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Prologue
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Dreith stared with an empty gaze at the mirror set into the wall before him, his deep blue eyes devoid of emotion and his expression numb as if drained of life. “She has betrayed us, my son.” The words echoed hollowly inside of his head, a memory of the message his father had imparted to him only a few weeks past following Seria’s desertion. “Her life is forfeit. She has dug her own grave.” 

Dreith still remembered waking up that morning in the capital and hearing the news about how his brother had been freed of his prison, of how Seria had been the one to do it. He had not believed it at first, not willing to admit that she would ever do something so horrid and so stupid as to follow in her mother’s footsteps and turn against her own people. His denial of the fact was pointless however, as he knew deep down that it was true. In truth, he had known of Seria’s doubts long before she had acted on them, though he would never dare to tell his father that. He had seen it in her eyes the night she had returned from her mission to capture the Venishian princess. He had known then that she was lying to him, and he should have seen then that the Keeper’s escape had not been accidental. Seria had let the girl go, broken her free maybe, just as she had Seth. Seria had been hovering on the precipice for a long time. If only he had allowed himself to see it beforehand, he might have been able to stop her from taking the plunge and throwing them all into chaos.

He picked up a set of chainmail-backed gauntlets and began the process of strapping on his armor, his movements slow and methodical and his mind lost in reflection. Even worse than Seria’s desertion was the havoc she had wrought in wake of her departure, first in the capital and now in Sol’aira. It seemed that it was not enough for her to abandon her people, now she had decided to slaughter her own kind as well, to lend aid to their age-old enemy, the Venishians. Dreith had received word of what had happened to Sol’aira a few hours ago, the missive sent by one of the captains that had survived the citadel’s decimation. Apparently, Seria Desirey had been apprehended after breaking into the fortress through a drainage tunnel, but her capture had been nothing but a ruse. Just before her execution, it was discovered that she had set up explosives throughout the fortress with the aid of her two accomplices as well as one of the garrison’s own magicians. The resulting chaos had torn apart a good section of the east and north walls, and had also given the telepath and her allies the opportunity to escape. The captain of the garrison now requested that Dreith send him a new dispatch of soldiers to help rebuild the ruined citadel and lend aid to the struggling outpost whose commander had been slain during the intruders’ escape.

He felt no inclination to aid the garrison that had allowed itself to be torn apart by four men, especially not when they had allowed Seria and her followers to escape. He knew what his father would say about such matters, and he was through making excuses for people. People like Seria whom you should have held accountable for their actions. The voice inside his head grated. Instead you let them blind you and allowed them to get away with their insolence. Now look where you are...

He finished with his armor and broke away from his musings, leaving the small chamber and striding out into the broad square of the city outside. Lo’Seir was a small but impressive city. Its buildings were weathered and ancient yet still remarkably elegant with high-arched doorways and roofs, and pillared hallways delicately engraved with runes. The city had been here for as long as anyone could remember, as had the obelisk in its center. 

This seemingly useless decoration was the real reason for Dreith’s visit here. His father had filled him in on the matter of portal stones when he had sent him here. Dreith would act in the emperor’s stead and lead the army to Kaleth, for the emperor had chosen to stay back in the capital rather than lead his own troops. This decision had puzzled Dreith, but he had not dared to question it. His father had no obligation to explain himself to his son. Undoubtedly he had carefully considered every consequence of his choice before making such a call. Whatever his reasons were for remaining behind, they had to be good ones. 

However, Dreith had been a bit skeptical about the basis of the emperor’s plan to invade Kaleth, for it had been hard to believe at first that a simple pillar of rock could do something as amazing as transport an army of thousands across the entire breadth of the realm. After all, the origin of this fantastic discovery was nothing more than ancient lore and stories recorded in the library of the House of Nyx, and such was not always a reliable source. Still, Dreith had complied with his father’s orders and had come here with the rest of his men. Now, after arriving here and seeing the magic work for himself, Dreith no longer had any doubts. 

The young commander glanced around at the ranks of men surrounding him. Thousands of soldiers filled the broad streets of the outpost, with more arriving every day. The last of the troops would be there by the end of the week, and then Dreith would carry out the latest charge that his father had assigned him and tear down Kaleth brick by brick until nothing remained of the arrogant southerners’ garrison. Then the business that had started the night the Nocturne attacked Venir would be finished, and the last of the Venishians would be destroyed. 

“Then, my son, you will do the last thing that is needed to rectify this situation and secure our victory. You will track down the traitor, Seria Desirey, and you will end her. The man I have sent to deal with the situation has proven insufficient, so you must be the one to do it. Rip the life from her body. Show her the penalty of her actions. Only then can this be over. Only then can our people be safe.” The emperor’s voice resounded inside of Dreith’s skull, repeating over and over the final command that his father had given him before his departure, the one that he had the most trouble accepting. 

Seria deserved to die for her crimes. There was no debating that. Nevertheless, he had a hard time coping with the fact that he must be the one to deliver the blow. Still, the invasion was his primary objective. He need not worry about Seria until later. She’s just another traitor now. He thought grimly. When the time came, he would do what he had to, and that was the end of it.

A resounding crash came from the square directly behind Dreith, sending up clouds of dust as well as a pain-filled scream, as one of the pillars at the side of the square toppled forward and crushed one of the soldiers too slow to move out of its path. Dreith shifted his gaze to the magician who had been the cause of the collapse. The magic the sorcerer had employed to activate the portal stone in the center of the square had escaped his grasp for but an instant and triggered a sudden pulse of energy from the obelisk which had in turn caused the collapse of the pillar. The whole event had clearly been a mistake, nothing more than an accident surely, but a deadly one nevertheless. 

Dreith signaled to a pair of soldiers at his side. The men walked forward without hesitating and seized the troublesome magician by the arms, leading him over to the place where their commander waited. “Ryr, isn’t it?” Dreith stated coldly, his features reflecting his displeasure.

The magician nodded nervously. “Yes sir.”

“You just killed a man with your incompetence, soldier,” Dreith stated. “That is no small thing.”

The magician swallowed, his tone gaining an undercurrent of panic. “The reaction from the obelisk was an accident, a fluke. I had no way of knowing—”

“I’m not interested in your excuses, Ryr,” Dreith cut in, hearing once again his father’s mantra inside of his head. “There is no room for either negligence or incompetence in this army, and there shall be no leniency for those who display it.” “Were you not the magician who went on that skirmish outside Vaisos a few weeks ago?” Dreith continued, scarcely even waiting for the man’s affirming nod before continuing. “I understand there was an accident there as well. An Altairen hunting party that crept up on the men of your company, the men you were supposed to be protecting.”

“They came out of nowhere, sir, and it was already decided that I could not have done anything to prevent—”

“And that’s exactly the problem, Ryr. You didn’t do anything,” Dreith stated coldly, his eyes still carrying the same impassive expression that had lain over his face since he had first arrived. “Now it seems that you cause trouble with what you do act on as well as what you fail to. I made a mistake in pardoning you before. That period of grace has ended.”

“Sir—”

“Kill him,” Dreith ordered, and one of the soldiers holding Ryr gave a brief nod and drew forth his weapon. Dreith turned his back to the man and began to depart only to be stopped by a frantic shriek from the magician behind.

“Wait!” Ryr cried, his dark eyes wide and his expression pleading. “My lord, you cannot—”

Dreith drew his sword and decapitated the man with one quick swing. The two men holding the magician released their grip as the blow landed, and the corpse collapsed lifeless to the ground. The younger of the two soldiers wore a somewhat startled expression, though he said nothing in protest and was quick to mask the emotion. Dreith turned away from the body without another word, his gaze going to the Nocturne around him who had stopped their work to watch the encounter and were staring now at their commander with reactions that varied from surprise to cold impassiveness. 

One woman near the front of the crowd however, looked particularly unsettled by the display. She stared at the corpse on the ground before her with a wide-eyed gaze, her face expressionless but her eyes reflecting her horror. She was a magician, like Ryr. She had probably known the man fairly well, as they had both come here from the same outpost.

“You all still have work to do,” Dreith stated coldly, re-sheathing his weapon. “I suggest you get to it.” 

He walked off without another word, and the Nocturne returned to their preparations. He felt a pair of eyes follow after him and knew that the female magician he had noticed earlier was watching him still, her expression dead, as the people around her carried on with their work with no care for the person they had just seen murdered.

It happens to us all eventually. The commander thought bleakly. Those who worked to inhibit the emperor’s design did not deserve to live.

* * * * *
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Chapter I Block
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Seth, Seria, and Viera stared in stunned silence at the dark figure of the magician across from them, none of them wanting to believe the dreadful revelation he had just imparted. Seria herself was more than a little unsettled by the news. One week. She thought. How can we find a way to stop the invasion in less than a week? She turned her eyes to Garrin who was sitting motionless on the other side of the fire, his gaze shifting between the three of them in search of a reply. “So... Does anyone have a plan then?”

“One week!” Viera exclaimed. “We can’t be ready by then. We couldn’t even make it back to Kaleth ourselves in that time, much less prepare an effective defense against ten thousand men!”

“Maybe it’s not as hopeless as it seems,” Seria interjected. “After all, it’s going to take time to outfit all the troops and bring them to Lo’Seir. If we could find another portal stone to take us to the ruin outside Kaleth, then we could get there and warn your people long before the emperor’s army arrives.”

“There’s only one problem with that,” Garrin stated somewhat sheepishly. “You see, I don’t actually know where any other portal stones are. The only reason I know how they work at all is because my superiors gave me a little background on the obelisks before sending me the missive that said I was to go to Lo’Seir. Most of the stones were destroyed centuries ago. I have no way of finding one. The only one we could use to take us to Kaleth is the one in Lo’Seir, and we can’t exactly go traipsing right into the middle of an outpost filled with thousands of the emperor’s soldiers. It’d take us too long to get there anyway.”

“Maybe so, but I don’t see another option,” Seria responded coolly.

“I do,” Seth stated quietly, and the others turned to face him with clear curiosity in their stares. “I think I know where to find another portal stone.” Garrin raised an eyebrow, and Viera looked at him quizzically. Seria’s own expression reflected a good measure of suspicion as she waited for Seth to continue. After all, this was not the first time that he had come up with mysterious knowledge seemingly out of the blue. “How far are we from Cazour?”

“One, maybe two days,” Garrin supplied. “Not too far really. Why? You can’t be telling me you think there’s a portal stone there. The city’s far too modern to have something like—”

“It’s not in the city itself,” Seth interrupted. “It’s in a ruin called Sien’Sorte that sits outside the settlement.”

Viera’s brow furrowed, and she stared at Seth strangely. Seria could tell by her look that the Venishian knew the ruin Seth was talking about, though she seemed as surprised as the rest of them to hear about the portal stone there. “What makes you think there’s a portal stone in Sien’Sorte?” the Keeper pressed. “I didn’t see anything like what Garrin described the last time we were there, and you weren’t exactly very coherent for most of that time...”

“Nyea Aterre.” Seth stated coolly. “I think she used the stone to transport herself back to Nocturne after our battle. In fact, I’m certain of it. There’s no other way she could have survived her injuries, even if the aid she received in the capital was only temporary.” He muttered the last part under his breath, and Seria’s eyes narrowed further. 

“I thought Nyea Aterre died in that battle,” Viera said. “I mean, I didn’t see a corpse, but...”

“She’s dead now, don’t worry,” Seth stated, and Viera did not seem to find anything strange about where he had gleaned such knowledge. “The emperor took care of her.”

Seria nodded. “That part at least, I know. Nyea Aterre returned to Nocturne a few months ago, and the emperor made an example of her for her failure to retrieve the Xerkzes stone.”

“Okay,” Garrin interjected. “Let’s just assume that the witch did use a portal stone to take her back to the capital. It does make a certain amount of sense since Sien’Sorte is a fairly ancient ruin, and the Nocturne did settle that region decades ago before the southerners came and overran it.” He rubbed at his chin, his features gaining a thoughtful cast. “If the stone is there, then we can travel to the ruin and be in Kaleth in a few days. Then everything should work out just fine.”

“That is if the soldiers from Sol’aira don’t decide to march out here after us,” Seth stated gloomily. “Which they probably will.”

“Either way, we can’t leave right now,” Seria stated coolly. “It’s already dark, and we could all use a good night’s rest before we set out.”

The others nodded their agreement, and they consumed a light dinner of roasted fowl that Viera had managed to shoot down before they settled down to sleep. Seria kept watch while the others slumbered, more because she felt restless than because she feared not being able to sense the presence of their pursuers. Their plan to stop the emperor’s invasion was more than a little flawed. Even if they could warn the Kalethiens in time, the southerners were still outnumbered ten to one, and the Nocturne had always been the best-trained and most lethal fighting force in the realm. Seria knew well the strengths of her own people. The Venishians had no chance of defeating an army of this scale. Even if they called in their Altairen allies and the other southern nations, most of them would not get there in time to help, and those that did would not be enough to overcome the armies of Night. It was a fact that once would have made her proud, but now it simply filled her with dread, as she thought about an entire world under the iron rule of Voren.

She breathed in deeply to clear her thoughts then turned her attention back to her vigil, scanning the darkness around her with her mind as well as her eyes so as not to miss anything approaching. After a while, her thoughts returned to the matter of the pending invasion, and her expression grew grim as she considered how many of her own people she would have to kill in order to stop the emperor’s plans. I do only what is necessary. She thought, but the assurance did little to alleviate her guilt. She sighed, brushing aside such grim musings and preparing herself to deal with whatever new turmoil the morning was certain to bring.

* * * * *
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Faces and images shifted in and out of focus as Seth drifted away from reality and into the world of dreams. The darkness around him coalesced into a single picture, and he found himself standing in a cramped, gloomy area, the walls of the small chamber lined with numerous dark stains that bore the look of blood. Two figures dominated the center of the room, one of them crouched over the other who was dressed in a ragged brown tunic, her tanned features and bright green eyes identifying her as a Venishian. 

The woman standing over her victim appeared to be a telepath, her features shrouded by a deep purple cowl and the back of her hand adorned with the image of a silver raven in flight over a black moon: the symbol of the Lilith. “Tell me again, little Keeper,” the telepath cooed, “where did you get this trinket?” She hefted a long silver chain with a clear orb hung on the end of it, the smooth facetless glass glowing softly in the torchlight.  

“I don’t know,” the woman moaned, lying curled up on the floor with her short-cropped hair falling in ragged knots around her face. “It came from a friend...”

“Are you even aware of what this is?” the telepath continued, caressing the orb with the side of her hand. “My order and I have been looking for it for a long time. I doubt anyone ever expected to find it on a Venishian.”

“Just kill me and be done with it!” the Keeper spat, her voice carrying a somewhat hysterical edge. “I don’t know anything about your precious-”

The telepath’s gaze turned to fix on the woman, and the Venishian screamed, her hands clamping down on either side of her head and her eyes going wide in pain and shock. “Do not interrupt,” the Lilith chastised, her tone light, like that of a mother reprimanding her child. “Now, as I was saying. This is a seeing stone. There were once a fair multitude of these little wonders, and they were valued very highly by my people, for they allowed for a very clear vision of what is yet to come. More importantly, they revealed how to make that future come to pass, which is something even a seer cannot do. Sadly most people had no clue how to use them. Fortunately, I am not most people, and I have been very curious to see what the future holds. Now I can do so without having to rely on the foolish whims of the hags and their Looking Glasses. I thank you for that. I shall turn you over to my compatriots soon and they will take whatever else we need from your tortured little mind, but first, I need something from you in order to make this work.”

She grabbed a fistful of the Venishian’s hair and jerked her to her feet, drawing free her knife and opening a long gash in the side of the Keeper’s arm. The blood from the cut spilled over onto the chain held by the Nocturne woman and the orb glimmered darkly, though nothing else happened, a fact that seemed to greatly upset the telepath. 

She shoved the woman away and peered closely at the orb still clasped in one bloodied hand, sighing, as she caught sight of the chip running down the side of the talisman. “What a pity,” she stated, her gaze turning back to the Keeper sprawled out on the floor before her. “You’ve cracked it.” 

She aimed a swift kick at the woman lying huddled on the floor. The Keeper cried out, the toe of the Nocturne’s boot catching her in the side and cracking a rib. The telepath seemed oblivious to the woman’s pain, tucking the orb into her sleeve and speaking again with her tone light and uncaring. “Oh, well. I’ll keep it as a souvenir regardless, a little reminder of our time together.” 

She rapped on the door of the cell and one of her comrades came in to join her, cloaked in the same long dark robes with the symbol of the Lilith tattooed across the back of his hand. 

“You’ve been having a little too much fun again, Mera,” the man stated disapprovingly, as he noted the rapidly increasing pool of blood that was spreading out beneath the prisoner from the cut in her arm.

“Oh, please,” Mera responded, tone derisive. “She’s not dead yet, and she’ll stay alive long enough for you to get all the information you need. She’s too weak to put up much resistance at this point. I did you a favor.”

The man shook his head and moved over to the prisoner to begin his work.

“Wretched Venishians,” a voice grated from behind Seth’s shoulder, though he found he could not turn to see who it was that had spoken. “They will all suffer the same fate. As will any who stand in our way, including you...” 

* * * * *
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Seth jerked awake, the final admonition of the voice that had spoken in his dreams still echoing inside of his head. He grit his teeth against the drilling pain that tore through his skull and tried to blot out his memory of the dream, gripping his head between both hands and waiting until the feeling subsided. 

He glanced up and found Seria studying him out of the corner of her eye, her blue eyes shimmering darkly from beneath the shadow of half-lowered lids as she turned from her vigil over the forest beyond. “More dreams?” Seth nodded, expression grim. “And I suppose you’re still going to insist that nothing’s wrong with you, despite the skull-splitting pain that seems to accompany all your nightmares?” she pressed, brow raised and expression shrewd.

Seth rolled his eyes, shoving aside his blankets and rising to his feet. “I told you before, I’m fine.”

“Of course you are,” she stated, her tone holding no note of sarcasm, despite the look in her eyes that displayed the truth of her feelings.

“What time is it?” Seth demanded, moving past the still sleeping forms of Garrin and Viera and taking a seat on a rock beside the place where Seria perched.

The telepath peered up at the sky above them from beneath the cloaking branches of the trees. “Probably still two or three hours until dawn.”

“And you’ve been on watch this entire time?” Seth pressed, the comment more an accusation than a question. “Why is it that your insistence that everyone needs sleep applies to everyone but you? After all, ‘you’re not much good in a fight if you’re walking around dead on your feet, and after today, we all need the rest’,” he told her, quoting something she had said to him only a short while ago.

She shook her head as she recognized the words, pausing a moment before she replied. “Sleep does me more grief than good lately.” The words were spoken softly, as her gaze continued to scan the shadows of the forest around them. “All it would bring is nightmares and more exhaustion, but you probably understand that better than anyone. It’s why you’re awake right now, and it’s why you never want to sleep in the first place.” Her cold eyes shifted to fix on him, the cerulean depths drilling into him with poignant intensity. “What is it about your dreams, and how is it that you know so much about things you’ve never been told?”

Seth’s eyes darkened, and he looked away. “You never give up, do you?” he muttered. Seria did not respond. He sighed. There was no point in hiding the truth from her any longer. “You’re right about the dreams. They aren’t normal nightmares. I see glimpses of events, people from the past. Usually they’re Nocturne, but sometimes I see other things too...” He shook his head. “The Venishians call it Videre. Some of them can use it to look back at their history. As for the side effects... I don’t know. The Keeper I met who had this supposed ‘talent’ never had the same type of reaction to it that I do. Maybe it’s because I’m Nocturne. No one really seems to know.”

Seria frowned, eyes pensive. “Well that explains how you knew so much about my service to the empire, but I don’t know where the headaches come from. I’ve heard of The Sight. A rare few among our people have been born with the talent, but none of them suffered any side-effects.” She paused. “There is one way to find out what’s happening,” she mused, her eyes locking on his. “but I doubt you’ll go for it.”

Seth’s eyes darkened, a mix of curiosity and wariness filling him. “What exactly are you suggesting?”

“The visions of Videre are a manifestation of magic rooted in the mind,” Seria explained, “similar to telepathy or the premonitions of a seer. If I could see inside your head, I could probably find out why the visions don’t work for you the same way they do for others. Of course, that would mean letting me into your mind, and I doubt that notion much appeals to you.”

Seth did not respond to the comment, his features frozen with indecision as he weighed the pros and cons of the proposition. Even if he did trust Seria enough to let her start sorting through his thoughts, there was no guarantee that she could do anything to fix the painful barrage of half-remembered visions that assailed him as he slept. Still, something about the fragmented memories pulled at him. He was tired of not being able to remember the sometimes crucial pieces of information revealed by his dreams and then suffering for it whenever he did. It seemed now that any sort of solution was better than carrying on as he was.

“Fine. I guess there’s no harm in trying.”

Seria’s eyebrows rose. Clearly, she had not expected him to agree. “Alright then. Just hold still, and try to relax.” Her eyes narrowed in concentration, pupils dilating and eyes becoming slightly unfocused. 

Seth grimaced as he felt a tendril of thought reach out into his mind. He resisted his initial impulse to fight against the unwanted intrusion and stayed stock-still, as he stoically endured the telepath’s digging.

The probe drifted through his head and brushed up against his thoughts in feathery touches, delving deeper and deeper until it reached the back of his mind and Seria discovered what she was looking for. “You have a block,” she stated coolly, eyes staring right through him. “It’s something designed to suppress certain areas of your memory as well as sometimes shield you from telepaths and the sight of seers.” Her eyes narrowed. “This one is really quite extensive. You shouldn’t be able to remember anything at all about your visions. I think you broke it somehow, fractured it so it no longer inhibits your memory completely. Though it still works to make you forget most things. That’s where the headaches are coming from. By trying to remember, you’ve displaced parts of the block, and it’s causing bad reactions in the rest of your mind while trying to mend itself. It’s been in place a long time. Removing it might be difficult, but...”

Seth felt something snap inside his mind and pain exploded behind his eyes, tearing through his thoughts like a thousand razors and threatening to undo him completely. The pain was ten times worse than anything he had ever experienced from the visions before, and he keeled over, hands pressed to either side of his head as the agony inside him intensified. 

A flood of voices and images assailed him, no longer fragmented and vague, but vivid recollections of people and events long past. His mind reeled as he tried to sort through the melee of people and events, images of blood and pain rising to the forefront of his mind and blotting out reality until the world around him disappeared in a haze of red.

He was vaguely aware of a figure hovering over him and calling his name, and he struggled through the turmoil in an effort to hear it. After a few moments more the chaos around him subsided and the visions became coherent. He stared sightlessly at the ground before him, seeing again the visions he had forgotten. His mother, Dreith, Seria, Nyea, everything he had ever seen appeared now in his mind, as clear as day and fully coherent as he watched again the many crimes and atrocities of the Nocturne and their enemies. He took a deep breath as the images slowly drifted to the back of his mind, his vision clearing, so that he was aware once more of the campsite around him and the fact that he was curled up on the ground, his head bowed and his eyes fixed on the dirt before him.

“Seth!” the call repeated itself. He glanced sideways at the origin of the voice and found Seria crouched beside him, eyes wide and expression anxious. “Seth. Hey, look at me. Are you alright?”

He squeezed his eyes shut, his head still throbbing from whatever Seria had done to free him of his block. “What did you do?” he murmured, putting a hand to the side of his head.

“Sorry about that,” she stated, her face resuming its normal expression of icy impassiveness. “I removed the block too fast, and all the memories it had suppressed came rushing back at once. You’re lucky though. I don’t think it caused any permanent damage.”

“Great,” Seth muttered, shoving himself shakily to his feet and eyeing the telepath beside him with a hint of bitter wariness.

“What the hell is going on?” a voice behind them demanded, and Seth turned to find Garrin and Viera already risen from their beds. The magician’s hair was frazzled from sleep, his eyes wide as his gaze darted from Seth to Seria. “Seriously,” Chaser continued, his eyes fixed on Seth. “First I hear this sudden thud, and then I wake up to find you convulsing on the ground—”

“Are you alright?’ Viera interrupted, her tone rife with concern. “Did something attack..?”

“Calm down, I’m fine,” Seth stated, somewhat harsher than he meant to. “Seria just tried something with her telepathy without actually knowing what would happen. Luckily, the resulting reaction didn’t drive me insane, so I’m good.”

Viera’s eyes widened, her gaze shifting to the telepath. “Seria did this? Wait, what..?”

The telepath made a point of ignoring the Venishian, her tone cool and her pale eyes scanning Seth’s face. “The real question is did it work?” 

“Yeah, it worked,” Seth stated quietly. “I remember.”

“Remember what?” Chaser demanded. “Okay, someone better take the time to explain this, because I am completely confused, and I really do feel the need to know why you volunteered as a test subject for Seria’s telepathy experiment in the middle of the night.” 

Seth exchanged a quick glance with Seria and then began his explanation, being as brief and to the point as possible as his mind tried to sort through all the numerous visions that now floated near the front of his consciousness. “Seria was trying to remove a block that someone put inside my head to keep me from remembering something. In short, it worked, just not...well.”

“So this block is what was keeping you from remembering the visions?” Viera pressed, realizing what he was referring to and finally understanding what had occurred. “And now you can remember without the headaches?”

“Wait, what visions?” Garrin pressed. “What headaches? How is it that—?”

“It’s not really that important, Chaser,” Seria stated, cutting off any further questions and moving over to where her pack lay at the far side of their campsite. “Since we’re all awake now anyway, we might as well pack up and go. It’s only a few hours til sunrise, and we want to reach Cazour as soon as possible.”

“Alright, but I would still like more details on said ‘visions’ and blocks—”

“Not now,” Seria repeated, staring him down.

Garrin shook his head and murmured something under his breath about the frustrating nature of telepaths, rubbing the sleep from his eyes and rolling up his blanket. Viera, Seth, and Seria quickly gathered up their own supplies without any further comments on what had just happened, shouldering their packs and preparing to depart. Seria stamped out the fire in the center of their site, then turned on heel and led them forward. 

Seth lingered near the back of the procession, thinking over all he had experienced and feeling only further dread rather than relief as he reflected on everything he had seen in his visions. 

The Nocturne enjoy their atrocities. An insidious voice whispered softly in the back of his mind. You cannot defeat the emperor unless you kill every one of his people, your people. The Nocturne are evil. Seria, Garrin, you... You’re no different than any of the others you’ve seen. You cannot stop this invasion. You cannot save the Venishians from the Nocturne. You cannot save them from yourself...

He blocked away the voice, not quite sure where such awful thoughts had come from but knowing they were unhealthy to entertain. He walked forward after the shadowy figures of his three companions, the whispered doubts that besieged him continuing to fester just beneath the surface of his being.

* * * * *
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Chapter II New Insights
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“Are you certain?” the emperor pressed, his deep voice reverberating throughout the chamber and sending shivers down the spine of the woman across from him. 

“Positive, my lord,” the seer, Kera, murmured in response, her dark eyes demurely downcast and her expression hidden by the shadow of her cowl. “Whatever interference that was clouding the fugitives before has now been lifted. I can see them now, clear as day, and I begin to glimpse what is to come. They intend to travel to Kaleth, undoubtedly to warn the Venishians of your plans.”

The emperor gave no visible reaction to the comment, standing stock still with his back to the woman as he mulled over this newest piece of information. “And how is it that they intend to reach Kaleth before the army arrives?” he demanded.

Kera looked away quickly, her tone rueful. “I... do not know, my lord. I could not see that far. But I know that they are headed towards Kaleth and that once there, they intend to aid the Venishians and their allies in fending off our forces. The battle will bring much destruction.”

Voren shook his head, his features darkening with displeasure. It was times like this when he came to regret the loss of Nyea Aterre. A good seer was a rare thing, and the few left in his service now all seemed impossibly incompetent when it came to giving clear readings of the future. “If you know neither how nor when the traitors will arrive in Kaleth, Kera,” the emperor addressed the seer, his words clipped and harsh. “then I see little point in this conversation. Have you any real news at all, or do you simply seek to waste my time?” 

The young woman went rigid, sensing the displeasure in his voice and speaking carefully so as to avoid further aggravating her liege. “I apologize, my lord, if I have distressed you. I... I will aim to gather more intel. Though there were some... disturbing insights revealed by the Looking Glass. I just thought you should know...”

Voren did not bother to turn and face her. A slight tilt of his head was all the attention she received. “Well? Speak then, or is there something you seek to conceal?”

The seer kept her eyes locked on the floor, her tone quiet. “The boy who accompanies the telepath, Seria Desirey... He is dangerous. His actions will be a great detriment to this invasion, yet I see... You have ordered him left alive, my lord.”

“Is that a question, Kera?”

“No. I saw the reason, my liege. It is just... I too have read the prophecy, but it does not seem to me...” She trailed off, her voice growing smaller and smaller until the words dwindled off into silence.

The emperor turned finally to look at her, and there was no anger in his expression. He could see the woman flinch back from him nonetheless, eyes kept firmly locked on the ground before her. “You see very little, Kera. Others far wiser than you have predicted the outcome of this war, and I trust in their foretelling. Regardless of how things appear to stand now in regards to my son,” Her eyes flickered to focus on him upon hearing the admission. His responding smile was cold and unfeeling. “the matter is being dealt with. I have already dispatched someone, and they will see the task completed. Of that I have little doubt. The prophecy will be fulfilled, Kera.” My legacy assured. “Now,” he continued, “keep your eye on Seria Desirey and her companions and relate to me any further developments.”

“As you command, my lord,” the seer murmured, bowing her head and quietly exiting the chamber.

Voren watched her leave with an air of calm satisfaction. It was too late now to change the course of destiny. Things had already been set in motion, and there was nothing the Venishians or anyone else could do to stop him. The last piece of the puzzle would fall into place soon, and nothing would stand in the way of his goal. Just a little while longer, He thought. and then it will all be over.

* * * * *
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Seth stared fixedly at the flickering flames of the campfire before him, his eyes distant and his thoughts a blur. It had been just over a day since Seria had removed the block, but despite all that time, Seth still had not managed to fully process the mass of images that now flooded his mind. Bits and pieces of forgotten memory kept replaying themselves inside of his head, showing out-of-sequence images of blood and horror, secrets and memories of those who had died before their time. It was enough to drive anyone insane, and it was what kept him awake now in the wee hours of morning when the rest of his companions lay deep in slumber.

For all Seria’s removal of the block had done to bring back his memories, it was still hard to make sense of any of the visions, especially since there were so many of them. Much of the information the dreams provided seemed completely useless as well as disturbing, and the more he learned about his past and the war, the more he wished that he had not been so insistent that Seria remove the block. “It was put in place for your protection, after all.” A voice whispered in the back of his mind, and his thoughts turned to the vision he had seen of his mother begging her friend, Rena, to put the block in place. “You shouldn’t meddle with what you do not understand.” He silenced the voice. Hindsight was a rather pointless exercise. It’s better to know than to still be drifting in ignorance. He thought grimly. At least I don’t have to deal with the headaches anymore.

A shadow drifted over him from behind, and he turned to find Viera hovering at his shoulder, her slender figure wrapped tightly in the folds of her blanket and her green eyes intent upon his face. “You really should be sleeping, you know,” she remarked, her concern evident. “You haven’t seemed right since last night. I don’t think you need to add sleep deprivation to the list of already present troubles.”

Seth raised an eyebrow. “That message seems a little hypocritical. You look like you need the sleep more than I do,” he stated pointedly, catching sight of the weary set of her shoulders and the other minute indicators that gave away her exhaustion.

Viera sighed, sinking down beside him on the moist loam of the forest floor. “At least I tried. A few hours of rest is better than staying awake the whole night. Besides, I thought it would be easier to sleep now that Seria’s taken care of the visions.”

Seth shook his head, his tone rueful and his dark eyes intent upon the fire before him. “She didn’t get rid of the visions, Viera. She just made it easier to remember them. That makes it even harder to sleep. I can’t even think straight anymore. I keep seeing things. People, places... Things I’ve seen before but couldn’t remember. Most of it’s not too pleasant either. It’s all blood and death, and I can’t help but wonder if maybe she had a good reason for making sure such things were forgotten. Maybe she was right to make sure I didn’t remember...”

He trailed off uncertainly, realizing somewhat belatedly that he was beginning to ramble. Viera tried to smooth away the confusion that lined her features, but her true feelings remained mirrored in her eyes, and it was enough for Seth to see that she had not really understood most of what he had been saying. “That didn’t make much sense, did it?” he stated ruefully, his eyebrow raised as he waited for what he already knew would be her answer.

“I think I got the gist of it,” she insisted. “Though I don’t really know who ‘she’ is or what you meant by that last part.”

“It’s not important,” he stated offhandedly, his dark eyes downcast. “What matters is that we find out how to stop the empire, and dreams and visions won’t much help with that.”

Viera’s eyes softened, the ghost of a smile flitting over her lips. “At least now we have a way to stop them, or at least disrupt their plans. If we can get to Kaleth in time and warn my people of what’s coming, we can put an end to this invasion.”

And if we arrive too late, or even if we get there in time and the Venishians are too weakened to defeat them, then the south will fall and there will be nothing left to defend. Seth kept the depressing thought to himself, his face maintaining a purposefully blank expression as he stared in stony silence at the ground before him.

Viera pursed her lips and pulled her blanket more tightly about her to ward off the night’s chill. “Even if we don’t get there in time, at least we did everything we could,” she stated, the words said so softly as to be almost inaudible.

Seth glanced over at her coolly, feeling instantly guilty for his doubts. “We’ll get there, Viera, and the empire will be stopped, one way or another.”

She leaned against him as if in need of the support, though she gave him far more with the simple warmth of her presence than he could offer in return. They sat there unmoving as the last of the flames died and the first few tinges of color began to light the horizon. We will stop them. Seth reassured himself, ignoring the nagging feeling he had that they stood no chance of doing so.

* * * * *
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Chapter III Doubts
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Seria’s eyes skipped over the mass of trees around her, taking in every detail of the forest as they ventured deeper into the woods surrounding Cazour and drew nearer to their destination. They had set out early that morning and had taken up a near murderous pace as they hiked through the last few miles of woods that separated them from their destination. They had been traveling almost non-stop ever since leaving Sol’aira, and it was evident that the effort was wearing on all of them. Still, Seria refused to slow down when such laziness might jeopardize their chances of beating the armies of Nocturne to Kaleth and warning the Venishians and their allies of the behemoth that was coming to obliterate them.

Even if we get there in time though, that’s no guarantee. The telepath thought gloomily. She could not help but wonder how much good their warning would really do. What chance did the diminished forces of the south stand against the full might of the empire? What real defenses could the Venishians muster that could withstand the power and cunning of her people? 

She kept such doubts to herself however, pretending at optimism when in reality she had never felt more anxious. It was her job now, just as it had always been, to stay determined and help to stave off an unbeatable enemy. Only this time, the enemy is your own people. The voice in the back of her mind taunted. Are you ready to destroy them, to kill them all without remorse? 

For that is what you must do if ever you are to defeat him. 

She pursed her lips, and her eyes became downcast. What it came down to really was how much she was willing to sacrifice in order to take down the emperor. What good were her efforts if she destroyed the very people she was trying to save simply for the sake of killing the man who had once been her liege? I cannot kill the monster before torching the entire rest of my home. The thought echoed grimly inside her head, but she angrily dismissed it. It was too late to second guess herself now. She would help the Venishians as much as she could and ensure that the emperor did not win this war. The pain and death she caused her people now was nothing compared to what would happen if Voren was allowed to succeed. As had happened so often before in her life, the ends must be allowed to justify the means, for what was necessary was seldom what was easy.

They emerged from a gathering of thickly grouped trees and came in sight of the decimated ruin of Sien’Sorte. The once elegant stone buildings were now shattered and broken, their edges blackened with soot as the city returned to the dust from whence it had come. 

“Sien’Sorte, the Home of Sorrow,” Garrin muttered darkly, his expression somewhat wistful, as he mulled over the title of the ruin. “I can see why our ancestors named it such, for truly this place has seen much ruin even before the ravages of time came to pervade it. A once great citadel of the Nocturne fallen to ashes, and no one even bothered to make note of it. How much more of ourselves have we forgotten, I wonder?”

Seria glanced sidelong at the others of the company as Chaser continued reminiscing. The telepath was not at all surprised by the magician’s nostalgia. She knew him well enough by now to recognize that his seemingly fickle and distracted attitude did not extend beyond the surface. Chaser had always been a deep thinker, even if he did not seem like one. At times, he was the most insightful of all of them, though his disposition towards the abstract was one of the things that had made it so frustrating to deal with him in the old days when she had been his commanding officer. A soldier was supposed to do what he was told without comment, magician or no. There was no use for philosophical musings while waging war. Still, Garrin was not too much of a dreamer. Like any soldier in the army, he could be serious when the occasion called for it. Now was as fit a time as any to be nostalgic, especially considering what lay ahead. 

Her eyes shifted to Seth and Viera who both appeared wrapped up in their own reflections. Seth in particular was especially distant, his dark eyes riveted on the ruin stretching out below them and his expression veiled as he stared ahead, lost in his thoughts. Apparently, he had almost died the last time he had come here, and so it was not surprising that, like Garrin, he felt the need to reminisce. 

This whole place seemed to reflect a certain amount of melancholy, but unlike her companions, Seria was not inclined to succumb to it. Her attention was fully riveted on the physical aspects of the ruin rather than the memories it held. Her cold gaze took in every detail of the place in cold calculation, as she strove to locate the reason for their visit here. They needed to find the obelisk and they needed to find it now, for it presented the only hope of outpacing the emperor’s army.

“Not to mention that gut churning potency,” Chaser continued, finally drawing Seria’s attention back to what he was saying. “I’ve never felt a magical residue this strongly before. It’s...” He waved his hand through the air around him, ending on the tower. “Everywhere. Though mostly there everywhere.”

Seria opened up her senses and detected the energy signature to which the magician was referring. The very air about them seemed to hum with dark energy, though the force was not active. It was simply the leftovers of magic that had not yet dispersed. 

“The Xerkzes stone,” Viera supplied, her green eyes distant. “That’s probably what you’re sensing. It was destroyed here just under a year ago. Traces of the magic that consumed it must still linger in the air.”

“Wait, there’s something else...” Garrin stated. “Not as jarring. Very subtle in fact.” His dark eyes turned to the hillside at the far edge of the ruin. “There. You see that stone? It carries traces of dark magic similar to those that linger down near the river. Only these ones are less scattered.”

“That’s where Nyea fled,” Seth stated, sounding a lot more sure than he should be. 

Seria studied the boy from out of the corner of her eye, taking in his grim-set expression and trying to read all the emotions that lay beneath. She had heard from Viera what had happened to him during his last visit to Sien’Sorte. How would someone who was on the verge of unconsciousness know which way his quarry had fled after the battle? Maybe it has something to do with that block I removed from his mind. She mused. I allowed him to remember everything from his visions, so maybe now he’s just using the knowledge. So how much more does he know, and how much of it is he keeping hidden? 

She resisted the urge to take a quick look at his mind in order to find the answers to such questions, knowing that would only cause another fight. She kept quiet, following Garrin and the others through the collection of rubble to the cracked pillar at the edge of the ruin.

“It looks like it’s been damaged,” Chaser mused, his mouth twisted in an expression of dissatisfaction. “I’m not sure if it will still work.”

“It will work,” Seria asserted. “If the seer used it, it will work for us as well.”

“But how do we activate it?” Viera pressed, eyeing the stone before her with an expression of clear unease. 

They all turned their eyes on Garrin. The magician did not immediately answer, his gaze intent on the rock before him as he ran his fingers over the many designs inscribed in the stone’s base. He straightened finally and turned to face the three behind him. “It’s not too complicated,” he stated, rolling up his sleeves. “We just need a bit of blood, that’s all.”

Seria’s brow furrowed, and her tone was somewhat puzzled. “What do you mean we need blood? I thought the stone would be activated by magic.”

“It is,” Chaser retorted. “Dark magic, a magic that is passed on through our heritage and rooted in blood. That’s how the sorceress you fought got out of here. She didn’t need any complex spell or incantation. She just needed her blood.”

“So you’re saying that one of you needs to bleed on the obelisk, and it will activate?” Viera pressed, her delicate features twisted in distaste, reflecting how disturbed she was by the notion. 

“You don’t need to look so horrified,” Garrin chided. “It’s not like anyone has to start slicing arteries. This isn’t some cultic human sacrifice. It’s just a little nick and a few drops. Oh, and it can’t just be the blood of any Nocturne. It has to be that of a powerful magic wielder, and even after that’s done, it is simply the first step to opening the portal. It still takes energy from the wielder after that to hold it open. That’s why the emperor ordered so many magicians to Lo’Seir. It would take a great many magic wielders to hold a gateway open long enough for an entire army to pass through. It won’t be that bad for us however. That is... as long as we don’t make any mistakes.”

Viera’s brow furrowed, her tone stringent. “What do you mean ‘mistakes’?”

“There’s a certain procedure you have to follow,” the magician informed her casually. “Certain symbols on here indicate where the portal is going to take you. The problem is finding which one leads to where we want to go, and which ones have been damaged overtime and won’t lead anywhere at all.”

Seria’s eyes narrowed. “When you say they won’t lead anywhere at all, Chaser, you wouldn’t happen to mean that we could just end up falling into nothingness the moment we step into the portal, do you?”

Garrin shrugged, his expression sheepish. “I don’t know quite as much about it as I would like to, but from what I understand, if a portal stone has been destroyed and we accidentally ask to be taken to that particular place that no longer has an active obelisk, then yes, it may be that we would simply become trapped in between both places, unable to escape.”

“And how are we supposed to know which symbols lead to death and which ones are safe to use?” Seth demanded, a hint of frustration edging his tone.

“Well, the one outside Kaleth is still active. I know that.”

“Then which symbol will open the portal to Kaleth?’ Seria pressed, and Garrin coughed.

“Er... one of them?”

“You don’t know?”

“It was not a part of the preliminary instructions. And I know, because I was actually paying attention to those, I swear. This is very interesting stuff. But yeah, I have no idea what any of these mean.” He gestured negligently to the many designs carved into the pillar.

“So we have no way of knowing where we’re going to end up if we turn this thing on?” Seth demanded, the words flat. “I thought you said you knew what you were doing with these things.”

“I said my superiors gave me some information on the subject. The rest would most likely have been provided once I got to Lo’Seir, something that never happened since you three showed up before then and decided to blow-up my garrison. Besides, you’re the one with all the mysterious knowledge about this place. Why don’t you find the right symbol?” 

Seth’s eyes darkened, and Seria cut into the argument before it could escalate, her tone cold. “Stop arguing. This might not be as impossible as you think. Look here.” She pointed out a single symbol in the base of the pillar stained with a tracing of blood. “This is the one that sorceress used to take her back to Nocturne. No one else has used these stones in hundreds of years. If it was from anyone else, the blood would have washed away by now. Look closely, Garrin. Do you recognize the sign?”

The magician crouched down and peered closely at the symbol she had indicated, his brow lowering and his tone becoming quizzical. “Hmm yes. Still no.”

“That’s the symbol for night,” Viera unexpectedly supplied, studying the runes closer. “These are all in the ancient tongue. You don’t know it?”

“All our knowledge from that time was either wiped out or purposefully locked up by the council of Nyx.” Garrin shrugged. “Never had the chance for language lessons.”

“Let’s focus, shall we?” Seria cut in coldly. “The symbol for night took the seer back to Nocturne, because that’s the name of the region: ‘The Lands of Night’.” Viera nodded. “So then, what was the name for the lands around Kaleth back before the city came into being? Think of the region, not the place itself.”

Garrin grimaced. “There are zero records dating that far back—”

“Dyl Silva,” Viera piped up, ‘The Heart of the Forest. That’s what my people called that region in the times before the southerners lived there.”

“Okay, why is this entire magical blood-magic block written in Venishian?” Garrin demanded.

“It is not Venishian. It’s the ancient language,” Viera repeated. “The primordial symbols, carefully guarded in the Hall of Light to assure they are never again misused. If your people preserved knowledge the same way they do in my city then...” She trailed off, voice breaking.

“Your city. Which is all burned to ash now so I still will not get to read any of this,” Garrin filled in callously. “Pity. Wonder how the empire’s magicians figured out how to work these things. Must have been a lot of bloody trial and error—”

“If we know the name, all we need is the symbol,” Seria insisted, bringing them back on task.

“This one,” Viera stated, tracing the outline of a strangely intricate sigil in the far side of the pillar. “At least... I think that’s right. I haven’t studied this in a while.”

“How reassuring,” Seria sighed, and Seth shot her a glare, even though she was certain he would have shared her cynicism had it been Garrin guiding them.

“Let’s just assume she’s right, and that’s the proper symbol,” Seth stated. “I’m sure it’s right.” Viera gave him a worried smile, nodding resolutely.

“Alrighty then,” Garrin stated cheerfully, drawing out his knife. “Let’s be on our way.”

Seria saw Viera wince as Garrin casually pulled the blade of the knife across his arm. It made no sense that Venishian Keepers were so squeamish when their profession was battle, the same as any Nocturne. She supposed it was their reverence for life or something along those lines. Either way, she found such silly sensitivity rather pathetic.

She turned her attention back to Garrin. He had dipped his fingers into the cut and slathered the symbol for Silva, or Forest, as if he were finger painting. The four took a step back as the sigil flared to life, the air around the obelisk going dark as lines of energy stretched out from the pillar and created a doorway in the air before them. Created was the wrong word though, as watching it take place, it appeared more as if the magic had torn a rent in the air: a window into the area that was their destination. Seria peered wordlessly at the shimmering image of the woodlands that hung in the air before her. She had never seen those woods before, and so she could not say whether or not it was the ruin outside Kaleth that Garrin had been aiming for. Still, there was no point in standing idle. She stepped forward without waiting for approval from her companions and entered the archway. 

A wave of cold hit her as she passed through the barrier, and she gasped, feeling as if all the air had been compressed from her body as she drifted through what felt like a wall of gelatinous ice. Something’s gone wrong. We chose the wrong sigil. The thoughts flashed through her mind only to vanish an instant later as she emerged from out the other side of the gateway and things returned to normal. 

She stumbled out into a clearing ringed with trees, the tips of their leaves curling inward as the brilliant crimsons and golds that had painted them faded to a dull brown. The air was crisp and cool, with the sun a rapidly fading figure to the west, overlaying the land in a web of shadows as daylight turned to darkness. She turned back to face the portal as Seth stumbled through behind her, his strong features appearing somewhat perturbed as he experienced the same strange sensations that she herself had underwent while passing through the doorway. He was followed a second later by Viera and then Garrin. The portal slid shut behind the man, disintegrating as soon as the magician who had opened it was through to the other side.

“Well that was not an experience I’d be eager to repeat,” Garrin remarked wryly, “but at least we got here in one piece.”

“So this is Kaleth?” Seria pressed.

“Yes,” Seth confirmed, his dark eyes roving the forest. “I recognize this clearing. I’ve been here before. We’re only a few hours outside the city. If we leave now, we’ll get there near dawn.”

“Where’s the obelisk?” Viera demanded suddenly. “I thought portal stones worked by sending you from one stone to another, yet there are no ruins here.”

Chaser lifted a hand to his chin, scratching absentmindedly at the scattering of whiskers that had sprouted there as he pondered the question. “That’s a good question. I’d guess that the stones work by sending you to a certain area around another portal stone rather than to the other obelisk itself. You two did say after all that this Nyea Aterre would have been mortally wounded when she used the stone to leave Sien’Sorte. If that’s true, then she wouldn’t have wanted to go to some obscure ruin. She would have taken herself directly to the capital. So the stone took us here, maybe because Seth’s seen the place before and was thinking of it when I opened the portal, who knows? Either way, we’re somewhere near the other portal stone, and we know the way to Kaleth, so the only problem would be... Oh. Damn.” 

The magician sighed, and Seria grimly met his stare. She could tell by his tone that he had reached the same conclusion that she had. “If the portal stone doesn’t take you to a specific area like we thought,” Seria stated, continuing Chaser’s line of thought. “then we really have no idea where the emperor’s army will show up.” She shook her head. “We don’t even have a range. They could appear anywhere, right outside the city walls... maybe even inside.”

Viera’s face fell, and Seth’s eyes darkened, glued solemnly to the ground before him.

Seria sighed, fighting back against her frustration and trying to focus on more immediate problems. Her efforts were in vain though, as her thoughts kept turning back to what would happen when the armies arrived and met no opposition from anyone, as no one knew where they would appear. Her expression hardened. She could not help but resent how every time they gained even the slightest hope of succeeding, some new challenge rose to confront them and made their task impossible once more. “We should get moving,” she stated finally, breaking through the gloomy silence that had descended over the group. “The sooner we get to Kaleth, the more time we’ll have to figure out a way to fix this.”

No one debated the matter, and they set off into the woods, Seth leading since he was the only one who seemed to know where they were. Seria kept a close eye on the forest around them as they went, her thoughts reaching out into the deep shadows of the brush and stripping away all cover, as she searched for anyone watching.  

The trees around them began to thin, and a large gathering of consciousness appeared at the edge of
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