


    These fallen parasitic souls were a catalyst, the means to greater, more efficient action. Their foul essences neither tainted my own nor became part of me.


    Though the avalanche of their iniquity and profane cognizance tried to force its way in, I let their knowledge and experience burn away with their obscene bodies in a conflagration of power that cleansed their stigma from Uërth entirely.


    When Loer’allon finally stilled, her blaze softening in the battle’s aftermath, and all the demons were no more, only a scorched and pitted battlefield remained.


    Sadly, of Ueryan and …loel… there was no sign.


    


    Of course, this was not the end.


    There was no end to demons on the Plains of D’rith Sinae.


    I just enjoyed a brief respite from their insidious incursion.


    Moths to a flame, more would come.


    So I ran.


    Bravely.


    And without hesitation.


    For flight is often the better part of valor.


    Aided by my Sigil Shield, I ran much faster than was humanly possible.


    I ran phased into ethereality.


    I ran that I would not have to fight more.


    For now.


    


    “Adjust your heading slightly to the east.”


    Alric provided guidance when my mind wandered, when the haze of combat took me from myself, offering a means of return to the fullness of the present.


    I was glad to have him, for without his help my mistakes and oversights would be dire indeed.


    I was already good enough at making things difficult for myself.


    I did not need any extra help.


    Alric’s words were my cure.


    So I listened.


    And was thankful.


    


    As I sprinted across the blasted plains, Loer’allon danced freely and often, her blade cutting in silent finality, her Light an antidote to the hellspawn that assailed us.


    Lost in the throes of combat, I was but a witness to her silent majesty, the hand that lifted her torch high that she might shed light on the abandoned plains and cleanse the unholy abominations from the xeric steppes they sought to claim.


    We were but small lights in a well of Darkness.


    Except Lucius.


    He offered no light at all.


    He merely slept.


    Soundly.


    And in my pocket.


    For him there were no demons.


    Yet.

  


  


  
    The Dust Beneath My Boots


    


    After my last misadventure, I made an important discovery.


    I proudly awarded myself the Saedeus Mark of Unbravery—heretofore referred to as SMU—for its conception and execution.


    Ever thankful and appreciative of my mistakes and shortcomings, I now had an almost surefire way to avoid infernal traps.


    I could run underground.


    Or, more accurately, remaining incorporeal, I could flow beneath the desiccated landscape as easily as I could over it.


    Of course, I missed the beautiful sights and sounds of the steppes while doing this…


    Ravaged corpses.


    The worn-out husks of abandoned and destroyed towns and villages.


    Terrible magics lying across the region in a noxious pall.


    Demons gathering like vultures on the hunt looking for prey.


    All the usual points of interest of a joyous romp through the countryside.


    Sadly, I had business to attend to.


    Namely my survival and the completion of my quest.


    I did not care if I had to channel my inner naked mole-rat to get it done.


    I did not mind that my eyes now watered at even the thought of the sun.


    I did not begrudge myself the decided lack of heroism implied by eschewing danger in such an unknightly manner.


    I was doing what was required to avoid starting a war of one against far, far too many.


    Bravely.


    


    I would be lying if I said there was not much beauty, life, and magic underground, for I could see it, feel it, take it within, and become it.


    But where’s the excitement in that?


    Adventure is, after all, more exciting the greater the challenge, the more pressing the obstacle, and the more torturous the path.


    At least when the teller sums things up and puts the most desirable face on things after the deeds are done and memory makes even cold, sodden campfires grand.


    So, my journey underground was fraught with peril, harried, and full of danger.


    Honest.


    Except when my time was spent enjoying the formations of marvelous underground microscopic communities, the natural collection, cycling, and restoration of magics that were lost, imperiled, and despoiled above ground, or finding my way through a world I had never imagined existed and had to leave behind far too quickly.


    While the world fell apart above me, I admired what remained beneath.


    Also, Lucius was so excited he could barely contain himself.


    He got to say hello to quite a few relatives, meet some long-lost cousins, and reacquaint himself with more than a few dear friends he had not seen since the days after Uërth’s fiery formation.


    All from the warmth and comfort of my tunic.


    Or so he claimed.


    Sometimes I did not know what to believe.


    Pet rocks were, after all, rather hard to read.


    Especially when they spent most of their time hidden in a pocket.


    But I took him at his word.


    What did he have to gain by lying?


    Besides, I could see his magical emanations constantly interacting with the local strata as we traveled.


    He was, in fact, much better connected than I was.


    Which was quite a good quality to have in an ally.


    Especially for one as socially challenged as I.

  


  


  
    The Light of My Life


    


    After traveling I do not know how long underground—Alric was keen on telling me but I ignored him—I began to grow tired of the relative safety and security of subterranean wayfaring.


    I know the inclination is about as crazy as I am but, after living a life in fear, safety can begin to wear one down.


    Security is as overrated as it is tiresome.


    Lucius’s constant reminders that I was now an Empyrean Earthworm or the Earthworm Knight did little to encourage further subterrestrial travels.


    I refused to let him know this, however.


    Alric, on the other hand, might have let Lucius in on my secret since I had been studiously ignoring his insightful knightly commentary on the risks of upsetting the diurnal cycle. Regardless of whether or not Alric played a role, I certainly was hearing a lot of worm references from my little elemental friend.


    My fatigue and Lucius’s constant jibes were not, however, what ultimately drew me up from beneath the earth.


    Those were mere trivialities.


    The fight for Uërth’s future focused around Kerraboer and the Chaos Gate, in contrast, was enough to get even me out of my worm-filled reveries.


    


    Coming from a sheltered enchanted forest in the far north, I grew up with summer squalls and winter storms. I even saw the occasional arcane tempest. But I was never witness to the full force of a tornado, hurricane, or tsunami. These were weather events heard about other lands, tales from the high seas and mysterious lands of heat and climatic vagaries.


    My first contact with the cataclysmic forces vying around Kerraboer was akin to experiencing all these foreign weather phenomena wrapped up together in one nice package with a heavy dose of arcane tempest and a nice sprinkling of the stuff of nightmares too heinous to recall upon waking from deeply troubled sleep.


    And this is just what I felt from the far edges of the battleground, protected beneath the earth and within my Sigil Shield.


    I did not want to consider what being in the heart of that maelstrom must be like, oppressive days spent within the haze of vile phantasms and fell magics.


    Having the bravery to wake up, to stand, much less fight, was the stuff of legends.


    That Uërth’s defenders managed to hold day in and day out, year after year, was the very definition of awesome.


    Standing firm in the face of such misery must be as formidable a task as holding the sun aloft in the air barehanded in the void of space without aid or protection.


    Or, put more bluntly, impossible.


    But they did it.


    Uërth’s allies held the demons back, choking them on their blood and filth as the spawn of Chaos spewed forth from the maw of oblivion.


    If ever there was a miracle on Uërth, this was it.


    “How did you do it, Alric?


    “How did you manage?”


    I could not even see Kerraboer. I had not even left the safety of my ethereal warrens underground and already the weight of the moment was overwhelming.


    Did I really want to go into that?


    Alone and almost naked before the very forces of Creation and Destruction?


    “We did it because we had no other choice.


    “We managed because there was no alternative.


    “The weight of Uërth’s future, the promise of her destiny left unfulfilled, held us aloft and made us more than we were.


    “We were reforged and remade in the fires of annihilation and brought that annealed purpose to bear on our foes.


    “They could not and cannot stand before us.


    “We were remade as one.”


    If only I were more like Alric, I would charge headlong into battle and give true meaning to his words.


    But I was no Alric.


    I was a mushroom farmer who had happened upon a dying man and a magic sword.


    What could I hope to do in the face of forces that rent Creation in twain and filled the void between dimensions with the brood of Chaos?


    “Saedeus, you do not have to be anything other than yourself.


    “Lord Chalmeire the Bright himself would ask none of his Knights of the Holy Sword to be anything else.


    “Why would you expect anything different?”


    Old Alric did have a point there.


    Or two.


    I never was very good at counting.


    “As torturous as your path to this point has been, do you think anyone else would have gotten where you are now under the circumstances?”


    This was a trick question.


    No one else would have been foolish enough to make the same decisions I made continually to set myself up for endless comical, life-threatening escapades.


    No one else could have made as many mistakes as I had.


    “Your trials are what made you, Saedeus.


    “Your path is not what you stumbled upon.


    “Your journey is who you are.”


    If I did not know any better, I would say Alric was being supportive, and a bit corny, but, like counting, I never really was very good at reading people.


    Especially ones who weren’t there.


    So I took him at his word.


    And knew he was right.


    I might be a coward but I managed to move forward in spite of my fears.


    I might be weak but I pushed ahead even when I thought I would fail.


    I might be ignorant but I knew enough to stand up for what I believed in.


    I was a force of ineptitude to be reckoned with!


    Where had these pep talks been when I was slinking around the moldy outskirts of a village that did not want me?


    Better late than never.


    Which could also be said about my arrival.


    Taking a deep, settling breath, I allowed myself to float upward towards the Uërth’s surface, ready to face my future with my eyes open and my mind clear.


    As soon as my head broke ground level, I wished I had never left the comfort and security of my subterranean refuge.


    What, exactly, had I been thinking?

  


  


  
    The Unlight of My Life


    


    If my impressions below ground had been bad, and by bad I mean awful, then the unrelenting horror of the truth was so far beyond hideously abominable that I would have to steal a demon’s soul just to think of a term that was close to the travesty that marred the distant horizon.


    The truth of Alric’s words hit me then.


    As terrible as this blight was, the alternative, that the demons’ advance continued, was far worse.


    Worse yet was if I let this dire strait stop me from what needed doing.


    Then the alternative would come to pass and the demons would win.


    A bruised and pitted land stretched ahead as far as the eye could see. Ominous, multicolored clouds writhed overhead, reaching hungry vaporous tendrils to the ground in flashes of putrid color. Barely visible within the heart of this tumult, a proud keep rose heavenward on a vast promontory, the prow at the headland of a massive butte.


    This was the Keep of Kerraboer, bastion of the Empyrean Knights. Even from this distant vantage, I could see that the keep was sprawling, an immense fortress that glowed with an inner radiance. From where I stood, iridescence played upon its convoluted surfaces, refracting light that was not present in the gloom like sunlight scattered upon thousands upon thousands of untouched icicles beneath the clearest of winter skies. Though impossibly bright, the light did not cause my eyes to water or force me to shield my gaze. Instead, my spirit was warmed and lifted.


    If I said I had angelic visions and heard a heavenly chorus as I forced my mouth to close while I stared in awe like an uncultured schoolboy upon the fortress, I would not be far off.


    But my rapturous ogling had no place now.


    And I refused to let divine sentiment interfere with the purpose of my mission.


    At least while I could.


    I did, however, catch myself staring at the keep far too frequently.


    In addition to its high walls and lofty perch, the keep was shielded beneath a lustrous dome that appeared as unwavering as the heavens.


    Beneath the Keep of Kerraboer, barely visible in the distance, forces surged and flashed in manifold expressions of arcane power. Of the troops harnessing these dreadful forces, little could be seen, at least directly. The powers that held them together, the magics that bound them and strengthened them en masse, were as resplendent as Heaven above.


    They stood together.


    Their strength was unity and it was this unwavering shield that held back the forces of Chaos.


    The same magics could be sensed continually reaching and probing out, endeavoring to stem the unwavering tide of the Abyss pouring forth from the onyx craw of the Chaos Gate.


    Of the Gate itself, little could be seen; it was too dark. Nothing of Uërth that entered appeared to ever leave.


    Sadly, what could not be seen could still be felt. The soul-crushing reality of the Chaos Gate was there laid bare before my quavering soul.


    This was the maw of Oblivion, the door to the ultimate end, the place where entropy reigned and dreams went to die.


    It was also my destiny.


    I think I preferred harvesting mushrooms.


    


    “Call out to the knights and they will bring you into their fold.”


    Alric’s words were a whisper, his voice in my mind so soft I was not certain if he had spoken or if I was remembering his thoughts as my own.


    Deep down, I knew he had spoken.


    Opening myself as I had when I became Light, I sought outward not through myself but through Loer’allon, who was my connection to the Empyrean Knights and all they embodied.


    Loer’allon became the conduit of my intention, casting my mind adrift on uncertain wings of need.


    For dramatic effect, I pointed her august blade toward the Keep of Kerraboer—a lightning rod in search of a storm.


    I do not know if the Empyrean Knights heard, but the forces of Darkness certainly began to take an interest.


    A mass of swarming Darkness separated itself from the swarm hovering on the periphery of the necrotic cloud.


    It was too far away to see clearly, but I sensed enough of the demonic presence to know that I was in for whole worlds of hurt.


    There were far too many for me to do much other than run. Even if I could somehow defeat all the infernals swooping toward me from the skies and loping over the rough terrain on an intersection course, more would follow.


    Then more.


    And still more.


    I could not hope to defeat the entire mass of gathered hellspawn on my own.


    Could I?


    Now that was an interesting question to consider.


    I needed to stop acting like the man I had been and start acting like who I was.


    Now.


    Right this instant.


    “Be patient, Saedeus. The demons are not yet upon you. There is still time.”


    Time for what?


    If I was not going back to take shelter underground, then I was going to pile a mountain of demonic corpses so high that even the knights on the parapets of the Keep of Kerraboer would have to look up to see me boldly striding its peak.


    I do not know how to describe what happened next.


    All the voices in Loer’allon, all the Empyrean Knights manifested in the blade, all the lives Loer’allon had touched, reached out to me and brought me into their fold.


    I was a single note in an indescribable chorus that filled the firmament with purpose, holding the demonic cloud aloft, preventing it from touching down and directly engaging the knights and their allies at the foot of Kerraboer.


    I was a single scale in the hide of a vast, implacable dragon that swooped its mighty head back and forth, blazing ruin upon the Chaos Gate and any demons that dared to enter our realm. My mighty claws smote ruin upon the advancing flanks of demons, scattering their ranks into the dust. My wings beat the foul demonic sorceries back while my colossal tail swept whole contingents of demons from the field of battle. My impregnable scales sheltered the allies of Light beneath my breast, protecting them from the worst of the demonic assault.


    Without even a thought to resist, I was drawn into the heart of the dragon.

  


  


  
    Kerraboer


    


    The mantle of the Empyrean Guard held me.


    I was a mote in Heaven’s eye, a speck on the field of battle and the entirety of the realm containing it.


    The forces of Chaos lashed and struggled against my might but could gain no purchase.


    Instead, they slunk and snuck around my periphery, finding their way into the wider realm of Uërth beyond to wreak havoc and destruction upon those unable to defend themselves.


    Even then, I would send parts of myself after these usurpers, but the infernals were too many, their ravenous numbers beyond the Chaos Gate without end, and I was too few.


    Many of those knights I sent did not return.


    Fewer still came to replenish the numbers of those lost.


    The more knights that left my fold, the weaker I became, the less able to stem the onrushing tides of Chaos hammering at Uërth’s beleaguered shore.


    Time and attrition were wearing me down.


    Eventually I would fall.


    Just like Heaven before me.


    


    “Saedeus, chosen of Loer’allon, arise and be met by your ken, your brethren in arms.”


    What exactly was happening?


    Was I dreaming?


    Had these visions been a stress-induced flight of fancy?


    Or was someone actually talking to me, calling me back from my reverie?


    My voice was hoarse, cracking as I spoke, all the while trying to stand, bow, and orient myself at the same time.


    Without falling flat on my face.


    Which was the anticipated outcome of almost any amount or type of physical exertion on my part.


    “I am here, my liege.”


    Liege?


    Who was I to call anyone liege?


    In Balde no one would even claim me and now I was claiming someone I did not even know?


    I stood shakily in a vast cathedral, the walls lost in the play of light on and within the clear, unblemished walls. Sunbeams formed pillars for columns that were not there.


    Except for one other, I was entirely alone.


    Despite this, the space was full.


    Full of potential.


    Full of spirit.


    Full of certainty.


    Full of rectitude.


    Full of promise.


    Full of my brothers who, like me just moments before, were here but not here.


    They were what made the continued existence of this place, the storied keep of Kerraboer, possible.


    I, too, was here to help.


    Before me stood a man.


    He was, however, like no other.


    Or at least no other I had ever seen.


    I did not dredge my memory for his likeness or equivalent because that did not matter.


    He mattered.


    His presence was a testament to the very reason we all struggled.


    Like the sidhe, he was an ineffable mixture of Light and corporality. But, unlike the sidhe, he had been born a man and had become more.


    He was a bridge between Heaven and Uërth.


    He was a link to our past and our future.


    Just as we could not let him fall, he could not let us fall.


    He was Chalmeire the Bright, leader of the Knights of the Holy Sword and Lord Ruler of Kerraboer.


    


    How does one describe a being who looks like he is made from liquid light?


    Large, haloed, and impossibly bright?


    Brilliant, otherworldly, and scintillating?


    Amorphous and somewhat inchoate?


    Hard to look at and resolve?


    In need of shading?


    I think he had a beard.


    Did he shave?


    Could he shave?


    Lord Chalmeire’s form wavered and flitted like a campfire...in slow-motion...without a breeze...or fuel for the flames...or radiated heat.


    So, in sum, he was unlike a fire even though his appearance brought to mind qualities of fire.


    Or, perhaps more accurately, he was like living light.


    With a beard.


    That he might or might not be able to shave.


    And luminous armor with a blazing holy sword the size of wooden bar across a high lord’s locked castle door or a beam in a not-so-modest cottage.


    Whether he was more like a fire or light, he was transparent, which I suppose also made him a bit like glass but of the molten variety given his fluidity.


    Which is not necessarily transparent but often shares colors with fires.


    As I have so eloquently elucidated, the leader of the Empyrean Guard resembled nothing more than a campfire of molten glass cast from living light.


    I am perhaps a better experiencer of the divine than its describer.


    Especially when I rely on made-up words to make my point.


    Apparently I was delusional.


    And I had not eaten any mushrooms of the magic variety.


    Which meant I was in serious need of rest.


    Or its equivalent.


    If I were able to focus my mind for more than an instant, I would cast a spell to restore myself.


    Beginning my incantation, I muttered a few words before falling face first onto the crystalline floor.


    The luminous tile mosaic was, I decided, surprisingly warm.

  


  


  
    Second Impressions


    


    I was flying.


    Clouds streamed by in pearlescent tufts, the vapor cool on my skin as it rushed past.


    The ground was far below, a lush carpet of green unsullied by smoke, demons, or ruin.


    I was as light as the air and as free as the sunlight warming my back.


    As I swooped through the clouds, my grin was so wide I worried my cheeks might cramp from overexertion.


    My smile muscles were rather atrophied and unused to being called into action, especially without a good warmup first.


    The minutiae of life on the ground was of no concern, trivialities left far behind and away. I had no care or concern other than this moment of flight, of blissful exhilaration and untroubled abandon.


    This, I decided, was heaven.


    I never wanted to leave.


    “Saedeus.”


    The wind whispered my name.


    I ignored it.


    “Saedeus.”


    The earth below called me.


    I tuned it out.


    “Saedeus.”


    The sun above beckoned.


    I had better things to do.


    “Saedeus!”


    My eyes jumped open in alarm as my pulse raced.


    I was flying.


    At least that had not been a dream.


    


    I was floating above the floor in the vast chamber within the heart of Kerraboer.


    The shimmering floor wavered and shone with innumerous lights coalescing in and out of shapes I could almost recognize, from subtle geometries to whimsical patterns.


    Lord Chalmeire waited before me patiently, as indescribably radiant as ever.


    I certainly hoped he had not been only waiting for me.


    Given what I now understood of the interlinkages between Empyrean Knights, I was fairly certain he had not been unoccupied.


    With the decidedly preternatural clarity of mind of one roused far too quickly from slumber, I also determined that he did indeed have a beard.


    I further decided something else.


    I was embarrassed.


    I had fallen flat on my face in exhaustion before arguably the most important person in the length and breadth of Uërth.


    At least I was consistent.


    No one could claim that I treated meeting him any differently than I did almost any other significant event in my life thus far.


    So, instead of being embarrassed, I should probably be proud.


    I was egalitarian in the grandest sense of the word.


    Even if by accident.


    Wiping the drool off my chin decisively, I wondered exactly how long I had been out.


    “But moments, Saedeus.


    “Lord Chalmeire refreshed you since you did not do so yourself.


    “He also gave you the gift of a complete restful sleep over a much shorter time than normal.”


    Alric’s words were of little comfort.


    I still could not figure out how he cut that beard.


    Maybe that was what his great sword was for.


    I could see Lord Chalmeire’s bright smile and knew then and there that he, too, was reading my mind.


    Could no one stay out of my head?


    Was it as open and drafty as my old hovel?


    “If you let your guard down and open your doors to guests, they will come in, Saedeus.”


    Was I not entitled to the sanctity of my own mind?


    “If you scream out at the top of your lungs, anyone nearby will hear what you have to say.”


    Alric had a point.


    I reined my mental dross in and stilled myself.


    The time had come to make a better second impression than I had with my first.


    I opened my mouth to begin, but Lord Chalmeire beat me to it. “Loer’allon has shown us much of you, Saedeus.


    “We are honored to welcome you into the fold.”


    I was taken aback.


    I had expected to be tolerated.


    At best.


    Not respected.


    I cleared my throat, embarrassed once more.


    “Lord Chalmeire, you honor me by your consideration and esteem.


    “In all honesty, all I had originally intended to do was try to return Loer’allon to her rightful bearers after Alric fell. I wanted to honor Alric’s memory by passing Loer’allon on to one worthy of bearing her.”


    I cracked a half-smile. “I guess I failed in that.”


    Catching myself, I added quickly, “My lord.”


    “Loer’allon alone is the judge of who may bear her.


    “She has chosen.


    “I trust her wisdom, for it is far greater than my own.”


    Talk about humility.


    After that compliment, I was not exactly feeling humble.


    But I could pretend.


    Lord Chalmeire could command the entirety of the Empyrean Guard with a single utterance, and he had deferred to the sword on my back.


    I trusted her judgment as well.


    If I had learned one thing on this trip, it was that many were far wiser than I.


    My sword included.


    My pet rock, on the other hand…well, I did not plan on deferring to Lucius any time soon.


    Earthworm Knights had to have a little self-respect, after all.


    “What would you do now that you have returned to Kerraboer bearing the wisdom of Alric upon your brow and the heft of Loer’allon upon your back?”


    That was an easy one.


    “I will charge the maw of Chaos and make it choke upon its own blood.”


    By the look on Lord Chalmeire’s lambent face, I think my second impression made up for my first.

  


  


  
    A Battle Waged and Lost


    


    After my rather understated offer to volunteer, I did not get to stay in Kerraboer to partake of her copious wonders for long.


    I was not surprised in the slightest.


    I just wished that for once I had kept my mouth shut or tempered my enthusiasm a bit.


    Though I could recall and experience the marvels of Kerraboer through Alric’s memory, I wanted to do so through my own eyes.


    My mouth, however, had cut that opportunity short.


    Already bearing an Angel Sword and a Sigil Shield, there was little to be done for me in the way of provisioning. I was, however, offered what I thought of as a last meal in the commissary.


    The dining hall itself was far grander than any temple to the Light had any right to be. If knightly dining halls were this fine, I could not imagine what the Empyrean Knights’ halls of worship were like.


    That was not true…I knew exactly what the Empyrean Guards’ halls of worship were like. They varied as much as the people who employed them, ranging from the heavenly—suitable for the direct expression of the majesty of the divine—to the simple, reflecting the presence and actuality of spirituality in each moment.


    I took the opportunity to worship the glory of food presented before me.


    Although I knew every morsel I consumed had been summoned, created, and refined with arcane Craft—there was no time or place for fields and harvesting with an army of Chaos flooding your lands and spilling around your gates—I imagined the dishes had been lovingly grown and prepared by the hands of farmers and passed on to skilled artisans with all the love I had once given to my fine mushrooms.


    After I slew the beast of Chaos, mayhap I would go home and retire to a life of fungiculture. There was nothing quite so nice as eating what you yourself had grown or procured.


    Much to my surprise, instead of preparing me for the battle ahead, the heaping plate of steaming food made me pine for home.


    Not one for sentimentality, at least not when every fiber of my being cried out against the foolishness of my intended course of action, I wolfed down my meal and left the hall as quickly as possible, no longer as awed, or distracted, by its miracles.


    Food, it seemed, was the great equalizer.


    It grounded me in the past and helped me realize the significance of the present.


    I was about to risk throwing my life away, regardless of whether it was for a noble cause or any other justification, losing access to my past and all its joys and travails, without proper appreciation and reflection.


    A bit of rest and a full stomach had cured that.


    Now I was not only so scared that I had to run to the nearest facility to relieve my bowels, but I was missing the very things I had once blithely disregarded.


    So much for my carefree pronouncements and predilections about battle.


    I was just another chicken who wanted to go home.


    Sadly, home was too far away to matter.


    And, more importantly, if I did not act on my original intent, however crazy this resolve might be, there would not be a home to go back to soon enough.


    So it was with a newfound sense of purpose fueled by an overwhelming urgency that I charged into the gentlemen’s room prior to taking the field of battle for the most momentous event of my life.


    If I rushed the front lines like I did the bathroom, the throngs of Chaos were in for a rude awakening indeed.

  


  


  
    On the Front


    


    The army of the Empyrean Guard and their allies were unlike anything I had ever considered as a child, even one growing up in a world of magic. As a youngster, I had imagined troops, movements, formations, and battalions arrayed in shining colors, heroes clashing at the fore against the malevolence of Chaos, but this army held very little of that imagery.


    True, there were troops to be seen, myriad warriors arrayed across the field of battle, fantastical forms alight in arcane energies, but those were the exception. Rather, the allied armies of Light appeared as unencumbered lightning flashing beneath ominous storm clouds, Empyrean Knights who danced with Darkness in Light.


    Overlooking the battlefield, occasionally surfacing from this tempest of Light, mighty dragons whose auras shone like the sun, resplendent sidhe wreathed in the glory of yaera’l, and flickering dryads wrought of snowflakes and stardust, among many others, soared overhead while the massed, luminescent troops of numerous races and peoples seethed in bursts of brilliance below.


    I looked out upon a sea of purpose, one whose realization was ever eluded as the hordes of Darkness slowly impeded upon their shores.


    Stepping out onto Kerraboer’s parapets, I felt the Empyrean Mantle settle over me, a web of force too expansive to encompass in a glance or feel its limits. I was a single link in a vast chain coat, joined with, connected to, and bolstered by my brethren in arms. Armed and armored, I was part of this purpose, awash in this power, as the Light danced within and around me, cradling and buoying my essence as It did so many others.


    I knew then that I could willingly take this power into myself, that I could draw deeply upon this strength, letting its heavenly might become my own, allowing me to become the Light’s champion, Heaven’s chosen actor on the field of strife.


    This desire was a thirst without end, a gaping well without bottom, and I would not risk my allies to increase my strength at their expense. Their survival depended upon this protection and I could not take it for myself.


    The Light’s chosen had survived so long beneath this mantle exactly because its aegis sheltered them all.


    If I took this bulwark upon myself for my own ends, however vaunted, I would be as cruel and heartless as the minions I sought to overthrow.


    Letting this divine power flow through me untouched, I left the unbroken ward of the Angel Swords joined together in unified purpose.


    Others needed their safeguard more than I.


    I hoped.


    Deeply.


    Such presumption in a coward was rather brave.


    If I do say so myself.


    Being presumptuous, I did.


    And agreed wholeheartedly with my sentiment.


    However warped and contrary to my screaming survival instincts this resolve might be.


    “In looking out for others first, you look out for yourself.”


    Even Alric’s psychobabble could not faze me.


    I was already such a tangled bundle of frayed nerves that he could not add any more confusion to the emotions fluttering from my mind to my gut and outward in nauseous waves.


    “Mostly I was looking at, as opposed to looking after.”


    My retort was weak and Alric knew it.


    Thankfully, he did not argue.


    I was grateful for that at least.


    Lord Chalmeire had said I was free to do as I wished on the field of battle, that I could make no mistake in acting from my heart with a clear intent and positive vision.


    Seeing the massed troops and the roiling Shadows of Chaos striking against the army’s periphery, I felt anything but clear of mind or purpose.


    I felt more like a sodden pile of mashed potatoes left to cool and eventually dry out, abandoned on the tabletop, my determination leaking away along with my heat as I grew turgid and cold.


    “Stop wallowing in self-pity and be about your business!


    “We have faces to smash and ichor to spill!”


    Lucius was right.


    And, really, who in their right mind could argue with a pet rock?

  


  


  
    Into the Night


    


    Leaping boldly from the parapets, flying forward with dizzying abandon toward the Front, I let the Empyrean Mantle fall from me, a silken kerchief drifting away in the breeze, its passage left to the troops passing below me.


    Not a being of the Light like the Empyrean Knights or the Heavenly Host, in whose stead the Knights and their allies now fought the massed horrors from the Abyss, or a creature of the Darkness like the fell demons and their allies, I fell somewhere in between.


    Just as I would not sully the Light and tarnish Its essence, so, too, would I not succumb to Darkness.


    I would, as always, find my own way.


    Existing somewhere between Darkness and Light, I persisted in a liminal state, defining myself and my future.


    I would choose my own way.


    The Empyrean Mantle dissipated, a bittersweet memory of what could have been, as I stepped forward, sword drawn, into Darkness.


    


    Gouts of necrotic power spurted in bruised gashes through the air, leaving afterimages of sickly indigo, foul ochre, and heinous olive green on my eyes.


    My mind flicked longingly over the luminous Empyrean Mantle sheltering the troops behind me. So much for security...and safety in numbers.


    Wistful reminisces disappeared in a blur of savage claws and fangs, a growl that rumbled through my bowels presaging the sweeping talons lashing towards home.


    As I ducked instinctively, Loer’allon surged to life and the slaughter began. Black ichor splashed over me in a noxious plume. Stifling the urge to retch, I waded forward, the Chaos Gate a fever dream too distant to consider.


    


    The demon lunging viciously for me looked like the unfortunate union of a massive, misshapen bat, a giant crusty crab vomited up from the depths of a polluted sea, and a massive diseased cockroach.


    I called him Fred the Wretched.


    Fred had the annoying habit of regenerating all the hoary limbs I kept lopping off.


    Instantly.


    Fred was like a contaminated hydra that had been spit out from a nightmarish zoological meat grinder.


    One that refused to die.


    Fred and I both had something in common, however.


    We both refused to play fair.


    If Fred would not stop replacing loathsome appendages after Loer’allon sliced them off, then I would cut Master Wretched off at the source.


    No more regeneration for you!


    Loer’allon's radiance a luminous torch searing through Fred’s blurred, multilimbed attack, I wrenched the demon's essence into that flame, where it burned and charred to nothing.


    Above and ahead, the Chaos Gate writhed unwholesomely, a rotten dark star insatiably slurping in Uërth’s Light. The Chaos Gate existed from one side only, that facing the Keep of Kerraboer.


    On the other side, only the sullen, maligned sky was visible.


    A vision of the Chaos Gate popped into my mind’s eye from Alric’s memory. Black clouds of demons spewed forth from its gullet as the infernals descended upon the mass of troops in torrent after torrent of horrors.


    Today, however, the Chaos Gate was still, its churning surface unmarred by emerging hellspawn.


    The Empyrean Mantle was a luminous wave front that refused to break, arcing behind me in both directions and ultimately encircling the Gate above from below. Within this crest, moving constellations flowed freely, each an Empyrean Guard or one of their allies.


    Ahead, ringed by the shimmering Front curving into the far distance, the blasted and pitted landscape hunched beneath the looming Chaos Gate, living Shadows quavering and darting of their own volition. Other Shadows shifted between forms, becoming demons prowling the war-ravaged earth in search of prey. Fell magics left a cloying haze across the entirety of the region, a vile film that risked any who might venture within.


    My grip on Loer’allon firm, I marched forward, blending with the Light held within me, a diffuse ray of Light to the demons’ Darkness.


    


    The sky that had been clear until now began to darken, a deep, rancid bruise discoloring the firmament as though the air itself had taken mighty blows.


    My heart sank.


    So much for clear skies. I really should remember to keep my mind and mouth shut.


    Think of the demon, or in my case demons, and they appeared.


    Fred’s brothers began to arrive in their uncounted multitudes…and his sisters…and his cousins…and his second cousins…and his aunts…and his uncles…and his distant relations…and his friends…and his acquaintances…and his former classmates…and his enemies…and any random demons he might have once chanced upon…along with far too many other demons looking for a good time.


    There was an entire language of demon types descending from above.


    Although I could not read or speak it, I knew what this language screamed, its wrenching voice echoing to the heavens.


    “DEATH!


    “DESTRUCTION!


    “DESECRATION!


    “HUNGER!”


    Although I heard, I was in no mood to listen.


    Their story was as old as Creation.


    They were the Knights of Entropy.


    I was to be their cure.


    


    All demons had one thing in common.


    They wanted to suck the Uërth’s life force and anything living on it dry.


    Fortunately for Uërth and all her denizens, I was in the hellspawns’ immediate path.


    Yay me.


    


    The Chaos Gate had taken my chance appearance as the perfect opportunity to belch forth a legion.


    My luck knew no bounds.


    Fred, if he were still with us, would certainly agree.


    Lucius, who was, agreed wholeheartedly.


    I, on the other hand, could not agree less.


    So much for a casual jaunt beneath the Chaos Gate.


    At least this time I would not be alone.


    I hoped.


    Darkness fell over me then.


    And this time it was not because I had fainted.


    Yet.

  


  


  
    A Shadow in Light


    


    “Be ready, Saedeus.


    “You will soon walk with such Darkness as you have never known.”


    I know Alric did his best to help, to urge me on and prepare me, but sometimes—like now—his words had the opposite effect.


    “You’re not helping, Al, but thanks.”


    For my part I could not help but be honest.


    What better way was there to prepare for certain death?


    “Fear not.


    “The Guard are with you.


    “The Guard are in you.


    “The Guard act through you.”


    Whenever Alric spoke, offering his guidance, I felt like I needed to wear a tunic with his slogans emblazoned on the front for all to see.


    “Slay the demons within that you may slay the demons without!”


    “Be true to yourself that you may see the truth!”


    “You are Heaven’s justice!”


    “Be the future you wish to live!”


    “The mind is the first mover!”


    If I survived—and that was about as big an “if” as I could imagine—perhaps I would be best served opening a shop to change the world through Alric’s words of wisdom.


    Saedeus’s Shirts and Sundries, store for all seasons…


    Funny where the mind will go even in the face of certain doom.


    Not so funny when that doom approaches.


    


    Loer’allon blazed in my hand, the thrum of her song charging through me with clarion vivacity, a building resonance that charged my essence ever higher, ever clearer.


    I was Light and she was my source.


    Darkness fell upon me, the fell arcana of the demonic assault crashing into the earth in thunderous concussive blasts, wave after wave of vitriolic power exploding in jarring detonations. From these fell energies, hidden within the foul magics, demons burst forth, materializing in the mounting gloom with savage ferocity.


    Slashing and cutting, I carved my way through a twelve-legged arachnoid that scrambled toward me, clambering down silvery streams of ropey power, the ground burning where its poisonous venom landed.


    Hairy severed limbs quavered in my wake.


    The sky darkened as I sprinted forward past the giant spider’s carcass. Above, a boiling avalanche of oozing Darkness roiled toward me as a piece of the Abyss itself detached from beyond the Chaos Gate to envelop me in demonic destruction.


    The thing was vile.


    Its presence revolted me on levels I had never known existed.


    The demon’s roiling, turbulent advance was like an oncoming tidal wave of offal.


    Here was the Turdal Wave of Darkness, summoned straight from the Abyss’s largest, least cleaned latrine.


    The demon’s breakneck approach brought with it the psychological equivalent of an overwhelming urge to vomit coupled with waves of heaving nausea and the stench of the Abyss’s own abattoir.


    The best way to overcome a problem is often to go through it.


    Directly.


    Launching myself upward—a minor comet taking flight—I pierced the unholy demonic gauze like a needle through sheer fabric, trailing the demon’s essence in a nasty tail behind me, the infernal’s power fueling my flight and my continued charge as I touched ground and dashed ahead, a comet no more.


    


    More demons came: giant carapaced insectile apes, the ground thundering and cracking beneath the blows of their mighty limbs; thrashing tentacled amoeboids lurching through the air grasping for purchase on my soul; multiheaded draconic horrors breathing foul fumes, fires, and vapors; and droves of others too numerous to catalog.


    Loer’allon burned ever brighter as the demons fell, her fires a beacon in the gloaming as I wove untraceable geometries behind her trajectory.


    Taking the demons’ power as my own, I became a maelstrom of fuming Darkness as necrotic as Loer’allon was beneficent.


    Breaking through the initial crush, I charged ahead, the roar in my mind louder than any scream.


    Behind me, the luminous wave of Empyrean Guard, the argent wall of the Empyrean Mantle itself, surged forward—a tsunami of Light unleashed and unrestrained.


    As I was disembodied, this front rushed through me, a tide that sought to consume me, to bring me within its vast, heavenly fold, but I resisted, letting it wash past me like shifting tides and flowing sands breaking along a storm-ravaged beach as I advanced forward into an ocean of cresting Light.

  


  


  
    Into the Maelstrom


    


    The ghostly luminescent silhouettes of stocky, armored Empyrean Guard, the celestial hints of sidhe, the shimmering movements of dryads, the flowing wakes of mighty dragons, the Lights of so many beings interwoven with the Empyrean Mantle crashed ahead and into the advancing demons.


    I watched a galaxy of vital stars colliding with countless animated, gluttonous black holes, the Uërthly Host vying to stop the advance of Darkness through a savage storm of Light.


    A bit of both, I waged my own war somewhere in between.


    


    The Empyrean Mantle was a relentless tide that had washed the plains clean countless times. Wherever the tide ebbed, receding back toward the Keep of Kerraboer, the ravaged earth was laid bare as the demonic dross was left behind.


    On this day, while the next wave of demons shrieked and howled on their descent from above, their inhuman cries as alien and unwelcome in this world as light, hope, and love were in theirs, I was among the detritus left by the Empyrean Mantle’s withdrawal.


    Unlike the tide, I would remain in place until the day was done.


    I suppose the Hosts’ was the superior strategy—regroup, regather, and prepare for the massed enemy on the field of battle that it might be swept clean once more.


    However, I was a firm believer in forward momentum.


    Now that I had it, I did not want to stop.


    Left alone amongst the corpses of shattered demons, my body shimmering like the light of the sun dancing on sea foam, Lucius whirled into the air beside me, finally deciding to wake from his slumber now that I was, at least temporarily, alone.


    Lucius’s greeting was the building hum of acceleration as he gathered speed around me, his flight a blur growing ever faster until I could no longer follow his course.


    As demons neared, however, I could tell exactly where Lucius had been, for he left artful splashes of demonic gore painting the land and air in effusive mosaics of elemental destruction.


    Lucius was an artist who painted the plains in blood.


    Despite Blendar the Destroyer of Demons’ efforts, infernals still found ways through Lucius’s frothy halo of annihilation.


    Although nowhere near as masterly, Loer’allon helped me cobble together my own masterpiece of carnage.


    In retrospect, I think the demons would be proud.


    Seldom were the times they met with fellow masters of ruin to exchange pleasantries, techniques, and aesthetics.


    I did what I could for interspecies dialogue.


    Mostly, I let Loer’allon do the talking.


    Lucius helped with translation.

  


  


  
    A Receding Tide


    


    I waited an eternity in vain for the rising tide, for the return of the heaving wall of coruscating Light of the Empyrean Mantle to cleanse the plains of extradimensional scum.


    I fought as a man, as an island, assailed by a sea of Darkness, Lucius at my side, constrained by my conceptions of what should be.


    “You must let go, Saedeus.


    “Be not what you think you are.


    “Be what you must become.”


    There they were…more tunics to be.


    


    Alric’s words, a voice I had so often disregarded or belittled unfairly, were a jolting splash of cold water on my psyche.


    I awoke to his words.


    He was right.


    No matter how hard I tried, no matter how valiantly Lucius fought at my side, no matter how mighty Loer’allon might be, if I held on to what I was, I would die.


    I let go of who I was to become what I could be.


    No longer fighting with hand and eye, I fought with my mind.


    Darkness became me alongside the Light.

  


  


  
    Thirst


    


    Demons fell like rain.


    The torrential droplets of their essences soaked into the parched ground of my being to feed an unslakable thirst.


    I drank.


    Deeply.


    Power raged into me from all fronts unbridled and unfiltered.


    I let none of it touch me.


    I let it burn.


    The fires of the demonic essences raged ever higher under my guidance, the explosion of one demon bringing down more in a cascade of entropic destruction.


    I was the end.


    I was the beginning.


    The howling throngs of unholy monstrosities were merely the means to their own end.

  


  


  
    Destiny’s Arc


    


    Ready to meet my enemy face-to-face, fueled by the lifeblood of my foes, I soared heavenward, my destination the putrescent font of the demonic flow.


    The Chaos Gate grew nearer, Its depths hidden in pure, churning Darkness, Its surface broken by the legions of foul creatures erupting from Its depths in an unbridled flood.


    Looming like a floating continent, one whose shores had yet to be touched by man, the Chaos Gate defied all reason with Its size and scope. The Gate’s far edges were lost in the distance, disturbed by fell explosions and surges of luminous arcana meant to destroy Its denizens, halt Its expansion, and stay Its advance.


    I would land upon Its shores and lay claim to Its bounteous power as my own.


    A comet once more, a body of Light cloaked in a tapering cloud of tremulous Darkness, I blasted upward, shattering hellspawn in my path, and their essence became my own.


    I was a Djen’toth.


    Those souls I stole to fuel my rage had no right to the name, for I took the soulless and gave them purpose.


    Their aim was my own.


    Through me, their souls were uplifted.


    Through me, their abject depravity became a beacon of beauty and divine purpose.


    Their essences became a means to cleanse the Uërth and all it held dear.


    If I only had had this option, this focus, when I lived in my sad shack outside Balde…maybe my hovel would have been clean enough for me to consider hosting the occasional friend or an intimate dinner.


    Some things, however, truly were impossible.

  


  


  
    Chaos Gate


    


    The Chaos Gate yawned in the firmament before me, a swirling mass of absolute darkness hovering above the bodies of countless men and demons, a maw leading into the gullet of another fell dimension.


    Powerful magics of men and the fey rippled across its surface, struggling to limit Its expansion, battling to prevent Its continuous vomiting of unholy hordes onto a fragile, failing Uërth.


    Seeing that gaping wound in reality, a portal so large that entire cities could pass through without touching Its vast, seething edges, a series of observations and insights shuddered through me.


    I could feel Its cruel heart beating with an overwhelming, sickening strength.


    I could feel Its malicious spirit radiating outward in noxious plumes.


    I could see Its fell essence corrupting the very fabric of reality through which It rent, tore, and fought Its way through to reach our dimension.


    


    We had this all wrong.


    We were fighting a battle we could not win.


    The Chaos Gate was alive.


    It was a living thing.


    And It was feeding.


    The Chaos Gate was the largest demon ever to enter the Uërthly realm.


    Its indomitable presence paved the way for legions of Its brethren to break through to this world.


    Until this time, since the Chaos Gate had first torn through the fabric between the planes to begin its war on the denizens of Heaven and Uërth so long ago, our efforts had been flawed; our attempts to halt Its progress had been in vain.


    We, men and angels alike, were fighting the Chaos Gate with power, trying to stymie Its advance, to close the door with power, to permanently seal Its rictus with arcane arts like the fallen Empyrean Gate.


    But we were not fighting It.


    At least not directly.


    In fact, we were often giving It the very power It craved.


    It was a demon.


    There was only one way I knew to truly kill a demon.


    It must be consumed, burned to nothing.


    My purpose was clear.


    A path through the firmament and the battlefield ahead resolved before me and I flew forward, leaving the spawn of Chaos writhing in my wake.


    I had no other choice.

  


  


  
    Chaos’s End


    


    There was, I decided, only one thing better than killing a demon…


    Eating it.


    Consuming it utterly.


    From its very core—dismantling its essence and burning away everything that held its horrid substance together—to the outer periphery of its body, mind, and soul.


    All the demons I had burnt through on my trajectory upward had not been enough.


    I was hungry and it was time for dessert.


    I knew exactly which morsel I wanted to claim.


    


    The Chaos Gate loomed ahead, a yawning pit into oblivion.


    Demons streamed forth in a necrotic cloud, their advance met by the luminous counter of the Empyrean Mantle itself—resplendent Empyrean Knights, otherworldly fey, dancing plumes and flashes of eldritch power, flights of magical bolts and arrows, and raging holocausts of dragon fire all within the gathered front of holy Light hammering into the Chaos Gates’ front.


    Letting Light become me, I shifted ahead.


    


    The Chaos Gate was a living geyser of Darkness, a bottomless well spewing forth poison into our realm, drinking the life force from our world to sustain Its infiltration.


    Ignoring the droves of demons surging from Its gullet, the full force of the Empyrean Mantle crashing into the roiling infernal mass, I lifted Loer’allon heavenward and sliced through the Chaos Gate’s undulating periphery in a blazing arc of heavenly fury attacking the Gate Itself.


    Again and again I slashed, blow after blow cutting into the Gate’s essence.


    With each stroke, more of the Gate’s power leaked out, a small trickle slowly becoming a flood.


    Not content to let this power ebb, I sucked the vile torrent through me, the essence of corruption. Fuel for my flame, I lit this power in Light, a gout of destruction that I redirected crashing inward into the Abyss.


    Although I did not hear the screams of dying demons on the portal’s far side, I felt the cataclysmic forces tearing them apart.


    As ever greater power rushed through me, I became a widening conduit, a break in the dam of Darkness forcing the Chaos Gate’s aphotic essence to spill outward into and through me, my strength, my reach, my scope growing greater with each passing moment.


    Though my hunger, my desire, for the Gate’s demise knew no bounds, truly I did not eat the Chaos Gate.


    It ate Itself.

  


  


  
    A New Ending


    


    If all good things come to an end, then all bad things must come to an end as well.


    I became that ending…


    


    I liked endings.


    With a proper ending came the opportunity to begin again.

  


  


  
    Epilogue


    


    Loer’allon descended to Uërth on lambent rays of sunshine, her clear blade nearly transparent in the tired light of the setting sun. She settled softly on the parched earth as gently as a memory of fond dreams past.


    Far less gracefully but just as certainly, Lucius landed next to Loer’allon in a small plume of dust.


    Lucius was asleep as soon as he settled in place and showed no signs of rousing.


    I wondered if I had survived.


    The odds were slim, but I liked my chances.


    I always did.


    “That was something,” I said, gazing upward through Loer’allon’s facets toward the immense sweep once occupied by the Chaos Gate, my essence only a miniscule ripple within Loer’allon’s vast stillness.


    The others in Loer’allon agreed.

  


  


  
    Help Spread the Word!


    


    As an independent author, I live by your kind words, your enthusiasm, and your passion for good stories.


    


    Whether these words transported you to another place, one you enjoyed wholeheartedly, or pushed you away without a lasting impression, I would welcome your review of my book.


    


    If you truly did appreciate this book, feel free to spread the word to your friends, family, and random acquaintances. I would also love for you to visit me at either my website at www.josephjbailey.com or my Facebook Author’s Page.


    


    If you would like to learn about future book releases, please consider signing up for my book announcement newsletter.


    


    Many thanks, and happy reading!


    


    Joseph J. Bailey

  


  


  
    Glossary of Terms


    People, Places, and Things


    


    Abyss – the nether realms of Chaos.


    


    Abyssal – a curse.


    


    Adros – a mighty river in central Maeron.


    


    Aegis – Sigil Armor, Sigil Shield or Empyrean Aegis. Armor worn by the Empyrean Guard woven entirely from magical Art.


    


    Aerilon – a sidhe of Il’alen.


    


    Alric – Knight of the Empyrean Guard, defender of the realm and its peoples, and protector of the Light.


    


    Alaurana Leyalia – literally, ‘those who walk in Light.’ A sidhe name for themselves.


    


    Alaurana Nuerda – literally, ‘those who walk in Darkness.’ A sidhe name for demons.


    


    Al’zakara – a flesh dancer or skin dancer. A demon capable of taking over and subjugating a human host.


    


    Angel – heavenly beings of great wisdom, compassion, foresight, and power.


    


    Angel Sword – blades Crafted in Heaven for use by the Heavenly Host explicitly to destroy agents of Chaos, demons, fallen Angels, and their ilk.


    


    Aracana – magic in any form.


    


    Arcane tempest – a magical storm fueled by magical energies.


    


    Archmage – a highly skilled, powerful practitioner of the arcane arts.


    


    Art – the highest expressions of magical endeavor.


    


    Bailiff Landsdown – principal law enforcement authority in the town of Balde.


    


    Balde – a small village in the Graven Wastes hidden within the vast forest of Silvaeron.


    


    Chaos – the original, primal substrate from which the Multiverse derived. Also a name for those entities stemming directly from its depths.


    


    Chaos Gate – the gateway to the realms of Chaos allowing demonic incursion into Uërthly realms. The Empyrean Gate was created by the Heavenly Host to seal the Chaos Gate and hold back the legions of Chaos. With the fall of the Empyrean Gate and the Heavenly Host, the Chaos Gate is open once more.


    


    Craft – high magical arts. See Magic or Art.


    


    Darkness – that which is unholy, Abyssal, of Chaos, or unclean. Also energies or magics from demonic sources. A corruption of primal Chaos.


    


    Deep – the Abyss.


    


    Demon – powerful beings of Chaos.


    


    Djen’toth – literally ‘soul stealer’ in the Old Tongue. An almost extinct branch of Humanity capable of taking some of the knowledge, power, and ability from the lifeblood of those they have slain. Thought to have arisen as a means to protect humanity from demonic assault.


    


    Doeren Muer – a range of mountains in central Maeron. Home to numerous fey races and creatures of great power. Also called Heaven’s Edge and Leyalia D’anuer among other names.


    


    Dragon – one of several intelligent races of Uërth; gigantic flying reptiles of awesome power, wisdom, and arcana.


    


    Dro’mangus – massive demons embodied in powerful, monstrous forms.


    


    Dryad – magical beings with deep connections to the land and great magical skill. Kin to sidhe.


    


    Duaga – a demon lord. Also a Lord of Chaos.


    


    Elemental – creatures of magic sustained by primal forces of nature. Natural enemies to demons.


    


    Elemantus Magisterium – wizards highly attuned to elemental forces and the elementals themselves. Also called the Elemental Speakers.


    


    Empyrean Aegis – see Aegis.


    


    Empyrean Gate – the great Seal forged by the forces of Heaven protecting Uërth from the incursions of Chaos. The fall of the Empyrean Gate allowed demonic forces to reenter Uërth. See the Chaos Gate.


    


    Empyrean Guard – noble Knights sworn to defeat the legions of Chaos. The most blessed Knights wield Angel Swords. Also called Knights of the Undying Light and Empyrean Knights.


    


    Empyrean Knights – see Empyrean Guard.


    


    Essence – the soul, heart, or intrinsic magic of a living being, place or object. Also the source of magic.


    


    Fall – a reference to the defeat of the Heavenly Host by the forces of Chaos. Evinced by the rain of Angel Swords from the heavens.


    


    Fey – races with greater innate magical talents than men, including dryads, dragons, and sidhe, among others.


    


    Flesh Dancer – see Al’zakara.


    


    Fornost – a small, isolated kingdom ringed by mountains, inhabited by men and fey, known for its valiant warriors, game, and lush forests. Homeland of Alric.


    


    Front – the frontlines where men, their allies, and those few remaining members of the Uërthly Host attempt to prevent Chaos’s incursion into the mortal realm. The Front wages war directly beneath the Chaos Gate.


    


    Gate – short for energy gate. Primary means of access and expression of magical energies and forces.


    


    Graven Wastes – a largely uninhabited wilderness in northern Maeron.


    


    Heaven’s Mark – magical coins used as currency across Uërth.


    


    Heavenly Host – the massed forces of Heaven. Defeated by the legions of Chaos in the Fall. See Uërthly Host.


    


    Heaven’s Edge – see Doeren Muer.


    


    Hedge wizard – a wizard of low ability or skill. Often an untrained spellcaster or one who survives on innate talent.


    


    Hellspawn – a broad term for demons.


    


    Humanity – a general term inclusive of sentient humanoid beings native to Uërth.


    


    Il’alen – city of the sidhe within Leyalia D’anuer.


    


    Infernal Plains – wastelands north of Doeren Muer. Also called the Infernal Wastes or the Wastes.


    


    Infernals – demons.


    


    J’andre Fulminants – an order of fanatics using self-sacrifice and voluntary possession to capture and destroy demons.


    


    Jon Longshadow – a town guard in Balde.


    


    Kerraboer – the principal fastness of the Empyrean Guard. The focal point of the Front. The primary point of resistance before the Chaos Gate.


    


    King’s road – although not necessarily managed or overseen by a king, a general term for any maintained roadway throughout Maeron.


    


    Knights of the Holy Sword – an elite division of Empyrean Knights. Led by Lord Chalmeire the Bright.


    


    Knights of the Undying Light – see Empyrean Guard.


    


    Laric – Alric’s father and Empyrean Knight.


    


    Leyalia – literally, ‘light.’ A sidhe name for Light.


    


    Leyalia D’anuer – literally, ‘light’s bridge.’ Sidhe name for Doeren Muer.


    


    Light – that which is holy, heavenly or divine. Also energies or magics from celestial sources. Considered by some scholars as the true source of the less refined essence. Sometimes thought of as refined, sublimated, or rarefied Chaos. Called yaera by the sidhe.


    


    Light Rider – see Yaera Leyalia.


    


    …loel… – a yaera’l working with the sidhe.


    


    Loer’allon – literally, ‘Light’s edge’. Alric’s Angel Sword. Blade of Light and Truth.


    


    Lord Chalmeire the Bright – an Empyrean Knight of great renown. Leader of the Knights of the Holy Sword.


    


    Lord of Chaos – a Duaga.


    


    Lord Ruler – the leader of the Empyrean Guard and commander of Kerraboer.


    


    Loremaster – a highly knowledgeable scholar often versed in the ways of arcane Craft and intellectual arts.


    


    Lucius – Saedeus’s pet rock and force of nature.


    


    Macroverse – the multidimensional multiverse. See also multiverse.


    


    Maeron – one of Uërth’s major continents.


    


    Magic – the deliberate manipulation of Chaos in various manifest states. The more refined the magical symmetries, the greater the Art.


    


    Magistrate Goodkind – the magistrate of the free town of Balde.


    


    Mason – a shopkeeper in Balde.


    


    Multiverse – the myriad universes, planes, dimensions, and layers of reality encompassing the totality of existence. Also macroverse.


    


    Narblung – demon dung. Often used as a curse.


    


    Nether realms – demonic realms or planes. See also Abyss.


    


    Northern Reaches – a largely undeveloped, unpopulated wilderness region in northern Maeron. Balde, lying within its southern extent, is one of the forested region’s few inhabited areas.


    


    Oblivion – the realms of Chaos.


    


    Ogre – a race of giant humanoids known for their strength and toughness.


    


    O’nila Lagund – an adventurer in the Scarlet Company.


    


    Plains of D’rith Sinae – a vast open expanse bordering Kerraboer. Once home to fertile river valleys and thriving communities, the area is now a wasteland overrun by demons.


    


    Power – high magic.


    


    Priests of D’almere – an order of monks dedicated to the embodiment and furtherance of the divine Light.


    


    Puppetmasters – see Ysigoth.


    


    Raynard – a large rock. Cousin to Lucius.


    


    Saedeus – mushroom farmer and reluctant adventurer.


    


    SAG – Saedeus Award for Genius. Personal recognition given by Saedeus to himself in honor of acts of true intelligence, foresight, and wisdom, or, rather, the general lack thereof.


    


    Scarlet Company – a heroic band of adventurers.


    


    Seal – a protective ward of unmatched Craft. The Empyrean Gate was a heavenly Seal that formerly capped the Chaos Gate.


    


    Sidhe – fey creatures of great, innate magical ability. See Alaurana Leyalia.


    


    Sigil Armor – see Aegis.


    


    Sigil Shield – see Aegis.


    


    Silvaeron – the unending wood. A vast forest wilderness stretching across much of the Northern Reaches.


    


    Skaerholme – a village in northern Maeron.


    


    Skin Dancer – see Al’zakara.


    


    SMU – theSaedeus Mark of Unbravery. A special award given by Saedeus to himself for deeds of particular cowardice and general lack of bravery in the line of duty.


    


    Soul Eye – magical vision enabling the discernment of the essence of beings and things.


    


    Soul Sight – see Soul Eye.


    


    Southern Reaches – the more populous region of Maeron.


    


    Theuron – a large, magically shielded city in Maeron.


    


    Uërth – the world. One mortal realm of many in the boundless Macroverse.


    


    Uërthen Stoics – an order of fanatical monks and mages who confine their souls to protected reliquaries to better combat demonic hordes.


    


    Uërthly Host – the alliance of mortal and angelic beings tasked with protecting Uërth from the marauding legions of Chaos after Heaven’s Fall.


    


    Ueryan – a sidhe Yaera Leyalia.


    


    Unbroken Range – a near impassable mountain range on the northern border of Silvaeron.


    


    Unending Wood – see Silvaeron.


    


    Valdueren – majestic eldritch trees common to sidhe settlements.


    


    Ways – permanent portals linking two locations.


    


    Wizard – a magician of great skill and power.


    


    Yaera – literally, ‘the Light.’ A sidhe name for the energies of Creation.


    


    Yaera’l – literally, ‘of the Light.’ A sidhe name for creatures of Light.


    


    Yaera Leyalia – literally, ‘those who ride the Light.’ A sidhe Light Rider.


    


    Ysigoth – a nebulous demon that gathers and controls the dead, creating armies of minions to do its bidding. Sometimes called puppetmasters.


    


    Yurka – large, powerful reptilian herbivores. Thought to be unintelligent dragon kin.
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