
  
    [image: Throne of Darkness]
  


  
    
      THRONE OF DARKNESS

      
        AWAKENING THE LIGHTFORGED

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        SPENCER RUSSELL SMITH

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Argileon Entertainment]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A Brief Glossary of Auroramantic Abilities

      

        

      
        Samjati Abilities

      

      

      
        
        Violetnodes: sap heat from the air or produce ice

        Aquanodes: manipulate existing ice or water

        Greennodes: push and pull ice and water

        Greynodes: enhance strength and durability

        Clearnodes: enhance sensory perception

        Opalnodes: flare other abilities

        Orangenodes: see into the past

        Yellownodes: manipulate luck, chance, coincidence

        Rednodes: produce and manipulate darklight

        Bluenodes: steal auroralight from others

        Ambernodes: limited precognition

        Blacknodes: hide uses of auroramancy

      

      

      

      
        
        Natari Abilities

      

      

      
        
        Violetnodes: produce heat, fire, and lightning

        Aquanodes: manipulate existing fire or lava

        Greennodes: push and pull volcanic rock and lava

        Greynodes: enhance stamina and agility

        Clearnodes: enhance sensory perception

        Opalnodes: flare other abilities

        Orangenodes: see into the past

        Yellownodes: manipulate luck, chance, coincidence

        Rednodes: produce and manipulate hardlight

        Bluenodes: transfer auroralight to others

        Ambernodes: limited precognition

        Blacknodes: detect uses of auroramancy

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Notes on Pronunciation

      

      

      Consonants

      
        
        C: though not often used for names in this book, always has the value of k, never s

        J: always has the value of y as in your, or yell

        G: always has the sound of English g in get.

        The apostrophe marks a glottal stop, which can be pronounced like an English double-consonant:

        n’n for example, would be pronounced as the nn in unnamed, as opposed to unaimed.

      

      

      

      Vowels

      
        
        A: always has the value of a in mark or kart

        AA: always has the value of a in cake or tame

        AI: always has the value of y in sky or of i in kite

        E: always has the value of e in let or ten

        I: always has the value of e in free or preen

        Y: always has the value of i in kick or bid

        O: always has the value of o as in okay or omen

        UU: always has the value of the oo or ew sounds as in pool or stew

      

      

      

      If you want to hear how the names are pronounced, scan the code below for a TikTok where I go through the names in this book.
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      C. 7 years, 2 months until projected Exodus Date.

      C. 5 years, 1 month, 32 days, 28 hours since the Destruction of Yrmuunthal

      The meeting was not going well.

      Leaders of the six remaining factions of the Efruumani Union had gathered in secret to find a way off their dying world.

      The idea of the meeting itself caused tension, but that had only grown since the faction leaders and their aides arrived. Everyone had removed their masks, which didn’t bother Estingai, but it put her husband, Svemakuu, and the other Samjati on edge. It was a gesture of vulnerability and trust, reserved for family and loved ones. This was not a family.

      Estingai, at least, could blame her nerves on the location: a cave far beneath the ground, connected to the surface by kilometers of dark, twisting tunnels and lava tubes.

      She hated caves.

      The meeting chamber contained no furnishings, no hooks for hanging lanterns, and no refreshments. Just the round, metal table they’d brought with them. The commanders stood around it in the center of the room, their aides a few steps behind. They wore clean and well-maintained clothing, if a bit worn, but Narvyk’s coat was the closest any of them had to a uniform. Their armor and weapons were even more haphazard. Most were family heirlooms, or pieces scavenged or looted off the bodies of Imaia soldiers. Estingai and Svemakuu wore ensembles composed of all three.

      In fact, the one thing unifying them was their lack of a uniform visual identity.

      That and our desperation.

      “We can’t spare any more personnel to send to Darkside, Tepjo.” Narvyk, head of the Ironpeak faction, rubbed his forehead between his antlers. He squeezed his golden eyes shut for a moment, broad shoulders bowed. “With the Imaia sending people there now and working on expanding their railway project, there’s just too much risk.”

      “He’s right,” said Kogen. The Stormswind commander was like a younger, angrier version of Narvyk. Both men were solid, though even discounting his antlers, Kogen stood half-a-hand taller, with wider shoulders and a thicker chest. “Raids on supplies the Imaia ships to and from those locations, however⁠—”

      “We’re not here to talk about lightless raids,” Estingai grumbled under her breath.

      Kogen stopped talking.

      Estingai looked up to find all six commanders staring at her. She resisted the urge to bite her lip. This wasn’t the first time she’d spoken her thoughts louder than intended.

      “Reign in your Fireborn,” Kogen said to Raima, the head of Frozen Phantom.

      Estingai shut her mouth but did not drop her eyes. She met Kogen’s dark gaze.

      “Estingai,” Raima warned.

      She shifted her gaze to the wall behind the Stormswind commander. If the soft glow of Auroralight had been brighter, Estingai would have been able to see her reflection in it. Instead, the obsidian walls were black mirrors, the shimmering lights specters waiting just out of sight.

      Estingai clenched her fists.

      I hate caves. And tunnels. And lightless underground chambers.

      Something brushed her gauntleted hand. Estingai glanced right, catching a faint grin from Svemakuu. She barely hid her smile. They wouldn’t hold hands during a meeting like this, but if they stood close enough that their hands touched, so be it.

      “What are they even doing here, Raima?” Tepjo grumbled. “I thought this meeting was leadership and a single aide each. To reduce the risk of word getting out, like last time.”

      The leader of the Icevein faction was a solid man with a slight paunch and just enough fat under his narrow chin to give him a round, ruddy face.

      Estingai wondered, not for the first time, how Tepjo had claimed leadership of his faction. Most of those she knew that served under the man were hardy and hard-working. Tepjo seemed the type who would delegate any task he didn’t enjoy or that wouldn’t benefit him.

      Vila, commander of Last Shadow, and the only faction leader that had worn full armor, snorted. “Why do you think, Tepjo?” Her voice dripped with contempt. “The Knights Reborn are all gone. Estingai and Svemakuu are the only Knights left who give us anything near the edge the Knights gave us against the Imaia. Our people—all of our people—see them as heroes. They deserve to be here.”

      Tepjo’s jaw bunched. He looked about to speak.

      “I also have good ideas now and then,” Svemakuu said before the Icevein leader got the chance, “and Estingai’s pretty good in a fight.”

      Tepjo and Kogen glared at Svemakuu, as did their aides.

      He just grinned back. He did that a lot.

      That dimpled grin and golden eyes got him out of as much trouble as they got him into.

      They got him me.

      After getting him in trouble with her first, of course. She’d nearly killed him.

      Svemakuu was too handsome for his own good, even when he wasn’t grinning. It got even worse when he grew facial hair—a neat beard that gave his angular jaw a silver trim. He kept his large, fan-like antlers in good condition, and his skin was just the right shade of light blue that it never affected the tint of the twelve colors of the glowing gemcrest atop his brow. At the moment, his face bore the dark tint of his blacknodes. As an Iceborn, that pair of biogems allowed him to conceal any use of Auroramancy by those at the table, should an Imaia piercer pass above looking for them.

      Estingai kept the blacknodes of her own gemcrest bright too. As a Fireborn, she could sense nearby Auroramancy the way a piercer or seeker would, though her armored jacket concealed their light.

      “Thank you, Svemakuu.” Raima’s tone was neutral, but she gave both of them pointed looks before turning back to the other commanders.

      “I brought them, Tepjo, because if the Imaia somehow find out about this meeting, Estingai and Svemakuu are the only people that can take on multiple Lightforged.”

      They’d done that a few times, but Estingai hoped she never had to face one of those horrible creatures again.

      “If we can get back to the purpose of this meeting?” said Narvyk. “Which, as Estingai pointed out, is not to discuss raids, but finding a way off this world. Mylora, do your people have any leads?”

      The leader of Nightstone looked around the table, hesitated, then sighed. “I have, unfortunately, decided to end our efforts to preserve Efruumani with georaural technology. Even if we could find the correct techniques to hold the world locked between Myrskaan and the sun, or find enough biogems and spirits to create the amount of georaurals necessary, we would need to build structures in orbit for them to be of any use. The resources spent testing are too cost⁠—”

      Tepjo sniffed, cutting the woman off. “We should put those georaurals to work increasing the output of Icevein’s lowlight farms and gardens. Bonde’s death gave us the opportunity to lie low and let Atonga think they’ve broken us. As far as they’re concerned, they eliminated the driving force behind our extremist elements. As long as Vila and her people can control themselves, Atonga will forget we exist. We can wait them out and reclaim Efruumani once they’ve left.”

      Vila glared at Tepjo, her voice as cold as Darkside’s wastes. “Unfortunately, the rest of us don’t have the luxury of an alternate reality, Icevein.” She spat the last word.

      Tepjo just shook his head and looked around them with an insufferable, patronizing grin.

      Estingai’s jaw bunched.

      “You all seriously believe that Imaia propaganda?”

      The leather of Estingai’s gauntlets creaked as she clenched her fists.

      “It’s just a tool they used to scare people into their ranks and turn them against us,” said Tepjo. “Now they just keep it up to⁠—”

      Estingai slammed her hands down on the table. “Propaganda? Are you really that stupid? The oruu are gone. I haven’t seen a single spirit in over a cycle. Not to mark the passing of the hours, not to signal the auroras or holidays, not to dance with the flames of our fires. Darkside is near-uninhabitable without heating technology and regular supply shipments, even for former natives. The Imaia has rapidly lost farmland outside of Mjatafa Mwonga due to desertification. Do you really think the Imaia has somehow managed all of that as mere propaganda? You⁠—”

      “Estingai!” Raima’s voice cracked like a whip.

      Estingai snapped her mouth shut but did not break eye contact with the Icevein commander. 

      As she lifted her hands, Estingai felt the heat of the metal table through her leather gloves. She hid her chagrin, dimming the pair of violet biogems at her collarbone. She hadn’t brightened them much, else she might have turned the table to slag.

      “While Estingai spoke out of turn, her words ring true, Commander Tepjo.” Raima looked around the table. “Even if the end of the world was Imaia propaganda, their efforts in building the city of Mjatafa Mwonga and their methods of fleeing to the stars have stripped Efruumani of resources. Their patrols keep us underground. Our hunting and foraging parties bring back less and less. Nearly half of our people cannot even walk in the sun without covering themselves. If you cannot agree that the world is ending, or at least work with us on that premise, you might as well leave now and see how well your lowlight farms serve Icevein once Efruumani hurtles into the sun.”

      Tepjo snorted, folding his arms. “You won’t last long enough to escape Efruumani without the food from Icevein’s farms.”

      The cavern’s stuffy air grew thick with tension. Estingai primed her greynodes and violetnodes, ready to act at the first sign of violence.

      Svemakuu barked a laugh.

      Estingai jumped—as did a few of the commanders—and looked wide-eyed at her husband.

      What in darkness…?

      Then she caught a glint of something familiar in his eyes and relaxed a little.

      “Something funny, Svemakuu?” Raima asked.

      “Of course.” He shot her a wide grin before looking to Tepjo, “I’m sorry that I’m the only one here that appreciates your humor, Commander Icevein.”

      “My humor?”

      Svemakuu nodded. “That bit about the end of the world being Imaia propaganda. And threatening to deny us access to food. That was a joke, wasn’t it?” He paused just long enough for Tepjo to open his mouth, then continued before the man could speak. “It must have been a joke. If it wasn’t, that would mean that the friends I have among your people don’t realize they’re being led by someone who would see them dead through willful ignorance. It would mean you believe that our people who were lost stealing Imaia resources died for nothing. I’m sure you didn’t mean to imply that. Or that you would withhold valuable supplies from your brothers and sisters in arms because you refuse to accept reality. Surely, Commander, you did not mean that.”

      Svemakuu’s voice had lost all warmth or humor, his tone as dark as the cavern walls. He pinned Tepjo with an icy gaze as utter silence filled the room.

      Estingai’s husband was not a violent man. He had, however, little patience for those who would put their interests above those of the many. People like that brought out a darkness in him.

      Everyone in the room had a shadow in them. Constant war, upheaval, and the end of the world did that to a person. But Svemakuu kept his darkness well-hidden.

      Estingai had feared that would change when the God King killed Svemakuu’s parents. But it had not. And none of the tragedy he’d seen in the cycles since had, either.

      Somehow, her husband smiled. And that kept her doing the same.

      Svemakuu’s parents had taken in Estingai when she’d had no one else.

      And now, they’re gone, too.

      His brother Koruuksi, and their adopted sister Uuchantuu were all they had left.

      Estingai’s chest grew tight even as Tepjo cleared his throat and laughed.

      “You’re right, of course, Iceborn Svemakuu.” The Icevein commander forced a grin. “You’re the only one here with a sense of humor.” He looked around the table before continuing, “Can’t a man joke about the end of the world?”

      “My thoughts exactly.” Svemakuu grinned.

      “Hopefully, we can now get down to some more productive discussion.” Tepjo cleared his throat again. “Icevein’s farms are at your disposal. I can send farmers and horticulturists with seeds and saplings to your bases. I’m certain you all have a lot of underutilized space. Especially you, Vila, with those enormous caverns you keep your stolen ships in.”

      “That is very generous of you, Tepjo,” Narvyk said, “and a good start to formalizing our alliance. Unfortunately, not all of our bases have enough water—or at least not enough easily accessible sources of water—to sustain more gardens than we already have.”

      “My engineers could help with that,” Vila suggested. “There’s not much raw copper left on this continent, but my people have found leftover tools and finery from the abandoned Atonga ruins that could be used for piping. We’ve even been able to just transplant some piping systems to our base. It’s harder than field irrigation, but we’ve made it work.”

      Estingai nudged Svemakuu. You’re incredible, she mouthed. I love you, he mouthed back.

      The simple words she’d heard so many times still sent an amazing warmth through Estingai. Merely touching his gauntleted hand with her own didn’t seem enough.

      That’s not what we’re here for.

      There would be plenty of time for the two of them alone when they returned to Wolfden.

      The corner of Svemakuu’s mouth twitched as though he knew what she was thinking. He usually did.

      “Mylora,” Kogen said, “I don’t believe you’d finished telling us about your research.”

      The woman frowned. “We should be able to spare some georaurals for the rest of you. As I said, we’ve deemed preserving Efruumani no longer viable. With the Imaia leaving, perhaps we never should have considered it. Though they had been looking to the stars even before—” She paused, biting her lip and glancing around the table for a moment. “Before Yrmuunthal’s destruction.”

      The room’s mood dampened at that. Everyone had known Efruumani’s two Aathal, the World Trees, were important. Just not how important.

      Not until one was gone.

      The trees had resisted the few attempts to harvest their leaves and wood such that most believed only a god could destroy them. Nobody had imagined that one of the gods would do just that.

      Most of those present had worshiped Kweshrima in one way or another. No one knew why the goddess had destroyed the Aathal. Some—like Mylora—refused to speak of, or even acknowledge Kweshrima’s role in the Aathal’s destruction—and the world’s subsequent decline.

      “And your other research, Commander Mylora?” Svemakuu asked, warmly. “Concerning escaping Efruumani through a means other than the stars?”

      Mylora gave him a thankful smile. “We’ve been able to confirm that the oruu do—or did—exist in another plane of existence most of the time, only passing through to ours when they choose. That, combined with certain legends of the gods’ origins, leads me to believe it is possible for mortals to cross over to such a plane of existence—this realm of the spirits. Whether we will find a home there, or find a way through to a new home remains to be discovered. We should only need a small percentage of our georaurals to conduct those tests, however, so the rest are at your disposal.”

      “We should use our combined resources to hurt the Imaia,” said Vila. “We can launch an attack on a position far from our bases—they will comb that area for a time while we regroup. Maybe their railways—something that will make them pull back into their city for a time and let us be.”

      Raima sighed, shaking her head. “We all share your motivations, Vila, but we have to keep the Imaia active along those railways. Even with water piping and Icevein’s farms, we need their supplies. Your engineers and Nightstone’s scientists are resourceful, but we have no foundries or factories capable of producing cleaning supplies, medicines, modern weapons, or any of the other supplies the Imaia keep stocked. Disrupting those supply lines will hurt us as much as it hurts them.”

      “Then we will strike somewhere else,” Last Shadow’s commander insisted. “We need to make them bleed after what they did to Bonde and the others, even if he had grown too extreme in his methods.”

      “No, Vila,” Raima said. “We must focus on survival, not vengeance.”

      She paused, looking around the table. “I believe Tepjo and Kogen had the right idea. Somewhat, at least. We should lie low and let the Imaia forget about us. We’ll use the spies Kogen and I placed inside Mjatafa Mwonga to plan quiet, targeted raids that have little impact on the Imaia, but great reward for us. Ideally, we would make them less intense each time, so the Imaia think we are losing manpower or support.”

      “And how do we get off the planet after that?” Narvyk asked. “Finding a way onto Myrskaan Station is our best chance, and it won’t be easy to get all our people there if we do. Not with the tech and ships we have now.”

      It wasn’t good enough. Estingai wanted more than anything to escape this world—to fly through the stars, free to look for a new home. But leaving others to die with Efruumani would drain all sweetness from that victory. A glance at Svemakuu told her he felt the same way. His mouth was a thin line, eyes down. 

      “We could steal more of their vehicles,” Mylora suggested. “If we got our hands on some of their troop transports, my scientists and Vila’s engineers should be able to use their technology to make something that can get us to Myrskaan Station. Some of those new mini rail guns would also help. There’s a reason the Imaia carefully controlled the use of firearms.”

      “It’s not big enough.”

      Everyone looked to Svemakuu. Estingai’s husband still wore a contemplative expression.

      “Would you mind elaborating on that, Iceborn?” Narvyk asked.

      “A troop transport isn’t big enough,” Svemakuu said. “Getting only some of us off Efruumani is not an option.”

      He met the eyes of each commander with a hard expression. “If our end goal is only getting a handful of our people off Efruumani, we will have to choose who lives and who dies. That could break every one of our factions, never mind any unity between us. It also makes us no better than the Imaia. Worse, actually. They’re leaving us behind because they see us as monsters. If we surrendered, they’d likely kill or imprison us, but they wouldn’t leave us behind.”

      “You have a solution in mind, Svemakuu?” Raima asked.

      “I do,” said Svemakuu. “First, we are no longer six factions. We can’t think of ourselves that way if we are truly united, which is the only way this will work. No more Icevein or Frozen Phantom or Last Shadow, save maybe to refer to the different primary bases.”

      “Then what do we call ourselves?” Mylora asked.

      “The Remnant.” Svemakuu let the word hang in the air for a moment. “We are all that remains of those who fight the Imaia. Kweshrima may have doomed Efruumani, but the Imaia began stripping the planet of resources long before then.”

      “I can agree to that,” said Kogen after a moment of silence. “I assume you think it would be best to redistribute our people through our bases?”

      Svemakuu nodded. “Some won’t like moving, but it won’t be any worse than the upheaval we’ve already experienced.”

      “And once we do that?” Vila asked.

      There was a hint of skepticism in the woman’s tone.

      “Then we get the Imaia to attack us with one of their capital ships.”

      All eyes around the table grew wide. Svemakuu had incredible ideas. They just didn’t always come out of his mouth the right way.

      “Right.” A grin slid onto his face. “While I agree we should eventually try to lie low, we first need to give them a reason to send one of their capital ships out of Mjatafa Mwonga. Whether it’s dealing with us, or some other reason our spies can feed to the Imaia’s high command.”

      “And what then?” Vila asked. “We steal it?”

      Svemakuu shook his head, grinning wider. “We blow it out of the sky.”

      That caused even more confusion. He’d probably done that on purpose.

      “I believe what my husband means,” said Estingai, “is that if we try to steal one of the Imaia’s larger ships, they will know that we have it and will be motivated to reclaim it. If we instead destroy it—ideally without too much damage—they will believe we did so for supplies and weapons, rather than for the craft itself. They might not consider salvaging the wreckage worth the effort.”

      “Exactly!” Svemakuu said. “And we won’t need to commandeer the Imaia’s space station. Was that not clear?”

      This time Estingai sighed.

      “Tepjo, do you have any caverns large enough to rebuild a capital ship?” Raima asked.

      He thought for a moment, then shook his head.

      “We have one that might work,” said Vila. “We’ve used it as a gathering area, a hospital and farming space, since it has no connections to the outside. If we could have some Shapers to widen it and make it accessible, it might work. With some georaural reinforcements from Nightstone, of course. Once we open it up enough to fit a cruiser in, however, we won’t be able to hide it in there again.”

      “What if critical components are damaged when we take it out?” Mylora asked. “We won’t be able to replicate reactors or power cells of that size. And the ones on the ships we’ve already stolen won’t be big enough.”

      “Our spies can help with that,” Raima said. “It will be dangerous, but if we need to replace any parts we can’t fabricate ourselves⁠—”

      Estingai stiffened, tuning out Raima. For a moment, she’d thought she’d sensed…

      Estingai rolled her shoulders and moved her head from side to side to cover a glance around the room, as she brightened her blacknodes.

      Nothing. She couldn’t sense Svemakuu, but she should have felt anything coming from outside the immediate area of his shroud.

      Still nothing.

      She could have been mistaken. Or it could mean that whoever she’d sensed had dimmed their biogems and was still there, invisible to Estingai’s senses.

      She flared her blacknodes in a burst of power, only for a few seconds. But that should have allowed her senses to reach out even farther, possibly all the way to the surface or down one of the long tunnels.

      But again, nothing.

      Estingai considered brightening her opalnodes, allowing her to flare and burn out her blacknodes in one massive burst—something only full Auroraborn like she and Svemakuu could do. Opalnodes were ultimately useless on their own.

      She decided against it, instead brightening her clearnodes to enhance her other senses. It took her a moment to adjust as all her senses increased twelvefold.

      “If we wait until just before a supply shipment goes out on rail to one of their Darkside bases, or their people at the end of the railway, and create a roadblock…” Svemakuu sounded as though he was speaking directly into her ear. “…something that they can’t easily clear in a day or two, we could have our spies encourage the decision to send out supplies on one of their older capital ships, with a minimal crew…”

      Estingai tuned the conversation out again, focusing on other sounds. There weren’t many, save for the occasional creaking and clinking of fabric and armor. The stark chamber’s cool temperature and dim lighting made it easier for her to adjust. Her vision sharpened into greater contrast and she became more aware of the slight chill against her face, the weight of her clothing and armor. Her mouth was parched and tasted of the dried meat ration she’d eaten before the meeting. She tuned out the slight body odor from those around her—including herself—and the spike of arousal that always came with brightening one’s clearnodes.

      Closing her eyes would have allowed Estingai the greatest focus on sound, but she didn’t want to alarm anyone without cause.

      Even if I did sense someone, these tunnels twist and turn and intersect for miles, and Svemakuu’s shroud will keep us concealed.

      The soft clink of an armored footstep near the back of the room.

      The lights went out.

      Estingai whirled around, priming all twelve pairs of biogems. She donned her mask, seeing only through her enhanced senses and the dim light of reflected gemcrests . Despite her Samjati blue skin, she didn’t possess the golden eyes and natural night vision of those with stronger Samjati blood like Svemakuu.

      What she saw turned her veins to ice.

      A tall, imposing figure outlined by points of Auroralight shining in all twelve colors strode from the darkness. It wore armor of polished iron that Estingai knew well, infused biogems reflecting on the metal.

      Estingai’s hands flexed toward the weapons at her waist, but she drew neither. Swords did little good against a lightforged. She didn’t have enough rounds to shoot the creature until it could no longer heal, and the rail gun on her back would take too long to charge.

      But Estingai could create her own weapons. Better ones.

      The rasp of titansteel and click of firearms told Estingai that the others had drawn their weapons. They didn’t have better options—only she and Svemakuu had rednodes.

      Something was off about the lightforged’s armor. It wore the usual full helmet with a detailed faceplate, mocking the Samjati tradition. Tall, wicked antlers sprouted from its forehead, the helm crafted to accommodate them, like Svemakuu’s. The iron armor had no effect on the lightforged, but burned anyone else, Natari or Samjati. That was all normal, but this lightforged seemed more impressive than those Estingai had fought.

      Is it more ornate? Did the Imaia send an officer after us?

      As far as she knew, lightforged only had one commander among them…

      No.

      Estingai froze just as crystals of frost and motes of flame shimmered around the lightforged’s outstretched hand. In a moment, they formed into a massive blade of silver and gold, as long as the lightforged was tall. The blade extended from an arched cross guard, thickening near the end where a small crescent of metal had been removed, golden cracks webbing out over the silvery metal, so that the weapon ended in a wicked hook.

      “Kifrytari!” Someone breathed from behind.

      Estingai steeled herself even as her heart pounded and her legs threatened to collapse.

      Kifrytari — the Imaia’s Deathknight, commander of their twisted, all-but immortal lightforged. The creature that had murdered and broken many Estingai held dear. Most lightforged carried iron weaponry, but that cursed blade was synonymous with the Deathknight.

      Estingai brightened her greynodes, increasing her speed and reflexes, and her rednodes.

      Two golden shields formed in Estingai’s hands, each over a meter and a half wide. Hardlight didn’t cut as well as a metal sword, but the blunt edges would work better for Estingai’s purposes.

      Svemakuu had formed his own darklight shields, the deep violet substance fading into wisps at the edge.

      The Deathknight stopped a few paces away and leveled its massive blade at the two of them. With a flick of the wrist, it switched its grip and slammed the blade almost a quarter of its length into the stone floor, then fell into a ready stance.

      Estingai leapt forward with a roar, knowing Svemakuu would follow. Her cry echoed off the walls, bolstered by the voices of the aides.

      “Protect the commanders!” Svemakuu barked.

      Estingai rushed the Deathknight, raising her shields as she flared her violetnodes, directing twin bursts of blue-violet lightning toward the Deathknight.

      The creature raised its own hardlight shield, blocking Estingai’s attack even as it sent a burst of violet fire toward Svemakuu, forcing him to shelter behind his shield. At the first sign of pressure from her foe’s shield, Estingai twisted away, avoiding being thrown back by the wall of hardlight. She thrust for the creature’s armpit, where the armor was weak, but the Deathknight blocked the edge of her shield with its armored wrist and spun, missing Estingai with its kick, but connecting with Svemakuu’s side, knocking him back.

      Don’t worry about him. His greynodes protect him from that.

      Iceborn like Svemakuu used their greynodes to enhance strength. It also made him more durable, able to take that blow without shattering his ribs.

      Estingai looked to her husband. He met her eyes through his elk-like mask and nodded.

      They would attack as one.

      Estingai flared her greynodes and violetnodes, leaping toward the Deathknight as energy roared through her. She aimed high, again throwing lightning.

      Svemakuu aimed low. Just as the Deathknight conjured another hardlight shield, Estingai’s vision flashed white-blue. She bared her teeth as the Deathknight blocked that too.

      Estingai dismissed her hardlight blade and instead used her rednodes and violetnodes to send darts of hardlight wreathed in violet flames at the Deathknight. Svemakuu threw needles of violet ice. The Deathknight countered both with another shield—this one of darklight, deflecting the projectiles back at them.

      Estingai had expected that.

      Flaring her greennodes, she ripped chunks of volcanic rock from the floor and hurled them at the Deathknight—one low, one straight at the darklight shield.

      The lightforged conjured another hardlight shield to protect its feet, but stumbled as the second rock hit its darklight shield hard enough to bend it, and hit its mark. The shield absorbed enough of the blow, but both hardlight and darklight had a drawback: the more force brought against a construct, the more Auroralight one had to feed into it to maintain the structure.

      That was the only way to defeat a lightforged skilled in Auroramancy—wear down its Auroralight. They used Auroralight to heal, and that was finite. Estingai just hoped she and Svemakuu could hold out that long.

      They danced with the Deathknight in fire, ice, lightning, stone, darkness and light, pushing Estingai to the limits of her abilities.

      Starless nights, can we win this?

      She was beginning to doubt.

      Estingai had one ability she hadn’t used yet, one she only used when absolutely necessary. It consumed Auroralight at the fastest rate. Svemakuu hadn’t used it either, and nor had the Deathknight. Estingai’s blacknodes granted her the ability not only to detect someone using Auroramancy, but which biogems they brightened. It took training to recognize the individual signatures, like rhythms and melodies, but she’d done it. The Deathknight had yet to brighten its ambernodes.

      Just as Estingai primed her own ambernodes, the Deathknight forced them back with twin walls of hardlight.

      Estingai braced herself, keeping upright as her boots slid over the smooth floor. The cave already hampered the more acrobatic fighting style she and her husband were trained in, and their opponent’s capabilities eliminated their usual close-quarters advantage.

      Flaring her rednodes, Estingai created her own hardlight barrier and pushed back until the Deathknight released its own.

      Estingai glared up at the Deathknight.

      Burn it.

      “Dim clearnodes!” she barked, hoping the Deathknight would take a moment to do so. Estingai flared her greynodes and ambernodes, allowing her to draw and cock her revolver with supernatural speed, and unload on the Deathknight. She brightened her rednodes as she pulled the trigger, creating small hardlight shields around her ears.

      All six rounds of her first moon clip unloaded on the Deathknight, two center mass, two to the head, and one to each kneecap, aiming for the gemstones when she could. Her ambernodes allowed her to anticipate where the Deathknight’s shields would appear.

      The speed she pulled the trigger would have jammed most firearms, but she carried one made for Auroramancers.

      Greynodes still flared, chewing away at her Auroralight, Estingai released the spent clip, loaded a new one and repeated the pattern. She did the same with her third clip, conserving the last two rounds. Holstering the firearm, she dismissed the shields around her ears. They only rang slightly.

      She’d dented and scratched the Deathknight’s armor in a few places and cracked one gemstone, but the number of rounds at the creature’s feet told her most had hit its shields. Svemakuu had emptied his clips too – there were more spent rounds than she’d fired.

      Estingai tensed, ready to go again, when the commanders’ aides rushed past, weapons raised, gemcrests shining with Auroralight.

      That thing will slaughter them.

      Estingai took half a step forward when something caught her arm. She whirled to find Svemakuu beside her. He’d erected a darklight shield between them and the Deathknight.

      “Get the commanders out of here,” he said. “I’ll wear it down and follow you out.”

      “Neither of us have taken down a normal one alone,” she answered. “You expect me to leave you here with that?” The Deathknight  easily killed the first two aides with spikes of violet ice through their necks. Estingai’s stomach knotted in fear. “I’m not sure we can take that together.”

      Svemakuu wobbled his head, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “All the more reason for you to leave.”

      She shook her head firmly. “Not without you.”

      “Please don’t fight me on this.” His voice strained. “I’ll occupy it long enough, then lose it in the tunnels. I can stay down here longer than it can.”

      He had a point. Running out of Auroralight made one lightless, but the next aurora fixed that. Lightforged died without it, from what they’d gathered. At the very least, they could be killed once their Auroralight ran out. If Svemakuu could trick it into following him deeper into the tunnels…

      “Fine,” she relented, “but you run when the time comes.”

      He nodded. “I promise. Now go.”

      Estingai gazed at him through their helmets for one last moment, wishing she could kiss him.

      With a strangled grunt, she ripped her arm from his grip, stalking back toward where the commanders, still around the table, stood tense and spellbound.

      “Out!” Estingai gestured to the nearby tunnel. “Don’t stop until you get to your extraction points.”

      As they moved to the exit, Estingai stole one last look at her husband, just to see the last aide crushed against a wall. Svemakuu looked back at her, his darklight shield still intact.

      The creature strode toward him, stepping over corpses like so much rubble, one hand crackling with energy as a blade of violet ice formed in the other.

      “Svemakuu!”

      Her husband whipped around, shield dissipating into violet-black wisps as he formed a blade of darklight large enough to match the Deathknight’s own. He moved with speed nearly matching a Natari with flared greynodes.

      His blade connected with a sickening crunch. The Deathknight staggered back a step, reaching for its face.

      Estingai blinked, eyes wide. Svemakuu’s strike had ripped off its faceplate.

      When the Deathknight revealed its face, the chamber seemed to grow cold. Estingai’s knees threatened to buckle.

      “No,” she breathed, horrified, mind rejecting what she saw.

      No. Darkness, please, no.

      The skin was a pale white-grey instead of dark blue, the markings glittering gold instead of black, matching the glowing eyes. But Estingai knew that face.

      “Kojatere,” she whispered.

      Svemakuu went rigid, darklight blade fading to smoke.

      No. It can’t be.

      The creature wearing the face of Kojatere, former Champion of the Union and leader of the Knights Reborn, stared at him, then turned to Estingai.

      Estingai hadn’t seen the woman die herself—she and Svemakuu had been far across the battlefield—but people they trusted had told them that her mother-in-law was dead. Slain by the God King himself.

      “Estingai,” Svemakuu cried, “run!”

      But she froze as the Deathknight looked past her and clenched its hands into a fist. Green light glowed at the creature’s brow and breastplate. The cave rumbled, cracks echoing through the chamber.

      Estingai realized the Deathknight’s plan with a sharp chill. She turned to the commanders, raised a warning hand. But the cry of “Move!” died on her lips as the tunnel collapsed in a cloud of dust and rubble.

      Goddess…

      They were gone.

      Every commander, buried.

      No time to dig. No time to mourn. Svemakuu needed her.

      Come on, Estingai!

      She turned to see the Deathknight raise its massive blade. Her husband stood alone before it.

      She had to get there. To help him.

      Another resonant crack stopped her cold. Estingai looked up to see her own dark shape reflected in the slab of obsidian dropping toward her.

      

      Estingai woke in darkness.

      The first breath she sucked in came out in a coughing fit that stabbed at her side. Something there was broken. Dust itched beneath her mask and the air was stuffy, thick with the smell of sweat and blood.

      Her mind… wasn’t working right.

      And she hurt. Everywhere.

      She couldn’t move. Her aching muscles pushed, but something was stopping her.

      Light. She needed light.

      And air.

      Estingai reached for her jacket zipper. She could manage that, at least. Loosening it, she tugged at her padding and shirt. But the light that should have been there didn’t come.

      It took her clouded mind a moment to process what that meant.

      I’m lightless.

      Estingai closed her eyes, fighting down the panic, trying to remember what had happened. It was hard. People could function while lightless, but the absence of Auroralight depressed them in every way. It dulled emotions, thoughts, sensations, even pain. The last of those worried Estingai the most.

      She’d been fighting, about to run, when she saw…

      How? Kweshrima and the others wouldn’t have lied. They would have made sure⁠—

      Even her lightless mind couldn’t dull the horror of that memory.

      Don’t focus on that. Not now.

      The ceiling had caved in. She’d flared her greennodes and rednodes at the last moment, pushing back at the rock and throwing a hardlight shell around her. That saved her from being crushed, but used most of her remaining Auroralight. After that, even flaring her opalnodes hadn’t been enough to move the rubble. The strain and sudden lack of Auroralight must have made her pass out.

      I’m trapped.

      Trapped and lightless.
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      “Though the Ministry of Science has been so far unable to run any tests on the Champion's blade, Ilkwalerva, a survey of reports referencing the blade has gathered the following information: The blade is able to cut through any substance, organic or inorganic, and grants its owner even greater Auroramantic abilities than afforded the Redeemed. There is also its supposed ability to create more Redeemed.”

      Exodus countdown: 23 days, 25 hours, 7 minutes

      Skadaatha Modibodjara, Vizier of the Third Imaia of Atonga, stepped through a tear in the fabric of reality into apartment 636 of Mjatafa Mwonga's House of Innovation. Her home.

      She fell to her knees on the living room carpet the moment the portal to a realm of molten red and icy violet closed behind her. The pouch in her hand fell to the floor as she caught herself. Traveling through that fiery realm often required most of the Auroralight she could hold within her four crests of biogems, and she'd spent longer than usual on that plane this time.

      Taking a deep breath, Skadaatha drew in a small amount of Auroralight from the biogems set into her armor to stave off lightlessness. Then she glanced toward the kitchen just in time to see her husband, Vysla, turn from where he stood washing cookware. 

      He smiled at her at first, as he always did. Then his eyes widened. He dropped the pan he'd been holding and rushed toward her.

      "Skadaatha!" he gasped, looping one of her arms around his shoulders and picking up the fallen pouch. Once he bore most of her weight, he helped her to her feet and toward the balcony.

      Skadaatha tensed at first but dismissed the urge to push him away. Instead, she forced herself to smile, focusing on his touch, muted as it was through her titansteel armor and the padding underneath. It wasn't easy. That she'd had that impulse in the first place infuriated her.

      I'm supposed to be past that.

      A month away from Vysla, however, with only herself to rely upon, may have brought back old reflexes and instincts.

      It didn't help that she felt so weak. Skadaatha had drawn in enough Auroralight to prevent becoming lightless, but that was no substitute for when her gemcrests shone like the auroras themselves, investment flowing through her body.

      Vysla opened the balcony door and guided her toward the railing. By the second step, Skadaatha straightened, removing her helmet and hanging it from her belt. She adjusted her long white braid as it fell over her shoulder, and closed her eyes, breathing in deep as investment filled her to bursting. It wasn’t Auroralight, the invested light that filled all of Mjatafa Mwonga and gave it life. Today was Kojoa, the day after Auroraday. The energy source that filled her with life was even more potent.

      Opening her eyes, Skadaatha found a genuine smile on her lips as she gripped the balcony railing and looked out over the city.

      They weren't incredibly high up on the sixth floor of the building, but few buildings near the city's center rose much higher. Still, the height allowed them a vantage few saw on a daily basis. One Skadaatha hadn't realized she'd missed so much. She brightened her clearnodes to take it in properly.

      Their balcony faced north, looking toward the center of the city. It allowed for a view of the Central and Military Districts, the residential complexes and Inner Sea beyond, and the high walls of the Vale at Mjatafa Mwonga's center from which light spilled forth like an overflowing cup. She ignored the iconography and other propaganda, instead focusing on the city's beauty.

      Lush white, black, maroon, and dark teal foliage covered the city, appearing on every street and building in addition to the cultivated parks and gardens, with blossoms and fruits providing the occasional bloom of color. Skadaatha's enhanced vision allowed her to make out the individual petals and leaves on some buildings close by, and detect the subtle differences between their different shades and hues. With her clearnodes brightened, she could hear the people below on the street, milling about, nearly picking out bits of conversation. Efruumani’s sun warmed her skin, and as she breathed in deep, she caught hints of the flowers and herbs potted on lower balconies.

      "I still find myself shocked at times that we managed this," she said, looking out over the city that would save them from Efruumani's death. Skadaatha turned to her husband as he rested his arms on the railing beside her. "I think I almost forgot how impressive it is. And how beautiful."

      He raised a dark eyebrow. "Didn't you spend the last month in the Ice Wastes?"

      The simple, familiar expression somehow washed away Skadaatha's lingering frustration and disappointment at the day's events. Not all of it, or as much as it usually would have, but even the small amount was enough to bring a smile to her lips as she rested a gauntleted hand over his. She took in his short black hair, slim, yet fit build, the deep red-orange of his skin and narrow, vertical black stripes on his face that marked his Taryngai heritage, and his kind, inquisitive golden-brown eyes with their crinkles at the corners. Vysla wore his long, voluminous yet breathable robes that marked him as a man of science. The cutout over his collarbone displayed his crest of violet biogems, and patterns of gold and red down the front and back distinguished his field of engineering, as did the pattern on his squat cylindrical kuufi that he'd left on the kitchen table, as usual. The sleeves of his robe were bunched up around his upper arms, and his hands still dripped with water and suds.

      Auroras, I've missed this man.

      "Not exclusively," she said. "The Wastes are scarred and empty, but even then, the shining windswept plains spreading for miles…" She trailed off for a moment, conjuring Darkside's dark, cool palette in her mind. The strange, faint blue-orange glow of the ice gave the land an eerie atmosphere even in that hemisphere's perpetual shroud of darkness, its wounds giving it the appearance of shattered, treacherous craglands.

      She met Vysla's gaze. "Their beauty is unrivaled."

      Vysla’s smile made her heart swell, heat rushing through her body.

      “What’s inside?” he asked, handing her the pouch, which she tied to her belt.

      "You left the water running."

      Vysla’s eyes bulged, and he dashed back into their apartment. The water stopped, and a few moments later he was back at her side, gazing out at the city.

      "You're late," he noted.

      Skadaatha let her eyes wander over Vysla again, drinking him in. It seemed strange to her that she’d only known Vysla for sixty-two of this world’s cycles around its sun—one hundred and twenty-four years by the Atonga calendar—less than a tenth of the time she’d been on this world.

      "Late?"

      He grinned at her. "You left me with the dishes."

      Skadaatha snorted, shaking her head before looking out at the city again.

      She hesitated for a moment, then put her hand over his. "I missed you."

      The emotion in her voice surprised Skadaatha.

      She had missed Vysla. Spending a month away from him had been an idiotic idea, especially with how it had ended.

      Skadaatha pulled her husband closer as he wrapped his arms around her, but it wasn’t enough. Her armor got in the way.

      "Did things take longer at the mountain, or at the final station?"

      Skadaatha tried to keep the frown from her face, yet she could not.

      "The mountain," she said, pulling back from his embrace and gripping the railing, eyes down, staring at nothing, "I failed. It wasn't there."

      Vysla remained silent as Skadaatha took a few deep breaths, trying to force down her disappointment at that failure. The Vale caught her eye, however, and that disappointment turned to anger.

      Skadaatha clenched her teeth.

      “Dear—the railing."

      Skadaatha glanced down at the railing, then released it and dimmed the pairs of greynodes that enhanced her strength. She didn't know when she'd brightened them. She'd squeezed the metal rail hard enough to form it to the curves of her clenched fists.

      Skadaatha dimmed her clearnodes as well, then turned toward the apartment and stalked through the white-walled main living area to the bedroom, trying to calm herself with deep, measured breaths. She stopped halfway when she glanced toward the kitchen and noticed what sat on the table. Other than Vysla's kuufi, datapad, and a stack of papers.

      Vysla's footsteps followed her in, the glass door to the balcony closing a moment later. She turned to him, some of her tension fading. "You made me kaabelgaaz.”

      He smiled, raising a hand to her cheek. "I didn't think you'd be able to find any on Darkside, so I wanted to have some ready for you when you got back."

      Skadaatha's mouth watered as she looked back toward the plate of small, crescent-shaped cookies. She started taking off her gauntlets.

      He even dusted them with sugar for me.

      Which meant he'd dipped them in citrus blossom water as well.

      Skadaatha brightened her clearnodes just enough to breathe in their wonderful scent from where she stood. She knew that if she got too close right now, she'd have a hard time keeping herself from stuffing every last one into her mouth.

      With effort, she took only two, popping them into her mouth and licking her fingers clean, as she continued to the bedroom. She’d begun to sweat from Lightside's heat. Even with the building's climate control, the temperature would take some getting used to after six weeks in temperatures consistently well below freezing.

      Skadaatha bit her lip as she set her helmet on its stand.

      She didn't want to talk about her time away—that would only make her more temperamental.

      I want to be with my husband again.

      Her time on Darkside without him had been necessary, but not enjoyable.

      She knew, however, that if she did not talk to him and work through her emotions, she would explode sooner or later. At him or someone else.

      "I took a bit longer than planned at the station as well" she said, setting down the gauntlets and busying herself with the straps of her armor as Vysla entered the room, "I used too much Auroralight searching for the Throne to travel back here through Manakera."

      Vysla's fingers joined her own a moment later.

      "I see."

      He was quiet. When he did speak, his tone was neutral. "Were you still able to obtain the materials we need?"

      Skadaatha’s jaw tightened for a moment, but she unclenched and nodded. She unlatched the now-dim brace of biogems she'd worn at her waist and set it on a small table next to her armor stand. Then she fished out the pouch and tossed it onto
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