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Where were we?

Father David dragged two large chests across the temple square, accompanied by a grinding sound, drowned amidst the chatter of several thousand scared Akunians.

The western streets had been barricaded and citywatch was still trying to herd the crowd east. Joon followed behind with several sacks against his back, and it was not long before Feris parted from the crowd to assist their approach.

"Torches in this chest, the good kind," David explained. "Rope in the other, the cheap kind."

"Rope, what are we going to do with...?" Feris pressed his lips together to end the question.

"Feris!" Commander Teric's voice rang out over the crowd, drawing everyone’s eyes to the top of the barricade. "Bring him over!"

As David and Feris reached the barrier, the densely packed crowd compelled them to the edges and forced them to squeeze through weeping citizens intent on mobbing the platform.

"Get back! All of you, back!" the commander yelled again, as the trio pushed their way to the corner of the overturned scaffold. Crates, wagons, doors and even piles of firewood had all been stacked against it, allowing a careful individual to climb to the top. 

Feris darted up the side with all the agility of a young man and was standing beside Teric before David could even put his boot on the structure. They watched as David took several minutes to carefully navigate the wobbly pile; already he could feel an all too familiar dizziness taking hold as he climbed. He hated heights – the first thing he noticed as his eyes washed over the other side of the wall were scores of deceased citizens who had failed to make it this far.

He grimaced at the sight, but tried not to hold that expression too long before returning his attention to the crowd on the east side. From this vantage, the street was completely packed from here to the East Gate with an endless sea of faces. Ten, perhaps twenty thousand people stared back at him, shouting and screaming at those on the platform and at each other.

The sound was almost deafening. David moved closer to Teric and had to shout into his ear just to be heard.

"Why... why are they staying? Can we not lead them out?"

"What?!" Teric turned his attention away from Horan and leaned in closer.

"The East Gate! Can we not lead them away?!" David shouted again.

Teric held up a hand to Horan and put the other arm around David's shoulders. With a quick squeeze, he brought the priest in close enough so that his mouth could press right up against David's ear.

"East Gate is closed!" Normally he might have whispered that fact, yet amidst the commotion, a plainly spoken word was less than a whisper. "Creatures on the other side!"

David pulled away from him and had to get the tall man to hunch over to take turns speaking. "What are these things?!"

"There is no way to be sure! I need you to talk to these people and get them all to shut up or we won't get anything done!"

"What do you want me to say?!" David's face twisted in frustration, raising his hands in a sort of shrug.

Teric glared at him and showed a bit of teeth. "Say anything! Just get them to calm down! You are a priest! Say priest things! Give them something to hope for!"

"There is no hope if we cannot get out through the East Gate!"

"What?!" he yelled back. David repeated it, but Teric shook his head. With a meaty hand, he grabbed the top of David's arm, roughly at first, but a bit more delicately after noticing the lack of muscle on it.

Before the priest could protest, Teric pushed him to the front of the platform and left him to stare at the throng.

"Listen up!" Teric shouted. "We can't do much about the dead! We'll bury them as best as we can! But the living, the rest of you, listen up!"

He pointed to David, but it was no use, the crowd continued shouting their questions and demands. This took him by surprise and David felt his limbs freezing in place at the sight of their hostile expressions.

Torchlight washed over their sneering faces and painted them in a sea of madness. Their wide eyes had long since been given over to anger. Some had blood running from their noses and ears and many had bruises on their arms and legs. The demons had not done this. They had done it to themselves when they attempted to climb over each other.

"Please!" David tried to shout and wave his arms.

"Please listen! Listen!" Joon pointed from the edges of the far wall. 

A sudden pain shot through David's head, but he was able to push it aside and ignore it for now.

"Please!" he waved his arms again. 

The crowd seethed at Teric’s refusal to acknowledge them. Beyond panic, their calls faded into a frenzy that could only be glimpsed when a member of citywatch held his torch high enough.

The pain came again, stronger this time. David put a hand to his head and tried to wipe it away. Yet it would not leave, and for a moment he wondered why he thought that might work.

"Why won’t they let us through the East Gate?!" A woman threw herself against the barricade and lifted her arms high as if she were trying to clamber up.

David locked eyes with her; he opened his mouth to speak when a large man pushed his way to the front and screamed his name.

"Father David! Father David!!" The man’s eyes were crazed and even from this distance, David could smell the gutters this poor man must have crawled through to get here. Yet, it did not stop the archpriest from kneeling on the edge of the platform to hear the question. "The work crews were going to pull down the east wall! Did they make a hole?! Is there a hole we can get through?!”

"No!" David yelled back. "That is next month! They have not even started, there is no hole!"

"You damn piece of garbage! Mynar trash, you’ve killed us! You’ve killed us! You’ve killed us! You’ve killed us!" The man continued as another pulled against his shoulder to climb over.

The pain in David's head flared with such intensity that he was forced to close his eyes. Hand against his head, he brought the other up and gripped the side of his skull as if to hold it in place.

He was overcome by the sensation of falling. A flash of light whipped across the cracks in his eyelids and the wind was knocked from him. In that instant, the pain fled away. It was as if his head had finally burst open and left him in peace.

A dull ache moved up and down his back and let him know that he had fallen from the scaffold. David opened his eyes slowly and found the night sky laid out in front of him. Did no one try to catch him? Had he twisted in the air and landed on his back? David was relieved he hadn't fallen on anyone – or worse, on the other side of the barricade.

He found no desire to move and allowed his eyes to peer up at those peaceful stars, swearing that some had begun to dance themselves into a tangle of light, brighter than he had ever seen.

Not long ago, he could glance up and recognize each constellation in its orbit, yet these stars were completely foreign to him. All at once – they pulsed a bright silver.

When it eventually faded, he resigned to sit up. There did not appear to have been any permanent damage from his tumble. Fortunately he had landed on his back and not his face. No one attempted to bend over and help him stand, yet as he hefted himself up off the ground... he caught a glimpse of their legs. The crowd was still. This horde of people, which had been screaming their heads off just moments ago, had gone completely silent. Now they stared at him as if to hang on his next word.

David gave a short cough and glanced around briefly. Unsure of why everyone appeared so shocked, he turned and let his eyes move from left to right and as they did, the dim starlight from the night sky appeared to intensify upon the singular spot where he stood.

"Mynar..." Joon whispered as he edged closer with wide-eyed amazement.

"No..." David whispered and held up his hands. They glowed a bright silver as his vision poured over them. The crowd startled as his eyes flicked back to them. "No, this is not Mynar. This is the end of my patience."

Teric and his men stood frozen atop the barricade. The citizens kept their words at a whisper as more from the back gently pushed forward to look upon the glowing priest.

David raised his voice for all to hear. "Love, Courage, Honesty. These are the tenets of Mynar!"

His words blasted down the street and seemed to echo from the buildings, carried away into the still night air. "But I am a liar! I am a coward! And I hate you! "

Tears welled in his eyes and he stopped to clutch at his collar as if those words had tried to strangle him. "I don't want to help you..."

He glanced back to Joon, still motionless by the barricade but now with a concerned expression. David was falling apart and it appeared most of the city might bear witness. "I can stand here and pretend that my greatest foe is those monsters..."

He took a deep breath and let it out as the tears began to stream down his face.

"But the truth is... The truth is... My greatest enemy is YOU!" A torrent of rage shot through his bones, forcing him to push it back down so that he might continue.

"I want to please you! I want to give you hope! I want to be the one who gives you the temple you deserve!"

The crowd remained quiet, heads turning slightly as he paced like a caged animal.

"But the truth is you do not deserve one!" He pointed southeast to the decayed structure and noticed a handful of acolytes, already averting their eyes.

David looked to a man in the crowd holding two children in his arms. "A part of me loves you. A part of me hates you. A part of me needs you. A part of me fears you. And..." He closed his eyes. "And... and I know that I can never forgive you."

The archpriest staggered and fell. It was a brief weakness. He managed to catch himself on one knee and open his eyes just long enough to plant both hands on the ground in front of him.

"Lies..." he whispered as the revelation seeded his mind. "How long have I been deceiving myself?"

The stars moved again, yet this time they did not shift left or right. They focused their rays into a single point and lit up David from every direction. Joon paced forward to help him up, but was waved away.

"I can never forgive you!" he roared one more time. "You all demand protection! You threaten the citywatch when they refuse to accept your timorous ramblings over the sound of your neighbor's screams! And then you hurl obscenities when they ask me to give you something I cannot give myself!"

He paused to take in a deep breath. The crowd watched him with rapt attention. David looked to the man that had spoken earlier. "I am not a priest of Mynar! I am just a scared peasant from the countryside! So perhaps I should just shut up and let you know the truth! Fine! Well, here it is!"

David moved his feet together and raised his arms into the air with the announcement. "We are all going to die! Survivors from the south say the docks are overrun! The North Gate is on fire! Joon climbed the temple and says everything west of here is filled with monsters, probably to the river, maybe further! Teric wanted to push you out of the East Gate, but now that is blocked as well!

"We are all going to die!!" David screamed at the top of his lungs as he turned. "Those creatures are here to kill us all! All of us!"

"But why?" came a voice from the crowd. It was soft, but not the voice of a child. David turned toward its direction, but could not determine who had asked.

“Because we deserve it! All of us! Everyone that profited while the farmers were cheated and beaten!" He pointed to a group of well-dressed fellows to his left. "Everyone who looked away while my brothers were executed for speaking out!"

He pointed to a portion of carpenters to the right of them. "Everyone who stepped aside while the citywatch robbed their neighbors in the street!"

His aim shifted to a few merchants. "Everyone who kept quiet while guild ships carried away the beggars!"

He swung his gesture to Commander Teric, yet slowly adjusted it until it lined up with the distant palace. "Every coward who waited for someone else to come along and do what we should have done! None of you deserve to be saved!

"Those creatures!" David started back to the barricade and pointed furiously. "Those creatures are here to stab us, cut us, murder us! But those creatures are not the evil ones!"

He whirled on the crowd and swung his arm back. "You are!"

The silence was so thick that David thought he could hear the blood rushing through his ears. Everyone continued to stare; there was truly no other place to look as it seemed the stars themselves would only shine on him.

David gnashed his teeth and leaned both arms atop his head. His eyes closed again and there was no pain or tension, no hate or sadness. What he could feel dripping through his soul could only be called a welcome revelation of the truth.

He struggled to understand these people and what they wanted from him. Mages, wealth, undead, demons, attacks on the temple. The events of this week had become far too overwhelming for a man who only wanted a simple existence.

To complicate matters further, a vision slid into his mind as easily as if it had been invited. He saw himself, standing in the cross-street just beyond the barricade, and an army of demons racing from the shadows with weapons drawn. Was this the future? Was it fate? Could this be the will of Mynar?

"Father David. I..." Joon's voice shook him out of it and forced him to look over his shoulder at the young man. "I spied for Baudin..."

Joon carefully placed himself on the ground in front of David and knelt with his face to the hard stonework. "At times, I became so hungry... I traded for food. ‘Told him about the temple and what went on. I would tell him... I would tell him anything he wanted to hear so long as he fed me and sometimes he would not even give it, but I would tell him anyway because I hoped there was a chance... a chance."

Joon's voice broke as tears began to rain down on the cobblestone beneath. David stretched a hand and placed it on his shoulder. "Mynar forgives you."

The silver starlight from David's hand crept from his fingertips and seemed to infect the man’s body. It washed across Joon's shoulder and down through his torso until he was completely engulfed. "Mynar forgives you, stand up."

A man stepped from the crowd and kneeled next to Joon as he rose. Both men watched as he bowed his head. "Father... I robbed caravans near Callow. That is why I came to Akune. To escape. The coin did not get me far..."

"Mynar forgives you." The man gasped in surprise as David reached out with a gentle hand and stroked the man's hair. The starlight leapt the distance and engulfed him as well.

"Father..." It was Feris. David had not heard him leap from the platform, yet here he was. Although the man was too well-armed to kneel, he bowed low and cleared his throat. "I did work for Lord Nath. I killed... a lot... a lot of people. Some months he would summon me to the palace and make a list, mostly merchants and sailors, but sometimes..."

"Mynar forgives you." David touched him and one at a time the citizens began to gather around that touch. They knelt, they bowed, they confessed to terrible crimes. It was not the confession which mattered; it was the sudden turn toward honesty which caused the silvery glow to spread. And as their confessions rang out, fellow realmers collected along the sides of the street, glowing with a supernatural radiance that hurt the eyes of the sinful. It did not take long for shadows to collect against the last man standing atop the barricade.

Commander Teric stepped down slowly, his face slack.

"Father..." The big man returned David’s stare as he fell to his knees. "I... I killed Vassago. I killed him out of revenge. I called it justice, but... it was just revenge." Teric turned to the people on the street. "I killed Vassago Culross! Goge took the blame and I let him!"

He exhaled slowly and turned back to see David watching.

David gave a nod. "Mynar forgives you... And so do I."

****
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Moving northeast, the procession of Black Seekers tromped into the heart of the city. It was not intended to be a grand display, yet entire legions were called to attention to show respect to High Prince Typhon as he emerged from the darkened streets. The great Nakiri took no notice of them, lowering his head only to hear a report or acknowledge a request.

Kurio only recognized one of the generals who added himself to this company, an Imugi by the name of Pagoe who walked two paces behind the prince's left side. Horns, scales, and a mouth full of fangs, he looked to be more dragon than demon.

Yet it was not his features, nor his artisan armor that made people fear him. It was reputation: fast, precise and devastating. Those unfortunate enough to meet his legion on the field of battle only needed to repeat his name to explain why they had lost.

Of course, this was nothing compared to Typhon. The youngest Nakiri to ever ascend to the Dark Council, he slew hundreds of competitors in the Trials and claimed the seat of the greatest warrior the Court of Thorns had ever known. Since those times, he had spent nearly three hundred years defending the Frontiers of Gallu and it had been implied that his fame had been the reason for the growing prestige of the Court of Thorns among the other cabals.

Until recently, Kurio had not believed any of this, yet from the expressions on the soldiers lining both sides of the street, he was starting to understand.

It was enough to make him wonder if his crime and punishment had not been a blessing in disguise. Trailing in the wake of such a legend would surely erase his past mistakes and elevate him to new levels of acclaim. The eyes of thousands, perhaps even millions, would fall upon him this day. They would see him not as a failure, but as a companion to one of the greatest Nakiri in recent history. With such a thought came a nervous energy. 'The closer to greatness, the greater the fear', he had once read. Those words had never been more relevant than right now. If he pleased his prince, all would be forgiven. Yet if he failed, there would be no redemption.

As the procession moved from the streets and through the dismantled palace gates, they began to walk across the road that stretched the palace grounds. Soldiers lined the perimeter in the tens of thousands. Eyes passed over him from all directions.

Obizu took to Kurio’s side, careful to stay out of Typhon’s path. Although her demeanor was one of a spoiled child, Kurio could see frown lines creeping up the corners of her mouth. Although he refused to believe her situation was as dire as his, whatever game she thought to play would undoubtedly be a dangerous one. Exclusion from the ritual of sacrifice was indeed an embarrassing fate to suffer, yet Kurio wondered if she understood that Typhon would murder her at the first sign of disobedience. No discussion, no warning, no questions. He would execute her and there would not be a single soul in all the domains who would try to prevent it.

"High Prince!" A goat-headed creature in expensive armor bolted from the palace and dropped to one knee before placing his blade at their feet. "Siege engines are ready. Zatos and Razen legions have combined and await your command."

Typhon came to a sudden halt and glanced down at this creature. "Resistance?"

"None reported, High Prince." Kurio wondered if he had ever seen this one before. A long and hard stare failed to stir his memory.

Typhon gripped his axe by the head, leaving the handle to brush against his tail. "Where is my prey?"

"Inside the... this... structure. Inside this structure, High Prince." It stretched out an arm to point.

Typhon gestured northeast. "Get word to Zatos, continue the advance. Report any significant resistance."

"Yes, great one!" The goat-headed creature collected his blade and ran west along the path that circled the palace. The procession continued, staggered at first and then in unison. After a few steps, Kurio saw the High Prince lean closer to Pagoe.

"What do you think the purpose of this structure is?" he asked in hushed tones. Pagoe shrugged in response and mumbled something back. Kurio wished that question had been directed to him. Perhaps then he could impress the great one with his knowledge of human hive dwellings.

Although the double doors had been torn from their hinges, the Nakiri were still forced to fold in their wings and enter single file as they arrived at the palace foyer. At least thirty elite soldiers and officers took a moment to glance around at the individual rooms.

The ceiling was high enough so that they did not have to crouch, yet the door frame to the connecting room took a bit of squeezing. A Basaru arrived and offered a quick bow before leading them deeper inside.

"One of the forward teams saw the mage flee after using magic," the creature explained. “The human made a strange bubble-thing we have not seen before. Seekers confirmed the target is imprisoned inside.”

Typhon’s features did not hint at emotion. Only a dry realization. "The enemy knew of our assault. This was his preparation."

After a brief length of corridor, they arrived in a large room with shattered furniture and a large sphere that hovered off the ground. Three Black Seekers directed torrents of energy at its center, attempting to weaken the barriers that kept it undamaged.

Kurio's eyes widened at the sight. Despite resigning himself to pay attention to his lord and do his best to impress the High Prince, this floating effect captured his imagination with a grip of iron.

It was magnificent. Aether and Ignis blending into a complexity that he had never thought possible. Beneath its black surface lay a mesh of rotating symbols that absorbed and warped oceans of energy. It was not only shielded, it was packed so dense that even visible light could not escape
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