
The STORSEN WAR

Karl Guthorm

Book 3 of The Immortal Vendetta

The Storsen War

©2015-2026 Augusto Chiarle

All Rights Reserved

Cover Art:

©Dusan Kostic (via Dreamstime)

All Rights Reserved

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Storsen War (The Immortal Vendetta, #3)

1 — Storm

2 — Winds of War

3 — The Fury of the Elements

4 — Convalescence

5 — Ill Omens

6 — Night of Horrors

7 — The Skies of Aren

8 — The Messenger

9 — Conspiracies

10 — The Prince's Camp

11 — Stratagems

12 — Partings

13 — The Lord of Ravens

14 — The End

15 — Underworld

16 — The Battle of Bergviken

17 — Change at the Top

18 — Golden Cage

19 — Klesianburg

20 — The Head of Hektar

21 — Sven

22 — Martial Law

23 — The Calm After the Battle

24 — Slavery

25 — Styrbiorn

26 — Defections

27 — The Cantor

28 — The Embassy

29 — Servants of the Monster

30 — The Slaughterhouse

31 — Shadows of Blood

32 — Changes

33 — Specters

34 — The Silver Prince

35 — Procession

36 — The Night of Charon

37 — The Battle of Aren

38 — Elves

39 — Darkness

41 — The Executioner's Halls

42 — Shadows of Death

43 — The Hand of Fate

44 — The End of the Game

45 — The Dawn of the Day After

46 — The Calm After the Storm

47 — Epilogue

THE  END | The Immortal Vendetta

THE AUTHOR

Omens do not exist. 
Fate does not send its Heralds. 
It is too wise, or too cruel, to do so.
Oscar Wilde
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[image: ]


King Fiachra's Coinneach move like ants, maneuvering the ship's ropes that hang from Tir Inna Noc. The afternoon sky above Peylan is turning a deep grey, promising an imminent storm. The wind lashes the grass in fitful gusts, making the soldiers' work both arduous and dangerous. The first drops of rain are already wetting the plain to the west of the city. Throughout the afternoon, the flying ship has been losing altitude under the careful guidance of its skilled crew, sinking slowly toward the ground. Now that it has nearly reached it, the soldiers are driving several dozen large metal stakes into the earth, to which the ropes are being secured. Tir Inna Noc is as large as a city block of Peylan, yet its envelopes stand nearly as tall as the city's mighty walls. Other soldiers are hoisting several long metal poles onto the towers, raising them far above everything else in the vicinity.

The descent of Tir Inna Noc draws the gaze of Peylan's inhabitants, despite the curfew. From the towers of the Corporation Palace, Styrbiorn, young assistant to Master Nordaal, asks his superior: "What are those poles for?"

"They're lightning rods," the dean explains. "They're meant to attract lightning bolts."

"For what purpose?"

"It has been observed that bolts strike the highest points." Nordaal's tone is the same he uses when instructing young mages during the many lessons of their interminable training. "I imagine that, since the flying ship's envelopes contain flammable gas, they're trying to draw the inevitable lightning from a storm toward the city towers, reducing the risk of an explosion."

"I see," says Styrbiorn in a calm tone, inclining his head slightly in deference. "Shall we attempt to sabotage the lightning rods? If a bolt were to strike the ship, we might manage to destroy the enemy's main weapon."

"I'm not comfortable with it," replies the Aeromancer, sighing. "They have on board devices like the one that annihilated Zaklia. I don't like the thought of one of them exploding so close to a city as large as Peylan — and the power of a lightning bolt could detonate it."

"Will we have other opportunities?" asks Styrbiorn, pragmatic. "If it were to explode, it would take the Immortal himself with it. Perhaps it would be worth sacrificing an entire city for that purpose."

Nordaal shakes his head slowly. "I cannot go that far," he says, after a moment. "I would rather run somewhat greater risks than knowingly choose to annihilate so many innocents, unless it becomes inevitable."

"Shall we try to get someone aboard the flying ship, then? I don't know how many more chances we'll have."

"You're undoubtedly right. But surveillance will be at its peak — how would we manage it?"

The two fall silent, watching the mooring operations, as the first flashes of lightning begin to appear in the distance.

***
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THE LIGHTNING ON THE horizon is met with unease by the two great dragons, whose membranous wings beat furiously, tearing out the wooden stakes to which they have been tethered. Charon and her brother Balor stand on the ground near their animals, watching the soldiers labor to moor Tir Inna Noc. Suddenly a gust of wind shifts the great flying ship, and one of the ropes snaps and cracks through the air, carrying with it a group of soldiers who were handling it — lifting them into the air and sweeping them away like insects. Shouted orders follow, and frantic activity from the remaining soldiers. Despite the moments of terror, the remaining moorings hold, and when the gust subsides, the operations are completed.

King Fiachra's army is divided in two, some outside the city and some within. The Coinneach in particular have now been redeployed around the flying ship to defend it against possible sorties, and are erecting barriers of wooden stakes and earthworks.

"The landing operations make her look ungainly and dangerous," observes Balor, voicing an opinion his sister shares.

"What news do you have from Alliodan's army?" the Valkyrie asks him.

"Our father was forced to split it," he replies. "Part of them fell back on Senaja, which they've occupied. A substantial cavalry detachment, with Alliodan in command, rode east to Dark Vale and used their boats to cross to the other bank. When I left them, the Duke of Peylan's army was besieging Senaja, and our father was riding toward Aren."

"I've lost the thread of the overall plan, despite the explanations King Fiachra gave me," says Charon.

"The northern army was always just a lure — meant to draw the bulk of Peylan's forces and keep them occupied. The real objectives are the cities of the south."

"I fear we won't be able to conquer them and hold them effectively, though."

"I don't think those are the Immortal's intentions." Balor shakes his head. "I believe his vendetta will be fierce and swift. I think we'll leave nothing but ruins behind us in the cities we take."

Charon falls silent. She doesn't like hearing this confirmation of what she already believes. Deep down she had almost hoped to hear something else — something more glorious, or just. Her conscience is telling her that she is taking part in a genuine large-scale genocide, and with each passing day she thinks more and more about how she might rebel.

But she has seen what Fiachra and the Immortal are capable of, and she knows she cannot count even on her own brother.

She feels like a prisoner. The day she was enslaved by the barbarians of Tiros and stripped of her freedom — that same feeling has returned, only now she senses she has been gradually bound to something far more complex, that she has simply changed masters.

And she doesn't like it one bit.

"What is she like?" Balor asks her suddenly.

"Who are you referring to?"

"The Lady of Dragons," her brother specifies. "The crew say you've spoken with her several times when you returned to Tir Inna Noc."

"It's strange — none of them have ever spoken a word to me, yet they do to you." The Valkyrie realizes they probably don't speak to people of a different sex, perhaps out of long habit from not speaking with the Lady of Dragons. "Her name is Aine," she says. "She is our sister. And she is a hostage to guarantee our father's loyalty to the Immortal."

Balor seems puzzled. "Does that mean they wouldn't otherwise be on the same side?"

Charon shrugs. "I can't answer that. I've asked myself the same thing. In any case, if I were you, I wouldn't let this information slip. If our loyalty were called into question, perhaps not even our privileged status as Numerati could guarantee our safety."

The pitch-covered heads of traitors — or those presumed to be — and of those who have disappointed the Immortal, adorning the deck of Tir Inna Noc, are deterrent enough.

The lightning inside the black storm clouds grows more intense. A powerful thunderclap rolls immediately after, and the rain begins to pour.

The two half-elves retreat to the pavilion reserved for them, waiting for the storm to pass.

***
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LIONA HAS BEEN WALKING for at least an hour through the Healing Houses. She now wears a loose tunic of rough linen, stained and comfortable, over her traveling clothes, and is indistinguishable from an ordinary scullery maid.

The rain outside falls in torrents, and the steady, unsettling patter of hailstones can be heard against the shutters, now closed despite the daylight. At every thunderclap the nurses flinch and murmur prayers to Thor, god of lightning, asking him to be merciful — or to strike down their enemies and spare the Healing Houses. Liona decides to imitate them, as if she too were superstitious, so as not to draw attention.

Moving through the labyrinthine corridors of the large buildings, she finally finds Gunvor. The man is awake, but Liona immediately sees that his condition is serious.

"Lady Liona," he says, when he sees her. "What are you doing here? Where is my daughter?"

"She is safe," Liona replies, carefully examining the bandages and dressings. "Lord Hektar took her out of Peylan before the invaders made their entrance. I cannot say more, in the not unlikely event that you are questioned."

Gunvor sighs. "She is all I have," he says. "It gladdens me to know she is safe. My own life is of no further importance, so long as my daughter is safe. If they question me, I will tell them what they want to hear. I know Lord Hektar will already have counted on it happening, whether I wish it or not."

Liona raises an eyebrow. He knows his master well, she thinks. "Hektar secured the army's retreat through a magical stratagem," she says aloud instead.

Gunvor tries to laugh, but the pain soon turns the laugh into a deep, gurgling cough. "I know his way of working magic," he says, once he has recovered enough. "It is more effective than the superstition found in popular belief, that much is certain. Sometimes it is just as spectacular. I imagine making an entire army disappear will be something written about for centuries!"

"It's possible," replies the beautiful elf, finishing her inspection of the dressings. "You are being cared for by one of the finest healers in the city. I'll come to visit you again if I can, but the important thing is that you don't lose heart. You must rest a while longer and recover all the strength you can. Soon there will be work to be done..." Let's hope there's still time to act, she thinks, as she speaks those words.

"What is the Flying City like?" asks Gunvor.

"It's not really a city," Liona replies. "Just a large, ungainly ship suspended from balloons."

"Magic in the manner of Lord Hektar, it would seem."

The elf nods. "It is."

"What seems like magic to a fool is science to a wise man — that's what he always says. The supernatural does not exist, because everything that exists is natural."

"Profound and fitting words. Now rest, Gunvor — I must leave you."

"Thank you for visiting me, Lady Liona."

The elf is about to rise and leave when the man grasps her hand. "Please, protect my Ella," he urges once more.

"She is already in good hands," Liona tells him, waiting until Gunvor releases her hand.

I have no time for that: I must focus on my revenge, Liona thinks. I must figure out how to get aboard that bastard Lugan's Flying Ship and kill him.

A particularly violent thunderclap makes the walls of the Healing Houses shudder.

Liona walks away quickly. Some patients call out to her, asking for help, misled by her disguise. Some plead with her. There is very little staff around. I see only human women here, she notices suddenly. She stops one of them and asks why: "I don't see any healers — what has become of them?"

"In hiding at home, most of them, or fled," is the answer. "Only a few of the braver ones are still here. Word spread of what happened to the men in the outer districts, and many are fleeing faster than rats from a sinking ship."

Those with means save themselves; those without must endure events, as always. "How are you managing with the patients, then?"

"Mostly we watch many die who could have been saved." The woman's tired, hardened gaze reveals lack of sleep and that necessary cynicism needed to shoulder a heavy burden of grief.

Liona is about to ask who will look after Gunvor, but realizes it would be futile, so she moves on. Good luck, she thinks. I would commend you to the mercy of the gods, but whether they exist or not, they are utterly indifferent to suffering — I have lived long enough to see it with my own eyes.

The elf feels a strange sensation within herself — a hollow feeling in her stomach. She is sorry to leave Gunvor. In some way her conscience stings.

Perhaps sharing in the sufferings of humans has made me more sensitive to them, she thinks. Or perhaps they remind me too much of my own. Alone I would change nothing in any case — I must focus on the objective, she tries to convince herself, as she exits the complex of buildings.

***
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THE SUN IS SETTING far behind the Mountains of Tiros, to the west. The banks of the River Storsen, near the village of Lemje, are soaked in blood. The corpses of soldiers and horses litter the southern shore. Floating wreckage from small boats, and more bodies, are being carried by the placid, relentless current toward the sea.

"The battlefield is ours, My Lord," announces Skald, Alliodan's lieutenant. "Our losses are almost negligible — our enemies were nothing but militiamen, ill-suited to a real engagement. We have already begun moving the troops across."

"Have you spotted Aren's ships?" asks the elf whom everyone still believes to be Lugan the Immortal.

"No, my lord."

"Better that way. Although, I imagine they'll learn of this battle soon enough regardless," Alliodan states coldly, looking at the corpses carried downstream. "Ferry across everyone capable of moving in the shortest possible time. Abandon the most severely wounded to their fate. We must move quickly."

"Yes, my lord." Skald brings a hand to his chest in salute and moves off to obey.

Alliodan turns to look westward, ignoring the movements of his own troops as they hasten to take possession of the now-deserted fishing village.

Where are you? he wonders. Where is your Flying City?

However hard he looks, he can see nothing. Only great storm clouds in the distance, laden with their silent lightning.

"Skald!" he calls. The half-elf lieutenant is finishing briefing the company commanders, but at the call he approaches promptly and stands to attention.

"As soon as we are ready, we ride west," Alliodan orders. "We march by night, at a forced pace. Aren will have to wait."

Skald doesn't argue, but his expression prompts Alliodan to add: "A plan that cannot be changed is a poor one."

The lieutenant salutes and runs off to brief the commanders again.
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2 — Winds of War
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Kirlian's great study, situated in the Tooth of Storsen, is a vast hall entirely filled with books and maps of every kind, to the point that no part of the walls is left uncovered by shelves crowded with volumes of every shape and size, or by geographical charts. At the center of the hall, a large table holds a map of the region, showing the cities south of Elsevereth and the details of the surrounding area — yellowed, slightly fragmented, and scorched at the edges, as though it had survived some traumatic event in its past.

"This is one of two great maps given to me after the Battle of Canterville by Knut III, father of the current duke," explains the half-elf. "It is not accurate — it shows neither many of the mountains and rivers, nor any village; Canterville itself is not even on it. And yet somehow it is compelling."

"And it reminds visitors that you fought alongside the previous Lord of Peylan," Hektar points out.

"Precisely. It commands a certain respect, I've noticed."

"Is there no discrimination against elven blood in Aren?"

"In the Free Cities, as a rule, what earns respect is money and power. I possess both."

Hektar notices that everything in that study is designed to impress. The imposing library, to underscore Knowledge. The ancient military maps, to underscore both martial expertise and longevity. The sheer size of the room, calculated to diminish whoever enters it. The position of Kirlian's chair, behind the great desk, set higher than the eye level of his interlocutor.

"You receive ambassadors here, don't you?" asks the mage.

"Exactly. They're well acquainted with these methods, and they expect them. Those who don't use them tend not to be taken seriously."

Kirlian and the mage make their way to the far end of the great hall, toward a wooden door set into the wall entirely occupied by the immense bookcase. The half-elf uses a key worn on a chain around his neck to open it, and the two step into another study, cluttered with books stacked in disordered piles — some open on the writing desk — and with instruments of various kinds, from vessels filled with substances of strange colors to large astrolabes charting the positions of stars and planets.

One device, above all, catches Hektar's attention: a wooden box roughly the size of a small trunk, with a sort of large metal funnel at one end and a smaller one connected to a cable. Atop the box sits a large metal web.

"What is that, if you please?" asks the mage, curious and aware that he is looking at something entirely unfamiliar.

"If we were in Peylan, you would have founded a new school of mages to describe the scholars of the Free Cities," Kirlian says with a dry smile. "Eldstromer, or Magnetomancers, or something of that sort, I imagine. But we commonly call ourselves Alchemists, although chemistry is by no means our only field of interest."

"I've heard that the Alchemists of the Free Cities are highly capable, and that their range of activity is broader than ours. What is the purpose of this device?"

"Long-distance communication," says the half-elf. "These devices allow a voice to be transmitted to other instruments of the same kind. But only three others exist, to my knowledge."

"One in Aren, one in Ullanger, and one in Stromsburg, I imagine?"

"Exactly. They are so secret that only very few people know of their existence. Here in the Tooth, only I have access to this room. We have fixed times at which we can communicate with the others. We need only wait some ten minutes for the next one."

Kirlian fiddles with the device, turns a knob, then listens attentively to the sharp, barely audible hiss that emerges from the box.

"What principle does it exploit?" asks Hektar.

"If a treaty between us ever leads us to exchange knowledge, I might reveal that," the half-elf replies pragmatically. "For now it will suffice to know that it works and what it is for."

That is why the Free Cities transmit information so efficiently, Hektar reflects. Their leaders are always in coordination, as though they were sitting in the same meeting room.

A few minutes later a crackle emerges from the metal funnel, and a recognizable voice announces itself as the Aide-de-Camp of the Council of Ullanger.

"Councillor Bauno, representing the Council of Ullanger, on the line," the voice crackles.

Soon two more voices announce themselves in like fashion: the Vice-Governor of Aren and the Oligarch of Stromsburg.

"Kirlian, from the Tooth of Storsen, on the line as well," says the half-elf last, speaking into the smaller funnel. "I bring news of the gravest urgency, requiring a common course of action and, I believe, a common response."

"Ready to copy," reply the voices, one by one.

"Each of them has a notebook," the half-elf says quietly to Hektar. "This is how we ensure everyone has it at hand before we transmit." Then Kirlian turns back to the small metal funnel: "What we feared has come to pass. The armies of Lugan the Immortal have mobilized. The army from Tiros held in the north by Knut is not the only threat to our region: a great army from the west has crossed the Barrow Lands and marched on the southern cities. The city of Peylan has surrendered, and at this moment all the main cities of the duchy are under attack in some form. We have reason to believe that Lugan does not intend to stop, and that his aim is to conquer Aren and the other cities of the eastern coast as well. The Immortal also possesses a new weapon capable of annihilating an entire city in a single blow, and we believe he intends to use it against us. The floor is yours."

A rustling silence greets this long address, and for a moment Hektar wonders whether the device has stopped working, or whether those listening have been left speechless by the news.

"Is there anything we can do?" asks what Hektar takes to be the voice of the Oligarch of Stromsburg.

"In my view," Kirlian replies, "we must mobilize our fleets and armies and go to the aid of the Duchy of Peylan. Furthermore — more urgently still — find a means of stopping the enemy's weapon of destruction."

"You are our most powerful mage," the Councillor of Ullanger's voice crackles. "How do you propose to do it? Do you have any details on the matter?"

"My sources believe the weapon will be transported here aboard a flying ship," the half-elf replies. "We should find a way to bring it down."

"A flying ship?" the voice from Stromsburg asks again. "There is simply no way such a thing exists!"

"I have no reason to doubt the word of Hektar Henriksdal, Archmage of Peylan," Kirlian replies, unruffled. "That vessel — otherwise known as Tir Inna Noc, the City in the Sky — is currently above his city. It is a fact, not a mere hypothesis."

"It exists? But what principle does it exploit?" asks the Oligarch, evidently well acquainted with the workings of magic.

"I'll let him tell you himself, as he is here with me."

Kirlian turns to Hektar and offers him the funnel. The mage takes it and examines it, slightly uncertain, then brings it to his mouth as he has seen the half-elf do, and says: "I am Hektar Henriksdal, Archmage of Peylan and Plenipotentiary Representative of Duke Knut IV. My lord is currently engaged in war, held at Elsevereth with the Ducal Army, and therefore every decision made down here in the south falls to me." He pauses briefly, then continues: "I am not an Aeromancer, but I have seen it with my own eyes: it is an immense flat-bottomed wooden ship, suspended beneath balloons filled with gas. Lugan the Monster's flying vessel exploits the buoyancy of certain gases lighter than air."

Hektar hands the funnel back to Kirlian.

"Lord Kirlian, you have overstepped," the voice from Ullanger accuses. "You have let an outsider in on one of our most closely guarded secrets!"

The Oligarch's voice quickly echoes the same charge. But before Kirlian can say anything, it is the Vice-Governor of Aren who comes to his defense: "You fail to grasp the gravity of the situation," he says. "Only the cities of the Eastern Coast are still safe, but the enemy forces are so numerous that we must act now — or we too will soon perish, the moment the Immortal is done with our enemies."

"The enemy of my enemy is my friend, as the saying goes," the Oligarch of Stromsburg quotes. "If he is truly powerful enough to annihilate entire cities, we would do better to negotiate with the Immortal and let him tear Peylan apart."

"And perhaps content ourselves with becoming a Protectorate?" asks the voice from Ullanger. "It is a grim choice: risk our lives in battle, or become slaves again — after a hundred years of freedom."

"Logic would demand that we find a way to resist him," Kirlian argues.

"Your logic, undoubtedly," says the Oligarch. "Mine would rather avoid a confrontation with an enemy this powerful."

"You could do both at once," Hektar says to Kirlian, who repeats his words into the communicator. "In times of peace, the wise man prepares for war."

"How?" reply all the voices, together.

"Negotiate with him, and at the same time work on something that could bring down his flying palace — if only to keep yourselves safe."

Hektar's words, repeated by the half-elf, are met with silence.

"The idea makes sense," the Oligarch concedes.

"It costs us nothing to be ready for both eventualities," the Vice-Governor of Aren adds. "After all, nothing is illogical, if it serves our interests."

"Very well — let us discuss it," the Councillor of Ullanger allows.

Kirlian gives Hektar a half-smile.

At that moment an attendant bursts into the outer study of the Lord of the Tooth of Storsen and shouts: "Lord Kirlian! A ship returning from river patrol has just reported that three thousand Tiros cavalry are within very short distance of Aren, coming from the Plain of Ullanger!"

The voices from Ullanger and Stromsburg fall silent.

"As we feared," says Kirlian. "The war has already reached us."
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[image: ]


The wind shakes the great balloons being deflated in an emergency by Tir Inna Noc's half-elf sailors, making the work extremely dangerous. Suddenly a rope slips from its handler's grip, flinging him away like a puppet to crash to the ground several paces off, and begins to whip through the air, tearing part of the rigging that connects the balloon to the flying ship's deck. Two half-elves rush to the sailor's aid and, after several minutes of struggle, manage at last to cut the rope. Released, the great ball of fabric rolls away across the Plain of Peylan, driven by the fierce and fitful wind of the violent storm. It glances off the city walls, sweeps through several camp tents, and finally disappears into the distance beneath the driving rain.

Despite the foul weather, the area around the walls teems with activity: soldiers busy or running in every direction, driving more stakes in for the pavilions, throwing ropes over tents to secure them further, or trying to fasten additional lines between the flying ship and the ground.

Charon and Balor are worried about their dragons, but the creatures are so agitated that they are dangerous even to their own riders: though neither animal would willingly harm them, the sheer size of the two great winged reptiles makes approaching them too risky. At the moment the two are trying to hold their pavilion to the ground, but suddenly Balor shouts: "Let's get out — the wind is carrying us away! It's already torn out nearly all the stakes!"

"We'll lose the pavilion!" Charon shouts back, straining to be heard above the din of thunder, rain, and hail.

"Better to lose the tent than risk tumbling near the dragons," her brother replies. "Run for the buildings while we can!"

The two grab their gear and leave the multicolored pavilion just in time to see it torn from the ground by the wind and swept along, like some great fabric ghost, toward the dragons. The two enormous creatures, terrified by the storm and perhaps mistaking it for some unknown entity, snap and claw at it, tearing it quite literally to pieces that are dragged off by the gusts.

Charon and Balor run toward the barbican at the foot of the walls. All around them, several half-elf sailors and Coinneach are doing the same, hampered by the effort of moving in heavy armor through the flooding, muddy ground. Suddenly a half-elf from Tir Inna Noc calls out to them: "You are summoned to the Flying City," he tells them.

The two siblings exchange a glance. Balor says: "Well, we couldn't be any more soaked than we already are," and runs after the sailor. The fair-haired Valkyrie does the same.

The flying ship, now moored to the ground, is not far away, yet as Charon reaches it she does not feel particularly confident it was a wise decision: the hull sways, driven by the balloons the wind is trying to drag in every direction. Most have by now been deflated — through dedicated valves, or at times by sword-thrusts — yet the wind is still shredding them and slapping them against the hull like flags in a storm. But an order from the Immortal cannot be ignored with impunity. The pitch-covered heads of humans and half-elves hanging from the ship's sides attest to that.

The two siblings and the messenger who came to fetch them reach a ladder on the side of the Immortal's palace-ship. The rope ladder's rungs, though secured to the hull, are extremely difficult to climb, and more than once Charon nearly falls, but at last, soaked through by the pouring rain, they reach the ship's deck.

Waiting for them is the half-elf mage, the lieutenant who usually serves as go-between for them and the Immortal.

"Follow me," he says, tersely.

The three make their way through busy half-elf sailors, fragments of timber, canvas, rigging, and objects flung about by the fierce wind, beneath the driving rain that makes the deck treacherous underfoot, and reach the library. Other half-elves are struggling to drag large cages mounted on wheeled frames toward the Immortal's library.

At the entrance, the mage opens the door and signals them inside. The interior of the room, dimly lit by the few burning lanterns, is crowded with librarians, crew half-elves, and cages containing entirely naked human women — the only significant difference from the first time they were here. The room is thick with damp, and the stench rising from the cages is barely masked by the perfumed essences with which the librarians methodically spray the slaves using small atomizers, as well as by the smoke of incense sticks burning almost everywhere.

Charon recognizes immediately the unbearable smell of slavery: a mingling of sweat, urine, and filth.

The half-elf mage signals them not to speak and to wait just inside the entrance. Despite the commotion, moaning can be heard from the far side of the dimly lit room. Charon watches as the busy half-elves open a cage, wipe the frightened human slave's intimate parts with a vinegar-soaked sponge, coat her with a perfumed ointment, and lead her toward a shadowed corner, where she is made to bend forward with her hands resting on a large dark-wood desk, legs spread apart. Only then does Charon notice the presence of another woman and a male figure bent over her.

Lugan, his trouser fly open and his genitals exposed, is partly lit by one of the lamps as he steps away from the shadowed woman. The elven warlord's face is expressionless, in stark contrast to the apparent sexual arousal displayed by his member.

"Get out," Lugan says, in a flat tone, to the slave with whom he has just finished. She moves away, eyes to the floor and tears on her face, toward an empty cage, where she is shut in by one of the crew half-elves. "How many more are there?" the Immortal then asks.

One of the librarians replies promptly, in a deferential tone: "Three more are in their fertile period, my Lord, including the one already prepared for mounting."

They speak of them as if they were livestock, Charon reflects, feeling a powerful anger rising from within. Not only because she herself has been a slave — and has owned them, and does not find it entirely immoral — but because even slaves deserve to be treated better than this.

Lugan exhales almost imperceptibly, as if irritated at having three more to mount, then bends over the newly arrived woman and takes her with a steady, rhythmic movement of his hips. Outside, the sounds of the storm — the heavy downpours, the violent peals of thunder, the howl of the wind — cover the sobbing of the slave forced to endure that public treatment.

At that point, in the midst of this horrible act, the half-elf mage signals Charon and Balor to step forward into the light, and says aloud: "My Lord, the Numerati are here, as you ordered."

Lugan does not turn to look at them but continues his abominable rape with an almost clinical detachment, as he orders: "Numerati, report on the condition of the Tiros army."

Balor, his voice somewhat surprised in tone, replies: "Prince Alliodan, finding himself unable to defeat the northern barons in time, devised a stratagem: a quarter of his army, composed solely of cavalry — useless in any case in the forested terrain around Elsevereth — was sent across at the Dark Vale ford toward the Plain of Ullanger. I came upon them after they had already made the crossing, as they were marching at a forced pace toward Aren. Prince Alliodan reports that the army led by Duke Knut IV is still engaged in numerous skirmishes between Elsevereth and Senaja and will be kept occupied there for some time yet. His scouts had already located an unguarded stretch of riverbank where the troops could be ferried across, though the bulk of the army had yet to arrive there."

Balor and Charon usually relay their reports through one of the half-elf officers, and receive their instructions in return. They have seen Lugan only a couple of times in all, and being in his presence is an unusual and unsettling experience — quite apart from the grotesque scene framing the meeting.

The Immortal's half-elves escort a new human female to the shadowed position, where she waits for the elven warlord to finish with his current one. Charon's face is now flushed a deep red — not from embarrassment, but from the rage and disgust of witnessing what is nothing short of systematic rape. The expression on the slaves' faces is resigned, frightened, and submissive, and it provokes in the Valkyrie an overwhelming reaction. So much so that she is glad to be standing in the half-shadow, partially concealed by the dim light that would save her life should the Immortal look her way.

"We have intercepted communications among the Coastal Cities. They intend to feign a negotiation while developing a weapon capable of bringing down Tir Inna Noc. In the end, those fools never thought to ask who truly invented the machine they use to communicate. They do not know that my servants are already hidden among them, and they hope that by playing our game I will spare their miserable lives. I, on the contrary, know everything of their petty scheming."

The Immortal is strangely talkative, Charon thinks, trying to divert her attention from that dreadful spectacle. She feels an irresistible impulse to draw her sword and drive it into the lord of the elves, but she knows she would not take a single step before being cut down by his numerous and loyal bodyguards, who do not take their eyes off her even though she is one of the Numerati.

"As soon as it is possible for you to take flight, I want you to go to Aren, find a mage from Peylan by the name of Hektar Henriksdal, and find a way to kill him. This mission takes priority over everything else. Do not return without his head. Now go."

Lugan closes his address with a brief shudder and a sudden slowing of his rhythm, then moves away from the slave just long enough before turning to mount the next one, demonstrating a vigor that would be impossible in a human.

The half-elf mage who accompanied them signals them to follow him back to the deck, where the storm is still raging fiercely.

It is almost as if the underworld itself had descended upon the world, Charon thinks, as a particularly violent thunderclap makes the ship's deck shudder. And the Immortal is the demon who rules it.

The Valkyrie also reflects on the vast difference between the two elves she has known — so physically alike, yet so different in conduct: the cold, wicked brutality of Lugan the Immortal toward the human females who breed his army, and the jeweled harem queens of Prince Alliodan, living in luxury among silk cushions and musicians. The confusion that has been weighing on her for some time is increasingly giving way to a deep, smoldering anger toward the lord of Tir Inna Noc.

I am not the Immortal's servant, the half-elf tells herself. I am Prince Alliodan's daughter. It is to him — who not only brought me into the world but, above all, freed me from slavery — that I owe my loyalty.

"You understand the importance of your mission, don't you?" the half-elf mage asks. "Our Lord's attention is not often drawn to a human, and generally it is not wise for it to happen."

In that moment Charon realizes something: Lugan chose that moment to carry out his systematic rape evidently as an outlet for his irritation at having found a human capable of disrupting — if not decisively — his plan.

The Immortal is wicked and vile, she reflects inwardly. Perhaps that Hektar Henriksdal reminds him of the humans who defeated him. Enough to send us Numerati to deal with him directly.

Charon and Balor are escorted back to their tent, where at last they find shelter from the driving rain. The two half-elf siblings remove their armor and undress entirely, hanging their clothes to dry in the middle of the tent, which the wind shakes so violently it gives the impression it could be torn from the ground at any moment — even though it is securely moored.

"The blankets are damp," Charon complains, wrapping herself in the rough, large woolen cloth.

"Better damp blankets than our soaking clothes," Balor remarks, his powerful musculature thrown into relief by his rain-drenched body.

The Valkyrie hesitates. She would like to talk to someone about her thoughts, about the anger she is finding harder and harder to contain, but she fears that Balor might not be the right person. Though she has discovered he is her brother, they have only been together a few months and she doesn't know how he might react. After all, half the half-elves they encounter could be siblings of some kind, and all or nearly all are at least cousins to some degree — given that she personally has known only two male elves.

"How many elves are there?" she asks her brother suddenly.

"Sorry, what?"

"Besides the Immortal and Prince Alliodan, how many elves exist in the world?"

Balor reflects for a long moment before answering, long enough that Charon almost begins to think he has no intention of doing so at all. "I couldn't tell you precisely," he says at last. "Though there are not many, I've heard there are elves on other continents. In Isdale, to the east, it is said that the Great Lich and his entire court are of the Ancient Lineage. To the north, the Lord of the Damned is likely so as well. Further east still, entire provinces of the Empire of Fyuman are dominated by them. But if I had to put a number to it, I wouldn't know how. A thousand across the known world, perhaps more?"

Balor's estimate astonishes Charon, who for a moment imagines a thousand beings as wicked and cruel as Lugan — and shudders. "A thousand elves," she says, then her thoughts drift back to Alliodan and his ruthless but not unreasonable pride, and she calms herself.

"A thousand elves against millions of humans," Balor continues. "They are powerful. Yet even a giant bear is stronger than each hunter taken alone — but when hunted as a pack, it is brought down."

Charon finds herself somewhat lost in reasoning with such numbers: only two years ago, a thousand was the entire population of the valley between the Mountains of Tiros and the Monster's Keep she had defeated — her whole world was populated in figures of that scale. Then she was in Tiros, the capital of the nomadic people of the same name, and saw how densely the world can be peopled. She had then come to believe that Lugan was the most powerful creature in the world. Now she hears of lands beyond the sea to the south and east, of distant kingdoms with millions of people, and she feels a little adrift — her anger fading away entirely, her entire world reduced to a small and remote corner of something far vaster.

"What do you think of the Immortal?" she asks at last. There — I've asked him the great question.

Balor rubs himself dry with the blanket, without speaking for a moment.

"He is a ruthless, powerful, and intelligent master. He is the only person in the world who truly frightens me. But I would rather serve him than serve humans, or even Alliodan: his wrath and his methods of torture are without equal. Better to die at the hands of his enemies than for having betrayed him."

His thinking is not so different from mine, Charon sighs inwardly, wrapping herself in the blankets, strangely reassured by the thought.

Outside, large hailstones have begun to fall furiously, like stones in a stoning. Blinding flashes and mighty thunderclaps crash in swift succession, and even the last of the Coinneach run for shelter. Two of the soldiers enter their tent — not only to take cover, but to keep it better moored with their own weight. Charon wonders whether she and Balor were too hasty in removing their wet clothes, or whether the tent will hold. She notices she has grown accustomed to soldiers performing the most menial tasks in her stead.

"The spirits of nature are powerful," says Balor. "Let us hope they don't want us dead."

"There are no spirits," Charon replies, made a skeptic by having defeated a creature the humans believed to be a living god — in reality nothing but an abominable monstrosity. "There are no gods. Only humans convinced they exist. It is humans who act; it is the faithful who decide which teachings to follow, and how far to distort them to suit their purposes when convenient. It is humans who do terrible things to other humans in the name of creatures born of fantasy, or of their fear of the elements. There is nothing — only nature. The rest is pure invention."

Balor looks at her for a moment, surprised, then bursts into raucous laughter.
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​4 — Convalescence
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The pungent smell of sweat, vinegar, and festering wounds is so unpleasant that Galman has spent almost the entire day outside on the walls, watching the foul weather approaching rapidly. His joints and neck ache terribly, keeping pace with the flashes of lightning he sees on the horizon.

"The gods have sent demons upon Peylan," says a girl nearby. Galman, who had not noticed her approach, gives a start.

The words come from a young woman, perhaps his own age, wearing a tattered dress that was once a bright green, and freshly washed red hair. Her eyes are as green as her dress, and her expression is tired and sad, making her look a little older than she is.

"It's not the gods," Galman tells her, recalling some of Hektar's basic teachings. "Just primordial forces that circle the planet. Like sea currents, except that air is less... dense... and so when it churns together extreme phenomena occur, and... vortices." The boy uses simple terms in an attempt to reproduce an explanation he doesn't fully master himself.

She turns to look at him, narrowing her eyes. "Are you trying to impress me?" she asks, a half-smile on her beautiful lips — full, but not excessively so.

The boy smiles in turn. "Has a technique like that ever worked?" he jokes. Both of them burst out laughing, but it sends an intense pang through Galman's chest, sharp enough to make him double over in pain. I have a broken rib, the boy realizes.

She is at his side before he can sink down, and helps him back to his feet.

"Whose side are you on?" she asks. Her voice is melodious, warm.

"I'm a soldier of Peylan," he replies. "I was on a scouting mission with a companion when they captured me."

"A messenger?" she asks, with a strange light in her eyes, as she helps him sit down. At Galman's nod of confirmation, she smiles openly.

"I'm Laisren," she introduces herself, bringing a hand to her chest. The neckline is wide and low, and Galman flushes as he takes in how graceful and well-proportioned she is, with an athletic yet soft figure. With some effort he pulls his gaze from her chest and brings it back to those green eyes, afraid he has made the usual fool of himself. For some reason, the thought of having made a bad impression bothers him more than usual.

"Tell me how you ended up here in Ramvik," she asks.

Galman finds himself telling her how he followed Hektar, about the Battle of Narvic, the forests around Elsevereth and the abandoned Senaja, how he saved Deirdre — everyone's supposed sister, though she isn't really — how he returned to Peylan, enlisted as a Messenger, was sent to Aren and came back to Narvic again by river. He finds himself telling her about the caravan, the rapists he killed and the battle in the fields, ending with the mission to Ramvik and how, captured and destined to be sacrificed, he ended up here among the wounded.

"Lucky girl, your Eithne," she says, commenting on that part of the story.

Galman is surprised. "She isn't... mine..." he finds himself saying. "We've only known each other a short while, even if we've shared some... difficult... moments..." Moments that brought us together, he wants to say, but doesn't.

"Good," replies Laisren, drawing close enough that he can smell the mint on her breath. Galman feels a strong sensation growing within him, one he is not accustomed to. He feels he wants to grab her and kiss her so badly that when it is she who takes hold of his neck and draws him toward her, he resists the pain that a fresh pang brings and lets their lips meet in a long, passionate kiss. "Come with me, warrior," she tells him, rising and helping him do the same.

The two descend from the walls, leaving behind the striking spectacle of lightning in the distance, down a narrow stairway that brings them to a courtyard between two buildings set against the city walls, then along a narrow alley to a small tree-shaded garden behind a house.

"Why are we here?" Galman asks. "Is it your home?"

"No," is the answer. "But it's fine here — no one will disturb us."

Laisren unbuckles his belt and undresses him, quickly, in a few deft movements. Galman helps her do the same, until they are both naked and flushed — despite the cool evening air in the shadow of the walls and trees — and throw themselves into each other with abandon, kissing, touching, exploring with passion. For him it is a new and thrilling experience. Though he feels clumsy, she leads him toward pleasure the likes of which he never imagined possible, grasping, kissing, teasing, and guiding him for hours, until both of them, exhausted and drenched in sweat, realize they are now entirely swallowed by darkness.

"You're beautiful," says Galman. The faint light of the Moon illuminates for a brief moment a glimmer of a smile on her lips.

"Are you staying with the other soldiers?" she asks. The boy nods. "Would you like to come to mine? There's no fine silk like you might find in Peylan, but at least you won't sleep among the moaning of the dying."

"I'm not used to silk," Galman replies, smiling and noticing that he aches all over — pains he had stopped feeling since the first kisses they exchanged.

"Good," she tells him with one last kiss. "Come with me, then."

The two walk for a few minutes until they reach a wooden sign, unreadable in the darkness, though the interior of the building glows with lanterns and candles — a yellow-orange light spilling through colored glass onto the street.

This place seems like... Suddenly Galman connects the many small details that, taken individually, would not mean very much. Details that, together, become telling.

"I work here," Laisren tells him. "Don't worry — I don't want to be paid. Not by you."

Galman feels confused as he steps inside Ramvik's only House of Pleasure, following the beautiful redhead. The interior is well furnished — or at least it would have been, when new — but everything is, in some way, worn, as if it has been there for decades. Upholstered chairs with faded patterns, a floor of clean waxed wooden planks, worn smooth and pale where feet have long passed.

"Welcome back," a stout, middle-aged woman greets her from behind the wooden counter with its small casks that serves as a wine bar. "You shouldn't stay out till late, with all the bastards roaming around. You want to get yourself killed?"

"I had my escort, Mother," Laisren replies. "This is Galman, of the Peylan Cavalry. A Messenger, no less."

"Of course," her mother replies, eyeing the boy with a critical air. "Are you really a knight?" she then asks him, in a stern tone. "Mind you don't lie to me — I've heard so much nonsense over the years, I can smell it a mile off."

"Yes, ma'am, I'm a Messenger," Galman replies, deferentially.

"You see? He's polite and well-mannered — certainly less foul-mouthed than you! He's a good lad," laughs Laisren, taking him by the hand and leading him up the spiral staircase. "We're going to my room."

"And when do you plan on doing some work today?" the mother shouts after them as they climb.

"There's barely anyone around these days anyway," the daughter sighs. When they reach the landing and her door, she takes out a key but, before turning it, she suddenly turns to Galman and asks, looking at him with a serious expression: "You're not disappointed, are you?"

The boy shakes his head. He wouldn't know whether he is disappointed or not, though he is surprised. He always believed that sex with a prostitute would be something squalid and wretched, but his time with Laisren has been something to remember, and so he feels confused. Until a few months ago, shame would have overwhelmed him. But since he met Liona he no longer sees prostitutes as some kind of impersonal, vice-ridden temptresses, but as poor girls often driven by necessity — even when not directly by slavery. Girls like poor Dairin, victims of rape, who will find it very hard to make a good marriage through no fault of their own. Women like that are often destined for the Houses of Pleasure.

"What is it like?" he asks her. Then clarifies: "What is it like, doing this work?"

The girl settles him on her double bed and undresses him gently. "I have to entertain young men and old ones sexually, every day of my life, no matter how tired or low I am, or what has happened to me that day — like the day my grandmother died," she replies, with a thread of sadness in her voice. "It's not the greatest, if you want to know. Sometimes it can be fun, even here in this small town. But most of the time
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