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PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	 

	 

	It was that dream again.

	There were two figures. The first was a stern bald man carrying his usual amethyst-tipped marble staff—his father, Randeth Swadoh, former Archmage. He was the mightiest mage of his generation, the greatest inspiration in Jrak’s life. He taught him most of what he knew, and Jrak aspired to be just as great a mage as he is.

	The other individual was unknown to Jrak, but dressed like death itself: long robes as black as a moonless night, a large hood, and a scythe fit for reaping the souls of the fallen.

	They battled, hurling fire and shadows, filling the air with cloudy fog. Randeth wielded his shadows with composed ease, determined to fell his grim enemy. His opponent matched him at every turn, but it was not his power which Randeth struggled with; it was his uncanny ability to predict his attacks.

	As the battle raged on, the mist grew too thick for Jrak to see. He weaved his way forward for a better view of the fight. The young mage passed where he had seen them before. He could find neither his father nor his adversary, and the fog was thickening still.

	A sickening sound came from behind. Jrak turned instantly.

	Randeth stood nearby, his staff in hand. Before him slouched the dark figure, the blade of his scythe pierced through the mage’s heart.

	Jrak cried in horror while Randeth defiantly turned his gaze upon his attacker. The young man raced forward to help, but mist swept forth. He was blind.

	Where Randeth had been, there was nothing. Jrak searched everywhere, but found only fog.

	A silhouette appeared: the deathly figure with the scythe. Gritting his teeth, Jrak raced towards his father’s enemy. When he drew close, the dark form disappeared in a puff of smoke.

	“Show yourself!” Jrak cried.

	His wish was answered. The figure floated before him—a hooded spectre.

	“Who are you?!”

	His response was a riddle, speaking with a voice lacking tone:

	Some try to hide, some try to cheat.

	But time will show, we always meet.

	Try as you might, to guess my name.

	But know you shall, when it is you I claim.

	Jrak ground his teeth. The answer was no mystery.

	“Death!”

	And then he woke, laying upon a straw bed at a small inn.

	Jrak had requested a room without a window, so it was still dark. He used his voyant senses to scan outside. It was already sundown; he needed to get going.

	The young mage shook himself off. Why had that same dream been plaguing his sleep since childhood? He mentioned it to his father once, but Randeth dismissed it as his subconscious worrying for his safety. Perhaps the former Archmage was right, but Jrak had been having the same dream almost two decades later. On average, he had the dream once every four years, but now—during a time where Psykoria was at threat—he had been seeing it as often as every few months.

	He suppressed the urge to pursue an explanation of these fears; he was here because the king wanted answers, and it was his job to get them.


CHAPTER 1

	THE MYSTIC MESSENGER

	 

	 

	 

	The city of Relinn smelt like death; this was definitely where Lord Lakor’s men perished. It was Jrak’s job to find out how.

	It had been six months since the White Daemon Champion’s bold attempt to storm Royal Sigrun. It had ended in failure thanks to aid from a werewolf pack, and King Breetor’s return with his dragon. Until Prince Snarmis’s journey to the pack’s home in Drason Wood, werewolves were always avoided. It had been a dangerous yet heroic choice by the prince, and one that certainly prevented the capital’s fall.

	Though the daemons had lost one battle, the war was far from over. There had been raids in various parts of Psykoria, with the Temple of Fire and the western city of Torikun both under siege again. By now, the realm’s warriors had better knowledge of how to deal with these creatures, so did not struggle as greatly as when they had first surfaced. A battalion from Ronnia had the daemon-infested Lodia under siege, where Lady Nelith Nebrax, Lady of Ronnia, was determined to fight the creatures responsible for her father’s death—the daemons had killed him when he rode out to defend the villages in Central Psykoria against enemy raids. The daemons could not be starved out, so the siege at Lodia consisted of small but well-timed assaults in an effort to grind down the enemy’s defences.

	While the siege at Lodia was faring well, the glory-seeking Lakor Lystak, Lord of Lyandor, was determined to retake Relinn. The stories of the Lyandor army’s swift defeat were not exaggerated; bodies lay in pieces, decaying beneath the heat of the sun. It was still summer in these lands, though only one month before things would cool again.

	Seeing the carnage before him, Jrak recalled his last meeting with the king.

	Breetor had told him, “Only one night had passed since the Lyandor army’s departure, before travellers reported the stench of rotting corpses. Lord Lakor intended to follow with a second battalion, but I ordered him to stand down. First, we must find out what caused this destruction.”

	That was where Jrak came in. While his formal title was mystic messenger, the role was closer to that of an investigator, and sometimes a spy.

	“If it is of magical nature,” Breetor continued, “you should report your findings to your father. How I wish he had not resigned his post as Archmage! There is no mage in Psykoria better suited for the role.”

	“His reason remains secret, sire, even to Mother and I,” Jrak responded.

	Breetor nodded. “A mysterious man, that Randeth Swadoh. He remains at your family’s small home? The one near the Border Mountains’ summit?”

	“Yes, sire.”

	“Yours is perhaps the closest house to the Desolate Plains. A perilous location in such times, but certainly one suiting you shadowmancers.”

	That discussion was days ago. Now, Jrak bore witness to the rot itself. Relinn lay just north-east of Drason Wood. The daemons had already abandoned it once since its storming by the White Daemon Champion, but they returned soon after. Sentries stood upon the walls, some as still as statues, others pacing. Despite being proven single-minded creatures, the daemons’ idle behaviour did at times seem human—or close to whatever other animals they were created from.

	There were new daemons atop the wall: grey-fleshed creatures with shaggy dark manes and ape-like faces. Their eyes glowed brightly amid pallid forms, with wide mouths stretching from cheek-to-cheek, curving so their edges were in line with their noses.

	Their kind did not intimidate Jrak as they did most, but attracting their gaze now was undesirable. He waited until sundown before moving closer. Shadows formed around him, encasing his body in a dark mist, blending with his dim surroundings. Emerging from the trees, Jrak approached the corpses for a closer look.

	Some of the bodies had been cut down by blades, others burnt by black fire. More were shot by arrows. This was new; the daemons had never used archery before. Was it those grey daemons?

	Jrak expanded his voyancy, allowing his mind to pick up sights his eyes could not. This had a risk: other mages—and perhaps daemons—might sense his cerebral energies. He worried the grey daemons might sense his invasion, but for the chance to learn more about that unknown enemy, it was a risk worth taking. Many of these daemons stood on the walls, and with his senses focused upon them, Jrak could better assess their appearance.

	Similar to centaurs, the grey daemons’ upper bodies were manlike, but their lower bodies were closer to a horse. Unlike the centaurs, their legs and hinds were not covered in fur, leaving grey flesh exposed. More unusual, though, was that six more legs grew out their backs and flanks, hanging like hoofed arms. They each carried bows of black crystal, and on their backs hung quivers of dark-feathered arrows. The grey archers failed to detect Jrak’s senses, so did not bear much mystical power. Furthermore, most of the corpses seemed to have fallen to blades. The archers may have killed some, but they were not responsible for the majority. Regardless, the existence of daemon archers was troubling.

	Fog filled the air. Most men might mistake it as a simple shift in weather, but Jrak knew that such fog did not form during a Psykorian summer.

	Roars echoed from the walls. The daemon archers raised their bows and fired—Jrak conjured a barrier and their arrows were repelled. The daemons had discovered his location, but how?

	Several fire-men leapt from the battlements, carried through the air by whirlpools of black flame. White-frogs ascended the crenels, their open mouths resembling dark furnaces. Orbs of black fire flew Jrak’s way. He strengthened his barrier, and the fireballs smashed upon it. Fire-men and white-moths closed in. Jrak’s wards could not hold against them all, so he rifted, instantly transporting himself from one spot to another, leaving behind a puff of grey mist.

	Jrak rematerialized inside Drason Wood. Being a shadowmancer, his eyes could penetrate the darkness as if it were light. Thankfully, the same could not be said of the daemons, whose sight was no better than the average man’s. The fog was nearby, but moving. Was it some kind of daemonic sentry? Had this been what caused the Lyandor army’s massacre? That was hard to believe. The way it moved made it seem alive—and it was expanding. Jrak focused his voyancy on the mist. There was no mind within; it was not a living creature.

	Red-dogs emerged from the gates. Knowing the keenness of their tracking skills, Jrak backed into the forest until out of sight. The daemonic canines sniffed around the outskirts of Drason Wood, but never went inside. The fog reached the forest and stopped spreading at its edge. Had it reached its limit? No, the fog was trying to expand further, but the wind itself was forcing it away. This was no natural wind—it was aeromancy!

	Jrak searched his surroundings for the aeromancer. Werewolves resided in the deeper parts of Drason Wood. Tonight was a new moon, so none were transformed. He knew there were aethermancers among their pack, but was there an aeromancer too?

	Finally, the fog started to fade. A roar sounded from within Relinn, and the red-dogs returned to the city.

	Jrak returned to the edge of the forest, peering towards the city again. Atop the southern walls was a creature far larger than any other daemon; the red-men’s heads only reached its thighs. The daemon’s flesh was a dark shade of blue, resembling a night sky lit by strong moonlight. Its dark face was gaunt and grim, with yellow light glowing from sunken eye-sockets. Towards the scalp, large pointed shapes riddled the creature’s head, leading back to where several black horns sprouted. The creature’s neck was long compared to the usually stockier daemons, and its body, mostly covered by black material, was slender despite visible muscularity. However, this one had a pair of breasts—it was a she!

	The large daemon flapped her wings, lifting herself off the ground. She flew north-east, in the direction of Algatar. Four tentacles grew out her back, writhing to-and-fro as her huge wings swept the skies. Soon, she was out of sight. Relinn was quiet again.

	The discovery of this daemon was definitely worth reporting, but Jrak had not learned much about the battalion’s slaughter. He did not want to fail the king; he had never failed before, even when training in the Temples of Wizardry. So often did his peers get berated and scolded for their mistakes, but never Jrak. He dreaded the thought of sinking to that level. He yearned to become the greatest mage of his generation, just like his father. The greatest mage could not fail his king, even once. King Breetor was not only a man who stood against The Ultimate Evil, but even survived being stranded on a distant island ruled by dragons. With all that the king had achieved, how would he accept Jrak’s inability to accomplish these smaller tasks?

	The night was still young. If Jrak followed the daemon now, he could stay on her trail. There was no time to waste.


CHAPTER 2

	UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

	 

	 

	 

	It was two days before Jrak trailed the daemon to the northern city of Algatar. When passing Kettorn, he had described the large she-daemon to their commander as best as he could before continuing his pursuit. He ventured around People’s Lake, so-called because of its close proximity to so many northern cities, and passed a city called Sonirtor before reaching Algatar.

	Green-cloaked men stood sentry on the battlements, keenly gazing towards the distance. To most, this was normal, but Jrak had seen the she-daemon come this way. Why were these men not on edge? A thick fog made it difficult to see anything beyond. He must get closer.

	Jrak advanced, but he did so from the shadows of late dusk. It was dark despite the moonlight. The plains surrounding Algatar lacked features for him to hide among, so he relied on shadowmancy to help better conceal him, eventually approaching a large rock closer to the city. Hiding behind this rock, Jrak focused his voyancy directly on a sentry. An unsuspecting sentry would have no chance to resist a cerebromancer of Jrak’s level. Invading an innocent individual’s thoughts was usually frowned upon, but Jrak had a mission to do, and he wanted answers.

	His voyancy was blocked by something else.

	Something strange was happening here; when he did the same at Sonirtor, he had been able to check a man’s mind undetected, just to make sure everything was in order.

	A voice, loud and commanding, boomed within the city. “An intruder is outside our walls!”

	Jrak fled. With little cover, his only option was to conjure mist to blend with the night. He sprinted westward as fast as he could. Sonirtor was safe—he would return there. He risked a look back. His pursuers were not daemons, but men clad in the green colours of northern Psykoria.

	Distracted by looking back, Jrak did not notice the fog before he ran straight into it; the same fog from Relinn. He quickly backed away, but it followed.

	Something whooshed through the distant sky: the large she-daemon! With a thunderous crack, lightning as black as the night struck the ground ahead. Jrak skidded to a halt, sliding across the soil. He stopped just short of the electrified turf. More black lightning shot from the tips of the daemon’s four tentacles. Jrak conjured a barrier. Three forks missed, but one shattered his wards. Jrak dropped to his backside, his head throbbing—the consequence when a cerebromancer’s wards were broken.

	The daemon flew closer. More lightning shot from her tentacles. Jrak was too dazed to conjure another ward; his only chance was to hope they would miss.

	Another barrier appeared. Unlike Jrak’s, this one held firm and the lightning sparked through the air after hitting the invisible wall.

	Stand up and move, a voice said in his head. The winds will aid you.

	Someone was speaking to him through voyancy. Who are you? Jrak responded.

	We’re trying to save your life. If you wish to live, you must escape this place—now!

	Jrak pulled himself up and ran. The daemon continued her advance, but the winds around her grew so strong that she struggled to fly straight.

	The voice—that of a middle-aged male—continued: We won’t be able to hold her off for too long. Her fog will reveal you if you touch it. Find another route—one she will not predict.

	Jrak understood now why he was discovered; that daemon was summoning this fog, and could detect anything it touched. With this new knowledge, the young mage ran until his headache had cleared. The daemon was still on his tail, but the winds were keeping her away. Any lightning she sent missed hopelessly. Jrak glanced northward, hoping his pursuer had not noticed. Then, he rifted.

	Upon rematerialising, Jrak saw the North River. He was unsure if the daemon’s mist could go underwater, so decided to take the chance. Once close enough, he dove in. The North River’s source was Green Dragon Summit in the west, so it flowed eastward before eventually turning north and merging with the sea. Jrak needed to swim upriver; a difficult task even for an expert swimmer, which he was not.

	Thankfully, Jrak had other ways. He conjured a spherical ward about himself and filled it with air. Sinking underwater, he moved his conjured energies upriver. When the air ran out, he ascended to the surface and opened the orb slightly, letting in more air.

	Jrak remained in the river for an hour, maybe two, before deciding he must finally be out of sight from Algatar. He surfaced. There was no sign of the daemon, her fog, her lightning, or the winds which held her at bay. Jrak’s mana was low, but his physical energy had recovered. He climbed onto land and continued his journey on foot. He had escaped the daemons’ clutches... for now.

	Then the realisation sunk in. For the first time, Jrak had failed a quest as mystic messenger. He had not discovered exactly how the men at Relinn fell, nor what was happening at Algatar. Memories of the other mages losing favour with their seniors flashed through his mind, but for him, things might be much worse. It was not a senior mage he had just failed; it was the king.


CHAPTER 3

	THE CORRUPTER

	 

	 

	 

	Twice now, Bidekha had found that human lurking amidst her fogs. Had he learned too much? That wasn’t a risk she was willing to take, but when she tried to eliminate him, something stopped her—something, or someone.

	The large blue daemon flew back over the walls of Algatar. It had been two months since the daemons took this city, doing so secretly while the humans were occupied defending the west. If any good came from Gassar getting himself killed so easily, he had made the humans believe Royal Sigrun was their sole target. They had used this to their advantage, reinforcing their defences at Relinn and establishing a garrison to reach the Pale Mountains. Algatar’s defenders never expected an attack from the east—the city fell in moments. Bidekha may have been absent when it happened, but she was vital in gathering information about the city. Now, Argolax, the Daemon Archbishop, made it his home.

	In place of what was once a manor, a towering spire of black crystal had been erected. At its front were gargantuan double-doors made of dark wood. Unlike most, this cathedral was forged with an emphasis on height over mass. Though the structure was completed by the powers of the Daemon Archbishop himself, the doors were being decorated by small red imps with huge bug-like yellow eyes, which walked on six thick legs, hammering in carved metals. These small daemons were only four feet high, but while weak in battle, they were great builders, capable of carrying objects several times their own weight. Many of them hovered sluggishly around the upper parts of the cathedral, flapping small, ineffective wings that were useful for reaching high places.

	In front of the spire entrance, atop a large hill overlooking the entire city, Bidekha approached a huge cuboid structure the size of a manor itself. Imps were stacking layers of bricks upon it: the early stages of a giant altar, still in construction.

	Bidekha approached the cathedral’s doors. Many imps scuttled out her way as she banged a pincer against the wood.

	You failed to catch him, Bidekha, the Daemon Archbishop’s voice spoke in her head.

	Bidekha’s cold sinister voice showed little femininity as she replied out loud, “Are you just going to stay in there, Argolax, or come out to address me face-to-face?”

	After a second of silence, the doors flew open, releasing a cold wind marred with pricks of tiny black crystal. Imps were blown back like the insects they once were. Bidekha held her ground. The only light beyond were two pairs of glowing red eyes stacked on top of the other, gleaming from the darkness, a few heads higher than Bidekha herself.

	“How is it that the Blue Daemon Champion is incapable of killing a single human scout?” the Daemon Archbishop demanded.

	“That is why I seek your council,” Bidekha said. “Until now, I’ve had no problem using my fog to spy anywhere in the realm, even Royal Sigrun. However, something’s been tampering with my efforts of late. Today included.”

	The creature within the spire grunted. “Are you too weak to make proper use of the gifts granted to you by The Fallen One? No humans in this world should be able to stop you.”

	Bidekha’s brow sharpened. “Except they have that sword. I may not have seen how Gassar fell, but there is no other way the humans could have bested him without the Archangel’s sword.”

	A deafening thud echoed out of the dark room, followed by another. The red eyes drew closer. The imps who’d been working on the altar scattered away.

	The Daemon Archbishop towered high over Bidekha; though she was more than twenty feet tall, he stood several heads higher, reaching almost thirty feet. His flesh—as grey as stone—was more like exposed tissue than skin, except for his scalp, which resembled bone. There were multiple eye sockets, with an extra pair of gleaming red eyes on his forehead.

	He carried a huge staff as tall as himself, mostly black marble but with grey bone towards its top, shaped like a skeletal pair of arms with their hands outreached. The fingers curled around the orb at the staff’s tip, resembling a perfectly spherical crystal, its transparency showing swirling energies of many different colours within.

	“Your faith in The Fallen One is weak, Bidekha,” the towering daemon said, the black horns at either side of his head pointing towards her as if in accusation. “Gassar fell not because of a sword, but because he was foolish. He thought he could storm this entire world by himself—something even the master failed to accomplish. That is why we are here. He has put his faith in us, so we must put our faith in him, and the power he has granted us.”

	Bidekha snorted. She cared little for the Daemon Archbishop’s preaching, but with the number of humans already joining his cause, she couldn’t deny its effectiveness. “Argolax,” she replied. “You would’ve never seized this city had it not been for the information I gave you. Do not treat me as one of your subjects.”

	Argolax sighed wearily, though his skeletal expressions were unreadable. “Indeed, you did a good job finding an isolated city for me to forge my cathedral.”

	“And I would continue relaying information to you and the other masters, if this pest was not interfering with my fogs.”

	Argolax shrugged a shoulder, shifting his weight away from his huge staff. “Then set a trap. Lure out your foe.”

	“I shall, in due time. You sensed the intruder. Was he alone?”

	Argolax’s head tilted. “You dishearten me, Bidekha. Had I sensed others, I would have said.”

	Bidekha was likewise disheartened, because it meant that the one who had been interfering with her could cloak their mind against even Argolax.

	“Very well,” Bidekha said, turning away from the gargantuan Daemon Archbishop. “I shall find this intruder myself.”

	“No. Do not forget your ongoing mission.”

	Irritated, Bidekha halted and slowly turned back towards the large grey daemon. “Of course not,” she said, unable to hide her sarcasm. “That is, if that pest doesn’t blow my fogs out of every village I search.”

	“The sorcerer has discovered another location where you might find others who’d flock to our cause.”

	Bidekha growled at the thought of who Argolax spoke of; the human who opened the portals in this world which allowed them entry. He was now providing Argolax information about humans who might join the Daemon Archbishop’s cause. That mortal thought too highly of himself, which was made worse by how Argolax actually trusted him, unlike the rest of the Master Six.

	“Where?” Bidekha asked.

	“At the other side of Narthlow River.”

	“I’ll look into it, but if that pest gets in the way again, I won’t be able to use my fog to assess the humans’ motivations, and I can’t promise you’ll have many more flocking to your cause.”

	“Our cause,” Argolax corrected.

	Bidekha turned away and took flight. She would search this village as asked, but if her efforts were thwarted again, her mission for Argolax would have to wait until she had eliminated her mysterious nemesis.

	*

	The village was located within the fork of the Narthlow River, sitting at the foot of the Pale Mountains from where the river sourced. It was flanked on both sides by strong currents, and was a fishing village, distant from other cities. Its folk were an isolated people compared to most of Psykoria—even shadowmancers mingled more with the outside world than these men and women.

	Bidekha sat upon a rocky grey crag jutting from a cliff in the Pale Mountains. It was cold, but not as severe as the foggy blizzards engulfing the higher parts. While Psykoria was generally warm, this place had a climate matching that of the continent’s colder lands. The daemon positioned herself high enough to remain out of sight, but not so far that she could not see the village herself. She opened her mouth, and a ghastly rattle creaked as fog spread from not only her mouth, but from the tips of her four tentacles. It seeped down onto the village like an unseen ghost, dispersing the further it went. Invisible by the time it reached the ground, the fog made contact with every resident. Bidekha had chosen to do this at night while every villager was inside. Those who worked late would be within the town’s proximity, as opposed to during the day when fishermen ventured onto the river.

	The daemon heard and saw everything her fogs touched.

	“Night-shift in this forsaken village wasn’t what I thought we’d be doing when we finished our training in Lyandor,” a guard muttered.

	“I know,” another replied. “This place never sees any action. I took up the sword because I wanted to defend my realm, not stand on guard in some boring village.”

	“I should never have made that joke about Commander Vorgus’s dog.”

	The other man chuckled. “Yeah, he didn’t take that very well, but I still think it was hilarious. Mind, if I hadn’t laughed, maybe I wouldn’t have been sent here either. The realm is at war, but here we are, ordered to sit about in some dead-end fishing town during the middle of the night. Can’t even remember the last time I saw sunlight.”

	“Me neither. Makes me want to stop caring about this war sometimes.”

	Bidekha smirked; these were the kind of folk Argolax wanted. She spread her fog further, trying to find more.

	A mighty gale burst through the village, blowing away Bidekha’s fogs with such force that they immediately faded. The daemon no longer had eyes and ears in the village. This was no natural wind; it was that individual who had been thwarting her at every turn.

	Bidekha roared, casting her gaze about. Despite having keener sight than most daemons, she saw no sign of her enemy. Bidekha rallied her fogs one more time, opening her mouth to let out the same ghastly rattle.

	Her fogs did not even reach the village before the winds blasted them away again.

	Enraged, Bidekha leapt off the mountain and took flight, to actively hunt her foe.

	*

	Having failed to find her prey after hours of searching around the river and the closest mountains, Bidekha returned to Algatar just before sunrise. Argolax stood atop the hill behind the incomplete altar while every human follower in the city faced him. In their place, the muscular nephilim and the grey-skinned multi-legged buer now occupied the battlements. Argolax was conducting a mass, ensuring the humans’ faith in his cause did not waver. Bidekha knew she would receive no council until his preaching was finished, so leaned against a ruined spire.

	Argolax’s words boomed so loud that they were unmissable to any within the city. “Do not forget why our kind have come to this world. It is not to destroy all life as your mortal kings would have you believe, but to forge a better one. In order to forge a better world, any who resist us must be disposed of. Changes must be made in this world of hideous imperfection. But take heed. When the ugliness of your world is stripped to its core, a new one shall emerge from that empty void. The Fallen One has decreed it, and so it must be done.

	“Liberated you shall be from the lies told to you by the kings and priests of your lands. Liberated you shall be from the greed of the nobility who lord your homes. Why should you live in houses of mud and straw, working day in and day out, only for these men or women to take your earnings from you? Would you rather not live in a world where you can forge your own fate? Where you can...”

	“Did you find someone who I can use?” a voice asked, diverting Bidekha’s attention away from the rambling Argolax.

	To her right was a smaller she-daemon no larger than most humans, with a mixture of red flesh and white, sitting upon the roof of a building so she was level with the Blue Daemon Champion’s head.

	“Lichina,” Bidekha said. “I would ask what brings the Mother of Daemons here. Regardless, the answer is no.”

	Lichina sighed with frustration. “Are you even trying?”

	“I am trying to do what both you and Argolax wish of me. I do not search blindly, but approach villages we suspect have little faith in their king. If I find an individual whose mind has a perfect balance of darkness and light, I will be sure to inform you. However, I suspect that what you seek may not exist in this world—as it did not in any of the others.”

	Lichina’s brow lowered. “Just keep looking. It must exist. This is the same world which once repelled The Fallen One.”

	Bidekha snorted, turning her eyes away. “Even if it does, I will never find it if my work is always interrupted.”

	“Interrupted? By a mere human?”

	Bidekha looked sharply upon the smaller daemon. “I do not know who is doing this, but perhaps if you find them, this person might end up being this... one, that you seek.”

	Lichina tilted her head. “If you know nothing about them, how can you know that?”

	“I do not, but I do know that it’d help us all if you got them out of my way.”

	“That sounds like your problem. I’ve been busy scouring other parts of this realm, seeking a human who fits my needs. But if this human you hate so much has been harming my babies, I would certainly step in.”

	“You favour what Argolax is doing, don’t you?”

	“Of course. By turning the humans against one another, my babies no longer need to get hurt.”

	“Exactly. So, by eliminating this individual, you’ll not only benefit my cause, but your own too. Besides, if he stops interfering, it’ll be far easier for me to search this world for the one you seek.”

	Lichina let out a wicked chuckle. “All right Bidekha, you’ve got my attention. I’ll find this thorn in your side.”

	Saying nothing more, Lichina flew away from Algatar. Though the Mother of Daemons was not as powerful as any of the Master Six, her lack of direct involvement in the war effort meant she was more difficult for the humans to locate. Even the daemons rarely knew of her whereabouts and actions, nor what she wished to do once she found a human who matched her... requirements.

	By the time Bidekha turned back towards Argolax, the humans were parting from the altar. His mass was finished.

	The imps resumed their work on the altar; as the spire door’s decorations were complete, they were now crafting indents around the structure’s sides. As Bidekha approached, Argolax spotted her and said, “You return?”

	“The sentries of that village would serve you well,” Bidekha replied.

	“And the rest?”

	Bidekha hesitated. “I am unsure.”

	Argolax’s eyes sharpened. “It saddens me to say that my trust in you is diminishing, Bidekha.”

	“I was interrupted... again.”

	“Then what will you do about it?”

	“Exactly what you think. I will no longer be scouring villages for you, not until I find this pest and destroy them. I even convinced Lichina to aid my efforts.”

	Argolax snorted. Though Lichina appreciated that he was using humans to do the fighting rather than the other daemons, the Daemon Archbishop thought of her as nothing but a nuisance. “What aid would Lichina be to you?”

	“A distraction, or a surprise. Whatever it is she does, she remains free of the mortals’ grasp. You told me to do something about this, and I am. You’re the one always saying to have faith, so now I ask you to place your faith in me. I will find my enemy, and I will destroy them. After I’ve done this, I will continue delivering your disciples.”

	After a brief pause, Argolax nodded. “Very well, Bidekha. You have one more chance.”

	Bidekha nodded, before turning away.

	“Besides,” Argolax continued, “the sorcerer has already set my other plan into motion.”

	Bidekha stopped. “The one that would strip Psykoria’s crown from the mortal who wields the Archangel’s sword?”

	Argolax said no more, returning to his spire.

	Turning her thoughts away from the Daemon Archbishop’s desires, Bidekha left Algatar. Her only focus now was to eliminate this enemy who had been plaguing her efforts, but it seemed another alliance was just coming into play...


CHAPTER 4

	THE AMBITIOUS ARCHMAGE

	 

	 

	 

	“The king will see you now,” the guard told him. The time had finally come; Jrak must report his failure to the king. Inhaling, he stepped through the large red doors.

	Journeying back, Jrak had kept a low profile in Lyandor, posing as a traveller while recovering his strength. The following morning, he purchased a horse and was on his way straight to Royal Sigrun.

	It was already Nuntciudi, the day of messages. Jrak almost always delivered his messages on Nuntciudi, preferring to keep alive the old traditions of the seven days. Upon standing before King Breetor, his heart raced as he spoke of the blue daemon and her strange abilities.

	“We’ve known for a while that the daemons wield Infernales versions of the elemental arts.” Breetor replied. “It seems this daemon is the Infernales equivalent of an aeromancer.”

	Agreeing, Jrak described the graver matter of Algatar’s fall, and the human sentries he saw. The king straightened in his throne while listening. Once done, Jrak bowed his head. “I am sorry for failing you, Your Highness.”

	Ignoring Jrak’s apology, Breetor asked, “Does Lord Lakor know of this?”

	“No. I reported nothing while in Lyandor.”

	The king nodded with relief—Jrak knew that if he had informed Lakor, the glory-seeking lord might try to retake the city... and perish in the attempt.

	“I want Algatar further investigated,” Breetor said. “However, sending you alone will not be enough. Has a new Archmage been named since your father’s resignation?”

	“No. I have heard nothing from the Master’s Temple of late. Then again, I have never held close ties to them, unlike with the Temple of Shadow. The other shadowmancers report to Father and I frequently, and have been sending aid to the besieged Temple of Fire.”

	“Still, I wish I knew why your father resigned as Archmage.”

	Jrak paused, before saying, “The most popular rumour is that he felt the political dealings to be holding back his own furthering in the mystical arts. Even back home, he continues practising his craft.”

	The king stroked his beard. “And you believe this?”

	Jrak lowered his head. “I... honestly do not know, sire.”

	Breetor leaned forward in his throne. “Out of all the mages in Psykoria, you are the one I trust the most, Jrak. Even more-so than your father.”

	“I... I am honoured, sire. Does my recent failure not concern you?”

	“The fact you escaped alive and delivered what little you did learn is no sign of failure. That’s why you must return to Algatar. However, you need with you the most powerful mage in Psykoria.”

	Jrak was taken aback. “Sire... are you telling me to ask for my father’s aid?”

	“Do you know any living mages in Psykoria more powerful than he?”

	“No, sire. Not in this generation.”

	“Good. Then you are to unite with him and form a party, just as you did when you aided me at the Temple of Fire. I’ll have the order written in full this evening. You must give him the parchment personally.”

	Nervous of telling his father this himself, Jrak kept his head bowed. Part of him was relieved the king was not upset with him, but now he worried about his father’s reaction. “Yes, sire. I shall do what you ask. Even if he declines, I will put together a team without him, and learn all I can about Algatar.”

	Breetor sighed. “If Randeth Swadoh bears any loyalty to our efforts, then to decline would only mean he’s a coward, or not so loyal to our cause after all.”

	Jrak looked to the ground. His father was no coward, but part of him wondered if the former Archmage would heed the king’s order.

	*

	With the parchment in hand, Jrak left Royal Sigrun.

	When he was first offered the assignment of becoming the king’s mystic messenger, he initially wanted to decline. He enjoyed the solitude at the Temple of Shadow, caring little for anything other than his own development in the mystical arts—he was indeed his father’s son. However, the day he had met Breetor, everything changed.

	Jrak had never been able to get inside Randeth’s mind, so never saw the memory of his deeds during the War of Good and Evil. But, per invitation, Jrak saw the memories Breetor Sigmus had of those years. Much hardship was forced on Breetor, not only in witnessing the deaths of his father and brothers, but taking up the duties his siblings were groomed for. Regardless, Breetor persevered and stopped the realm from falling apart. His quest continued even after The Ultimate Evil’s defeat, when he was swept away from Psykoria to the mythical Land of the Beasts. His returning with a befriended dragon showed any potential rebels what kind of man he was.

	Jrak cherished his decision to become the king’s mystic messenger. He initially thought it meant he would have to pass messages through the realm, interacting with countless other nobility. He was pleased to learn that only his meetings with Breetor were compulsory.

	With such a man declaring his trust in him, the young mage would not let him down again.

	*

	Avoiding the besieged Torikun, Jrak passed through Mornarn and Korsenn before finally plunging into the Desolate Plains.

	What Jrak had heard about his father’s deeds from the War of Good and Evil, was that Randeth had been heading the Temple of Shadow and protected several villages, one of which housed his future wife, Aisina. Jrak’s mother told him countless times how Randeth kept her neighbours safe whenever those aligned with The Ultimate Evil attacked. Once the dreaded war ended, not only was Randeth named Archmage, but the pair were wed.

	Randeth was respected by everyone at the Temple of Shadow, and thus, so was Jrak. The brief time he spent at the Temple of Fire was less enjoyable; most of the practitioners there viewed him with contempt, thinking Jrak gained special favours and privileges because he was the Archmage’s son.

	Putting those memories behind him, Jrak gazed nervously at the secluded brick house ahead, with a connected rectangular section at the rear which served as Randeth’s library. The windows were covered by black curtains, providing the privacy all shadowmancers preferred. In his childhood days prior to becoming an apprentice at the Temple of Shadow, Jrak had started reading his father’s books on magic, learning the basics of cerebromancy. He always wanted to impress his father—the man he had heard so many heroic stories about—though Randeth rarely spoke a word of acknowledgement.

	Jrak’s mother, Aisina, never appreciated her son’s trips to the library, preferring to drag him into the main house to help with chores. Jrak always made an effort to avoid these, even sneaking into the library at times; he hated getting his hands wet.

	Randeth chose this location because of its seclusion, but Aisina had not been fond of it. She often missed her interactions with the outside world, but was content spending the rest of her days with the man she loved.

	Stepping into the large porch before the oak door, Jrak raised a hand to knock, but the weight in his stomach multiplied. It was easier when he was simply visiting. For several moments, he froze, until finally, after exhaling, his knuckles tapped against the door.

	Silence followed. Jrak expected the door to be opened, if not by his mother, then by his father’s wards. However, the young mage gazed upon the dark unwelcoming oak and it did not move.

	He knocked again, louder this time. Still no answer. Though Randeth disliked visitors, Aisina enjoyed such company. Had they left for a more secure location?

	Rather than knock again, Jrak scanned the house using voyancy. Beyond the door and walls, his senses were met by a black construct; this was the barrier which had kept all in the house hidden. The cloaking barrier was an advanced ability of shadowmancy, a dark wall stopping anyone from hearing or seeing anything inside—it must have been conjured by Randeth. It was not solid, though; Jrak knew that he would be able to walk through it without harm.

	“Forgive me,” Jrak muttered silently, seeing no choice but to unlock the house using his wards.

	Slowly, without touch, the door creaked open. Jrak was met by the barrier’s black shadow. Taking a deep breath, he readied his guard and stepped through.

	Although everything was darker than normal, as a shadowmancer, he could see clearly. The living quarters were a mess; the large wooden table was tipped over, one of the chairs was in pieces, and the others were scattered about. The door to the kitchen was smashed open and utensils were strewn everywhere.

	Jrak’s parents stood ahead. His father, Randeth, was clad in his usual purple robes, open at the front to reveal a thinner grey robe beneath. His hood was back, revealing his bald head, and the black goatee around his mouth. He held his staff, a long, black, marble construct, with a huge pear-shaped amethyst at its tip.

	Opposite him, Aisina stood with her back against the wall. She wore a scarlet dress, her long dark hair only now starting to grow strands of grey. Her usually gentle face was creased with anger.

	“Randeth, this is madness!” she cried.

	“Listen to me, Aisina,” Randeth replied. “You will become queen.”

	“You want to do this now while those things are out there?! You’ll doom us all!”

	“Doom us all? I will be King of Psykoria. I will lead this land to salvation! I have looked in Breetor’s mind. He knows himself that this land will never be truly united under his reign. He executed too many of our nobility.”

	“Because they rebelled against him, just as you’re suggesting we do now! Randeth, I implore you, reconsider this mad scheme!”

	“Aisina, if we allow the Sigmus dynasty to continue, Psykoria will be forever divided.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“Because the forces who plague this land now are the same forces who divided our people in the first place.”

	“And you’re taking their side?”

	“I am not taking their side, I have simply found a mutual ground where they can help me overthrow Breetor. When I sit on Psykoria’s throne, you can rest assured that I will rid this land of any conflict.”

	Jrak stepped forward, deliberately making a sound. Slowly, both Randeth and Aisina turned towards him.

	“And how would you do that, Father?” he asked.

	Randeth smiled, while Aisina’s eyes started to well with tears.

	“Jrak,” the former Archmage said. “Nice of you to join us. I know you agree that we mages have always been a more integral part in Psykoria’s protection than any kings of the past.” Keeping a stern face to hide his uncertainty, Jrak gave a single slow nod. Randeth continued, “Was it not Archmage Taelon Laskar who led Psykoria’s forces into the Ortisian Kingdom and toppled the Vampire Lord? And the party which summoned the God of Time to defeat The Ultimate Evil, it was not led by Breetor Sigmus, but by a mage-priestess. So, why is it mages like us have always found ourselves bending to the will of these men who sit on Psykoria’s throne? Should we not be the rulers?”

	Jrak paused, his feelings mixed. It was true that he had always found solace in the importance of mages in Psykoria’s history, but as far as kings went, Breetor Sigmus truly was a great man.

	Quietly, he responded, “Father—”

	“Jrak, don’t listen to him!” Aisina cut him off. “He wants to—”

	“Let the boy make his own decision!” Randeth yelled, causing Aisina to wince.

	“Tell me your scheme,” Jrak said, looking towards his father sternly.

	Randeth’s oak-brown eyes slowly met his son’s. “The daemons are not the only ones plotting Breetor Sigmus’s downfall, there are men and women who likewise wish for the Sigmus dynasty’s end. I have been chosen to succeed him. Not only would I become king, but you will become prince.”

	“That is not what I asked. I already know your objective. Tell me how you intend to fulfil it.”

	Randeth hesitated before responding. “I will kill Breetor Sigmus and seize the throne for myself.”

	Jrak’s brow lowered. “Just like that? You do not think that would cause even more conflict?”

	“I already have others who will follow me.”

	“Where did you find them?”

	“Jrak, why are you—”

	“Tell me, Father. How can I possibly make my decision if you are hiding things from me?”

	Randeth paused again, his gaze sharpening. Aisina looked at her son with more pride after her earlier doubts, though her tears kept flowing.

	“All right, Jrak,” Randeth continued, speaking softly. “The daemons recruited them.”

	Not only had Jrak’s brow lowered more, but his teeth started to grind. “You have aligned yourself with them?”

	“Only temporarily.”

	“You would help them overthrow our king?”

	“So that I may take his place!”

	“Father, you have lost your mind. Did you not stand against these same forces decades past? How can you even fathom aligning with them?”

	“Do you want me to tell you why I relinquished the position of Archmage?”

	This time, Jrak was the one who paused.

	“It was so I could finally focus on a way to achieve my real dream,” Randeth continued. “All I have ever wanted was for Psykoria to be ruled by those who truly brought this realm its past glories. I wanted to see Psykoria ruled by a mage.”

	“And you would do that by seeking help from monsters and overthrowing a good man?”

	“Jrak, this is the only chance anyone will ever have to clean this realm up once and for all.”

	“Breetor Sigmus is cleaning this realm up.”

	Randeth’s jaw clenched. “You have grown far too attached to him since becoming his mystic messenger.”

	Jrak went silent.

	When he realised his son would not reply, Randeth frowned. His words came out low and grim. “I should have never let you take up that job. I was surprised you even accepted.”

	“You are right,” Jrak responded. “I never wanted it. But I could not turn down an audience with the king, so go I did, at least to decline in person. Instead, I got to know the man, and could not turn down the chance to aid someone so valiant.”

	Randeth’s face became blank, hiding his displeasure. “And that is your choice now, Jrak?”

	With those words, the weight of a world fell on Jrak’s shoulders. The two men he had looked up to most in his life were Randeth Swadoh and Breetor Sigmus. Growing up, he had idolised his father’s prowess in the mystical arts, and how he always performed cerebromancy so effortlessly, almost seeming at one with the magic. All he ever wanted was to gain his approval; something he could achieve now by joining this madness. On the other hand, Breetor Sigmus was a real hero who had sacrificed so much for his realm, even his own reputation and happiness. All this, he did to keep the peace, and though his efforts weren’t perfect, no one could deny his success.

	Now, Jrak was being forced to pick which of these two men he wished to aid. In his heart, he knew that opposing his father was the right choice, but could he really betray his family?

	Jrak raised his eyes. Rather than looking at his father, he watched Aisina. Jrak had never held the same adoration for his mother as he had his father. Whereas Randeth was the Archmage and the mightiest living member of Psykoria’s Temples of Wizardry, Aisina was merely a commoner from a village south-east of the Inferno Mountains. She was always scolding him, especially for caring more about studying the mystical arts than his household chores. However, she was always the one caring for Jrak whenever he felt ill or got hurt. The look in Aisina’s eyes were a silent plea for Jrak to make the right choice, even if it meant crossing his father; it seemed she already had.

	This realisation made Jrak’s decision heavier. No matter which choice he made, he would have to betray his family either way.
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A Champion of Psykoria prequel.

Follow Breetor Sigmus, King of Psykoria,
in his earlier years, as he discovers a land
no other Psykorian has set foot on before...
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