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AUTHOR’S NOTE




The Relics of War series is a project that has been on-going for more than twenty years. In its first iteration, the series was not marketed. It was published only for the enjoyment of a few close friends and family members.

	Fast-forward two decades. I’ve decided the stories are worth sharing with a wider audience. All three books have undergone a complete rewrite, significant editing, and many updates. This is the version of the series that I have always envisioned, and this is the version I am sharing with the world. 

	The Relics of War is meant as a series of novels for adult readers. I want to stress the importance of this statement, as there are passages that depict violence, abuse, and torture within. There is also some language that may be offensive to some. Please be advised that I do not recommend these books for a younger and/or sensitive audience.

	For those who don’t mind reading about some of the uglier facets of humanity, I truly hope you enjoy the series that launched my aspirations to publish. 

	On a side note, there are several references contained in War of the Nameless that stemmed from a novella I wrote. That work features the story of Jal’den and Sal’zar prior to the events of this trilogy. If you would like to read The Ballad of Alchemy and Steel, it’s available free to subscribers of my newsletter, or it can be purchased from the usual ebook retailers. 

	If you are seeking a pronunciation/character guide, it is available on my website: Glossary of Characters.

	I hope you enjoy this final installment in The Relics of War.




						Thank you,

						A.J. Calvin
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE QUEEN’S FINAL INSULT







Ravin leaned against the window sill, his gaze fixed on the crowded street below. Trumpeters marched along the thoroughfare, blaring a brassy fanfare ahead of the first of many attractions that wended their way through the city of Delucha. The queen had spared no expense when it came to ensuring the celebratory parade would garner the public’s attention. A team of horses bedecked in silks with feathers in their manes followed the first wave of musicians, their riders in gold-plated ceremonial armor for the occasion. They carried blunted lances adorned with colorful ribbons that rippled in the light breeze.

	Ravin sighed and shook his head. The parade was a waste of time and resources the queen could scarcely afford in the wake of the recent battle. The young monarch had insisted on the festivities, eager to flaunt her wealth to the masses while many of the townspeople still mourned their losses. It was nauseating.

	Beside him, Adalin peered wistfully at the celebration. By rights, they should both have taken part in it, though Ravin was silently pleased he wasn’t forced to. The thought of mingling with the crowds below made his skin crawl. He’d never liked large gatherings. The duchess, however, thrived in such settings. They made an odd pair, but their unexpected friendship was steadfast.

	“I hope the others are enjoying themselves,” she remarked as a troupe of acrobats began performing below. 

	Ravin chuckled. “Emra didn’t want to partake, so naturally, Patak was reluctant to go as well. Vardak thought it was a waste of time—he has a thousand items requiring his attention as it is. Taven was reticent, but he warmed up to the idea once he learned his two friends were excited for the parade.”

	“It’s Taven now, is it?” Adalin flashed a knowing smile. “You’ve taken to him during the past two weeks more than you’ve let on.” 

	Ravin shrugged. “He needs a mentor, and—” 

	“—You’re best suited for the job,” she finished for him. “I wasn’t trying to argue with you, Ravin. I think this role of guardian suits you. It’s a far cry from the dour man with little patience I first met in the palace.”

	“Hmm.” He frowned at the street below, though his eyes didn’t focus on the festivities currently taking place. “When we met, I believed you were nothing more than a court floozy.” 

	She tipped her head back and laughed merrily. “Then my farce to keep my place in the palace worked better than I’d believed.”

	“Yes, I suppose it did.” He sighed and pushed away from the window. “I’ll miss your company when the army departs, Adalin. There have been too few people in my life to call friends, but you are one of them.”

	 She placed her hands on her hips and fixed him with a knowing gaze. “And as I’ve told you countless times, I’ll be waiting for you once this business with the Soulless is over. I’ll be of little use to the army, although a part of me believes I’d be safer in the field than here in Delucha.”

	“The queen can’t risk making a spectacle of you,” he replied swiftly. “Jasom’s note indicated she wanted to have both our heads, but it would be poor publicity for our dear monarch. And she certainly can’t pursue Emra or those with her unless she wants to be seen as an ally of the Soulless.” He smirked. “There were too many important witnesses to that vision, Adalin. You are safe.”

	“About Jasom’s message… Are you planning to accept his invitation?”

	Ravin scowled and looked away. The queen’s consort had managed to secure Ravin a place at the feast that was to follow the current parade as a show of gratitude for Ravin’s service during the battle. Ravin doubted the queen was aware he’d sent the missive, and was certain she’d be livid if Ravin appeared in the palace. Additionally, he simply didn’t wish to go. The royal feasts he’d attended during his time as the queen’s advisor had been tiresome and crowded affairs.

	“I’d rather stay here,” he growled.

	“Oh, Ravin,” she replied, exasperated. “As you’ve just stated, the queen can’t risk harming you. There must be a reason Jasom asked you to the palace. It may prove useful if you go.”

	Her point was valid, but it didn’t change the fact he wanted nothing more to do with the queen. The woman was a murderer without remorse. He groaned and raked one hand through his dark hair.

	Adalin touched the side of his face, forcing him to meet her gaze. “Ravin, he may have information for you that he doesn’t wish to share with the queen. Have you considered that?”

	“I…No.” He sighed. “He also may have sent the invitation out of pity. Of all those who stood on the walls or charged through the gates to defend this city, I was the only one she refused to invite.”

	“I think you should go, Ravin. What can it hurt?”




An hour later, Ravin found himself in the palace’s outer courtyard, waiting for his invitation to be verified by the chamberlain’s staff. He crossed his arms in displeasure as a pair of palace guards leered at him from the entrance. He wasn’t certain what rumors the queen had spread in the wake of his resignation, but given the reception he’d received upon his arrival, it was clear he was no longer welcome in Her Majesty’s grand abode.

	He resisted the urge to abandon his folly and return to The Three Roses Inn—and Adalin. They’d grown closer since fleeing the palace, and she’d dropped the last of her courtier’s façade. He enjoyed her company and the lengthy discussions they often engaged in; she possessed a keen intellect and a sharp memory. Despite the many insinuations from outsiders, they were not romantically involved. He suspected Adalin desired more from him than he was willing to give at present, but he wasn’t prepared to take that step with her—or anyone else, for that matter. His focus was needed elsewhere.

	After several minutes spent frowning at the palace guards, the chamberlain himself appeared and waved Ravin inside. “It’s good to see you’re doing well, Ravin. Lord Jasom indicated he invited you, but it seems word did not filter down to my staff.” 

	Ravin shrugged as he was led down the familiar, tapestry-lined corridor toward the great hall. “I wasn’t planning to accept it.”

	The chamberlain frowned with concern. “Her Majesty will not speak of the reasons you gave for resigning, and Jasom has been equally close-mouthed.”

	“We had a difference of opinion that could not be reconciled,” Ravin replied evasively. “It’s better if you don’t learn the details.”

	The chamberlain grunted. “I suppose that business is between you and the queen.” 

	He said more, but his words were lost in the sudden onrush of sound as they entered the bustling great hall. Ravin noted most of the other pivotal figures from the recent battle were present and seated at a long table near the front of the room. More tables formed rows across the vast space, crammed with nobility eager to be seen in the company of heroes, wealthy merchants who had likely bought their position at the night’s feast, and many officers from the royal guard and the city watch. 

	Ravin was led to an empty seat at the end of the main table next to a Santinian he recognized as one of Emra’s officers. He couldn’t recall the man’s name, though he knew he was involved with the army’s cavalry. 

	“I’m sorry, Ravin,” the chamberlain said in a low tone. “This is the best seat I could wrangle at the last moment. You deserve better after all you’ve done for this city.”

	Ravin shrugged indifferently and took his seat. “Don’t fret over my placement—the queen is angry with me. This is better than I’d expected.”

	Ravin peered along the tabletop as the chamberlain excused himself to attend other matters. Emra sat in a place of honor at the center, flanked on either side by the Scorpion Men brothers; her general and the captain of her personal guard. The Green Sect Master from the Council of Auras was seated at the far end of the table with several other wizards, including the young trio that had accompanied them, one of whom was still considered an apprentice. Nearer to his location was the small Felene guardsman that Emra employed—Ravin wasn’t entirely certain what his role in her army was, but since he was here, it was something of importance. Danness, one of the two Airess, chatted with the Felene amicably, and on his other side was the Santinian Ravin sat next to. 

	He noted with some amusement that Aziarah and the other Drakkon were absent; he was certain she’d refused the invitation, and likely in her characteristic blunt manner. Also absent was the other Airess, though hers came as little surprise. She was a skilled healer and had spent countless hours tending the wounded since the battle. She was either busy with her trade or exhausted and in need of rest. 

	“You must be Ravin,” the man at his side said, offering his hand in greeting. “I’m Danian. I’ve taken charge of Emra’s cavalry now that…” He shrugged uncomfortably.

	“I understand,” Ravin replied. “I didn’t know Lucas, but you have my condolences.” 

	“From what Emra tells me, many of us owe you our lives. Without your preparations before the battle, it could easily have gone in the Soulless’ favor.” 

	Ravin nodded tersely. At least Emra’s people understood the enormity of what he’d accomplished for Delucha even if the queen did not. No one in history had managed to secure one of the five peace talismans—not only had he done so, but he’d wielded it as a weapon and effectively turned the tide of battle in their favor. Emra and many others had played key roles in the city’s defense as well, but the talisman he kept hidden in his pocket had been instrumental. 

	They fell silent as trumpeters began to play across the room, heralding the queen’s arrival with her consort. Ravin considered remaining fixed in his seat as a show of irreverence and defiance but thought better of it. He rose and followed her progress across the room as she smiled and nodded to her audience. When her eyes met his, her expression soured and she whispered angrily into Jasom’s ear. He replied in kind and shrugged. If the queen’s gaze had grown any more heated, he would have combusted in an instant. 

	Clearly, she was furious with his presence. Ravin grinned insolently and resumed his seat. He’d have a tale to tell Adalin once he returned to the inn.

	He sat through several courses of the extravagant meal the queen had ordered for the occasion. With each pass, the servants brought his plates last and cleared them away first. He was certain the queen had demanded they make the festivities uncomfortable for her former advisor, but he refused to allow her silent barbs to affect him. He’d come to learn why Jasom had invited him—but he was forced to admit he relished the notion that his mere presence antagonized the young monarch. It was no less than she deserved.

	As the final course was being served, the queen signaled for the attention of her subjects. She rose elegantly from her seat at the head table, Jasom on her arm. The pair were bedecked in dark velvet and ivory lace. Ravin noted the slight swell in Her Majesty’s midsection that indicated her growing pregnancy; she’d attempted to hide it for some time, but could no longer. 

	“I must thank all of you for joining us tonight.” Her voice carried easily over the room. “It has been my great honor to host the wielder of Fireblade in my halls, as well as her officers and associates. Without Emra’s assistance, I’m certain our fair city would have fallen to the Murkor army. I must also thank the Council of Auras for their support and their continued work to aid the wounded.”

	Her gaze swept across her guests as applause rang through the hall. Ravin leaned back in his chair, unable to hide his smirk. He’d expected her to ignore his own contribution to the city’s defense, had anticipated she’d refuse to acknowledge him. It was meant as an insult, but he found it amusing. It was a typical display of her petty nature.

	“Please enjoy the final course. There will be dancing and music to follow.”

	As she finished speaking and seated herself once more, Jasom disentangled himself from her arm and made his way toward Ravin. If he was aware of the furious scowl she sent in his direction, her consort ignored it.

	Jasom leaned down to speak without being overheard. “She won’t tell me why you left, Ravin, but I felt obligated to extend the invitation to you. You’ve done so much for Delucha, and for us. It wasn’t right to exclude you.”

	Ravin shrugged. “She is fickle, Jasom, and I’ve earned her disfavor. You may wish to remind your wife that once I leave Delucha, the protections I put in place go with me. Perhaps she’ll realize the error she’s made.”

	“You’re leaving, Ravin? But where will you go?” Jasom was genuinely shocked by the news.

	“As you are aware, I aim to defeat the Soulless. I’ll be leaving with Emra’s army.” 

	Ravin rose from his seat and offered his hand to the young man. They shook, and Jasom said, “I can’t believe you’ll be leaving.”

	Ravin shrugged and glanced toward the queen, who continued to fume. “I’ve worn out my welcome, it seems. If you have need of me before we depart, I’m staying at The Three Roses—though I suggest you keep any dealings with me a secret if you know what’s best for your marriage.” 

	He flashed another insolent grin in the queen’s direction before striding across the hall toward the exit. Adalin would no doubt reprimand him for antagonizing her, but after the long hours of petty nonsense he’d been forced to endure during his tenure as the queen’s advisor, he felt his behavior was justified. After all, he’d kept the truth of her ascension mostly to himself—if she wanted to start a war with him, he held the trump card that would result in her downfall.

















CHAPTER TWO
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AN UNLIKELY SUMMONS







The parade had been a waste of his time, the feast a show of extravagance the queen could have forgone, and the tedium that ensued left Vardak irritated. There were a thousand items and more that required his attention, and each moment spent acting out this farce was a lost opportunity. He itched to leave, to follow in Ravin’s wake—though without the obvious display of antagonism the mage had shown to the young monarch.

	Instead, he picked at the final course of the lavish meal and listened half-heartedly as his brother regaled Emra with tales from their desert homeland. The final dish was comprised of a fruit filling ensconced between layers of flaky dough and drizzled with copious amounts of honey. It was far too sweet for his taste, and he had little interest in consuming more than the first bite he’d taken. 

	He sighed and pushed the plate aside, glancing briefly at Emra as he did so. Her attention was upon Patak alone; he’d be forced to endure the festivities until she determined it was time to leave, or he could convince her to allow him to depart. He’d attempted to avoid coming in the first place, but she’d explained his absence would be seen as an affront to the queen. They required solidarity, the unity of their cause with Delucha’s. Now, he was grudgingly here in support of Emra and the hope she represented. And time was wasting.

	Beside him, Maryn leaned back in his seat, his feline ears twitching as he studied the crowded room. His plate remained untouched, but Vardak was unsurprised. Felenes were strict carnivores; their final course was inedible for him. Maryn’s green eyes shifted to meet his, a sly smile crossing his furry, orange-striped countenance. 

	“I think the mage had the right idea.”

	Vardak nodded. “As do I.”

	“Do you think she’ll force us to sit through the dancing?”

	Vardak looked at Emra again. She was turned away from him, her gaze fixed on Patak’s. He couldn’t hear what she said, but Patak’s return smile was warm and filled with longing. Vardak turned away with a sigh.

	“Yes. I’ve no doubt Patak will ask her to dance at least once—and make a fool of himself in the process.” Vardak sat back and crossed his arms with a smirk. “Our people are capable of great speed, but intricate footwork can be problematic.”

	Maryn snickered, his eyes flicking briefly to Vardak’s lower half as he took in his scorpion legs and tail. “How much coin are you willing to bet that Patak’s legs become tangled and he finds himself sprawled across the floor?”

	Vardak shook his head, amused. “I’m not about to take that bet. My brother owes you enough as it is.”

	“I’ll wager he doesn’t fall at all,” Danian interjected from Maryn’s other side. The dark-skinned Santinian flashed a grin. “She’s too enamored with him to allow him to make a spectacle of himself. She’ll dance—but slowly. For his sake.”

	Vardak rolled his eyes; Maryn had found his next gambling victim. “It’s your coin, Danian.”

	Maryn tipped his head back and laughed. “Vardak knows it’s unwise to bet against me, but I’ll be happy to take your money. I’m in need of another dagger or three.”

	Their banter continued for some time. As the palace staff began to clear away the last of their plates, Vardak was approached by the palace chamberlain, who spoke in low tones to avoid being overheard.

	“I’m sorry to interrupt you, sir, but a messenger has come for you from the temple of Armistral in the city.”

	Vardak’s eyebrows rose in surprise. His dealings with the gods had never included Armistral, and a summons from the peace god’s temple to one of Blademon’s chosen was as unlikely as a tarantula sprouting wings. 

	“Did the messenger say why they’ve come?” 

	The chamberlain shrugged helplessly. “I’m afraid not. She stated she would speak only with you, Emra, Patak, Tavesin, or Ravin—and Ravin has gone. She awaits you in the foyer.” 

	“I’ll speak with the others,” Vardak replied as he stood. 

	He watched the chamberlain scurry away, then moved to stand behind Emra and Patak. The pair didn’t seem to have overheard his exchange with the chamberlain, nor did they acknowledge his presence immediately. He crossed his arms and cleared his throat to garner their attention.

	Patak flashed a grin. “What brings you here, little brother?”

	Vardak frowned at him, nonplussed, then relayed the message. Emra’s smile faded to a look of concern as he spoke, while Patak merely appeared confused.

	“Armistral?” his brother asked.

	Vardak shrugged, while Emra said, “The summons may not have come from Armistral himself, but merely his temple. It is the nearest to the palace. Regardless, the involvement of any god is troublesome.” She glanced toward the queen briefly before continuing. “I’ll speak with Her Majesty and inform her of our early departure. I doubt she’ll be pleased, but we cannot ignore the gods. Take Tavesin with you to the temple. I’ll liberate Fyrmane from the stables and seek Ravin. No doubt he’s returned to the inn.”

	“I’ll not leave you alone, Em,” Patak protested.

	“We don’t have time to argue, Patak. Go with your brother. I’ll meet you at the temple.” She rose swiftly from her seat and made her way toward the dais and the queen’s table.

	Patak glowered after her. “Gods-damn it, she is stubborn.”

	“She can take care of herself, Patak.”

	“I know, but I don’t have to like it.”

	Vardak suppressed a sigh and made his way toward the trio of human boys at the end of the table. Of the three, Tavesin was the most subdued, his blue eyes flicking between his friends as they engaged in animated conversation. Rostin straightened at Vardak’s approach, dark eyes alight with anticipation.

	“Taven, you’ve been summoned to the temple,” Vardak said quietly. “Patak and I must accompany you.”

	Rostin was unable to hide his disappointment. “Only Taven?”

	Vardak nodded. “I’m afraid so. We can practice your swordsmanship tomorrow if you’d like. I will make time for you in the afternoon.”

	Placated, Rostin grinned and turned his attention to the third boy, while Tavesin climbed to his feet. Tavesin glanced nervously between Vardak and his brother but did not speak until they were some distance across the room.

	“What is this about, sir?”

	“I don’t know.” Vardak glanced over his shoulder to note Emra was still in conversation with the queen. “There is a messenger in the foyer. Perhaps she can tell us why we’ve been called away.”

	“A fine time to interrupt us, too,” Patak groused. “I was planning to ask Em for a dance.”

	Vardak snorted. “It looks like it’s finally Maryn’s turn to pay out on one of his bets.”

	“What? Who did that little scamp lose to?”

	Vardak chuckled and shook his head, but didn’t answer as they entered the palace’s foyer. A diminutive woman garbed entirely in white stood near the door, and as her gaze met his, he understood she was the messenger from the temple. Her dark hair was bound into an elaborate braid and piled atop her head, adding several inches to her height. She stared up at him as they neared; even Tavesin was taller than she was. 

	“I’ve come from the temple of Armistral,” she said by way of greeting. “My name is Evalin. I am training to become a priestess there.” 

	Vardak introduced himself and the others, and she nodded sagely.

	“The priest, Corvin, said I must bring you to the temple without delay. Armistral came—with his twin.” She glanced between Vardak and Patak nervously. “I assume Blademon arrived to speak with the pair of you.”

	They followed her into the torchlit courtyard beyond the palace doors and into the cobblestone street beyond. 

	“It’s likely Blademon is paying a visit to my brother,” Patak replied with a grin in Vardak’s direction. 

	Evalin shrugged and drew her snowy cloak more tightly around her shoulders. “I cannot say, but the war god’s presence in Armistral’s sacred space is unnerving. They arrived together, so I can only assume they are working as one.”

	Vardak exchanged a glance with his brother. First Blademon, then Flariel and Solsticia, now Armistral… It was unheard of for the gods to interfere with one person’s life so readily, and even rarer for more than one to do so. Yet Vardak was plagued by not one, but four of the gods, and he could see no means of wrenching himself free of their grasp.

	“That’s strange,” Tavesin said quietly. “Blademon and Armistral never cooperate.”

	“It’s certainly unexpected,” Evalin replied stiffly. “Corvin doesn’t like the implications. Nor do I.”

	“Why was I sent for?” Tavesin asked. “Vardak I understand, and Emra. Even Ravin…”

	“I didn’t ask questions and was only given names.” Evalin’s expression softened as she seemed to take in Tavesin’s youth for the first time. “I’ve been taught it’s unwise to demand answers from our fickle deities, for it serves little purpose. They will do as they wish. I didn’t know your identities until you arrived in the foyer, though I recognized your name from the recent battle,” she said to Vardak. “And Emra’s, of course. Where is she?”

	“She went to fetch Ravin,” Patak growled, unable to keep his displeasure with her decision to himself. “She’ll meet us at the temple.”

	They fell silent as they followed Evalin through the city’s darkened streets toward the temple. Vardak stewed over his current predicament with the gods, his frustration mounting the further they traveled. He’d completed his duty to Flariel when the Moon’s Eye was handed to Tavesin and her strange message delivered to Ravin. Blademon was a different matter, however. Vardak was obligated to follow the war god’s commands, no matter how inconvenient they proved to be. It was the price he paid for his advanced training at arms and the unusual knowledge he’d been granted. 

	They rounded a corner, and the temple loomed suddenly before them, an elegant domed structure ringed with filigreed columns. Attached to each column were a pair of torches that flickered and danced in the night. Vardak made out Emra’s silhouette alongside that of her tall warhorse. Another figure paced not far from her; as it turned to make another circuit, the firelight illuminated Ravin’s dark features and set his golden eyes aglow. 

	“I didn’t think she’d arrive before us,” Patak muttered. 

	“Ravin probably transported them here,” Tavesin replied. “It’s faster than walking.”

	Patak chuckled and smiled down at the boy. “Yes, magic. It’s not a thing our people typically consider when it comes to traveling.”

	Evalin quickened her pace as they neared the columns, and as a group, she led them inside. The interior of the dome was an open space lit by hundreds of white candles placed in small niches along the rounded walls. At the center of the room, a circular obsidian mirror was inset into the tiled floor. Upon it stood Armistral and Blademon. The two gods towered above the dozen priests and priestesses that flitted about the room in their pristine white garb. 

	Standing side by side, it was clear the gods were brothers, though they’d taken different forms. Both were fair-haired and light-skinned, with the strangely incandescent eyes that marked them as gods. Their facial features and torsos were nearly identical, but the similarities ceased there.

	As the patron god of the Airess people, Armistral sported a pair of golden, moth-like wings on his back but was otherwise humanoid in appearance. He was dressed in a flowing robe of white. Blademon’s form was that of a scorpion from the waist down, the patron of Vardak’s people. He was clad in black plate mail, and a pair of sword hilts were visible behind each of his broad shoulders. While Armistral’s expression was welcoming, Blademon’s was stern. Both deities observed their approach with unconcealed interest.

	“Leave us,” Blademon ordered the white-robed priests as Vardak and the others came to stand before them. 

	“Our words are for them alone,” Armistral agreed in a gentler tone.

	Vardak was accustomed to Blademon’s gruff demeanor, but the others appeared decidedly uncomfortable. Tavesin began to fidget; Patak shifted his weight and skittered slightly from side to side while Emra stared at the floor. Ravin crossed his arms and frowned up at the pair, the only one other than Vardak who was unfazed by their presence. 

	Once they were alone, Armistral spoke while Blademon continued to study them each with an impassive gaze. 

	“We’ve come to warn you that the Nameless god stirs in his prison,” Armistral said, his voice earnest. “He has not moved in this manner since we caged him, long ago.”

	Emra’s head snapped up at his words, and she met his gaze with a fierce one of her own. “What can we hope to do? Four of the Soulless still live, and they’ve fled—” 

	“They’ve returned to their tower, yes,” Blademon replied. “They gather their strength while you gather yours.”

	“It has been decided that should the Nameless break free and join his servants in battle, then we must join your cause to oppose him,” Armistral added. “Even I must stand against him if he breaks free, though it goes against the very fabric of my nature.”

	Vardak’s gaze met Blademon’s. “We must move our forces nearer to the mountains.”

	The war god’s mouth twitched into a semblance of a smile, a sign of his unspoken approval. “Yes. But there is more.”

	“Your relics must be kept safe,” Armistral said, addressing Ravin and Tavesin. “The time will soon come when they must be used—in the manner they were designed for.”

	Tavesin’s eyes widened and he gaped openly at the gods. “You mean…?”

	“There is but one way to make certain the Nameless cannot achieve his goals,” Armistral replied. “The tower where much of his power is stored must be destroyed.”

	“Acquiring the relics cannot be enough,” Ravin said dryly. “As with all powerful magics, there must be a process, a method for unraveling what he’s put in place.”

	“There is,” Blademon confirmed, “but it is not our place to speak of it.”

	Ravin snorted. “I’m not inclined to contact my mother.”

	“Even your mother does not know the ritual,” Armistral replied.

	“There is a wealth of knowledge trapped within the palace’s library,” Blademon said. “As you well know, Ravin. We believe something lies within that may be of help.”

	Ravin groaned. “I’m not welcome in the palace any longer.”

	Blademon shrugged. “That’s not our concern. Your mother claims you’re resourceful. Prove it.”

	A brilliant flash of light shone from the mirror’s center, and both gods were gone, leaving the others to blink away the after-images. 

	“Gods-damn it all,” Ravin swore. “It’s so damned typical. Vague responses and impossible demands!”

	“We can prepare the army to move,” Emra said quietly. 

	“We’ll need a suitable location,” Vardak replied, his mind sifting through and rejecting a dozen possibilities. “I’ll look over the maps once I return to the inn. I’ll come up with a plan.”

	“And the palace library?” Ravin demanded. “Even if I transported myself there, one of the servants will likely come across me. I can’t sort through books and scrolls from within the Aethereum.”

	“Radosan was granted access to the library,” Tavesin said. “The queen told him all wizards are welcome there. I can look, Ravin.”

	Some of the mage’s frustration dissipated, and he nodded his agreement. “Gods, I’d forgotten about that. Speak with Adalin before you go, Taven. She may have an idea of where you can begin the search.”

















CHAPTER THREE
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THE MASTER’S TEMPLE







Dranamir, your skills are required.

	She bolted upright as the Nameless god’s words rang through her skull, awakening in an instant from a deep and dreamless sleep. The summons included a brief snatch of image. The large room at the top of the tower with its long glass cases filled with relics swam before her eyes, and at its end, the dark, oblong mirror in its twisted crimson frame. Within the smoky depths of the glass were a pair of narrowed, yellow eyes. 

	The eyes of the Nameless god. Her master, the proprietor of her soul.

	She rose without hesitation and dressed hurriedly. Garin usually sent such summons; this was the first time since her revival the Nameless had deigned to call her directly. Her pulse accelerated with both anticipation and dread. Her existence was tied to the god’s whims; she was both his devoted servant and cowering subject. His favor would grant her power and glory, but his displeasure would result in an eternity of suffering as he meted out his punishment. 

	She could recall nothing in her recent past that would earn his disfavor, and she began to wonder why she’d been summoned in the darkest hours of the night. Had he called the others, or her alone? 

	She ran a comb through her long tresses, then opened a portal into the Aethereum. It was the fastest means of traveling to the topmost floor of the tower, though her stomach twisted with momentary dread as she stepped through the opening. The Aethereum was Ravin’s domain, and he’d recently acquired several powerful allies. Her time within the magical realm must remain brief, lest she risk discovery by her greatest adversary. Ravin may have thwarted her plans in Delucha, but she’d make certain he paid dearly for his decision to ally with Fireblade’s wielder. It was simply a matter of time.

	She transported herself instantly to the tower’s top floor and promptly exited the Aethereum. She would not keep the Nameless god waiting.

	To her dismay, the others were emerging from their own portals as well. Garin was the first to arrive, and he went directly to the mirror where it hung overlooking the room. Its glass was dark in the half-light that emanated from the tower’s walls. He glanced over one narrow shoulder at her, crimson eyes narrowed in suspicion or concern.

	“I must establish a connection,” he told her. “I’m surprised he’s called you.”

	With his words, another portal opened to reveal Alyra. She stumbled through and corrected her balance by grasping the edge of the nearest relic case. Dranamir studied the other woman dispassionately; the last vestiges of her former beauty were gone, replaced by puckered scar tissue from her recent injury. She was still recovering from the blow Ravin had wrought against her during the battle two weeks past, her strength all but depleted with the effort to stand upright. The right side of her face was red and raw as the burns continued to heal, and her right eye was a milky, sightless orb. 

	Garin possessed some healing abilities, and he’d done what he could for Alyra once they’d returned to the tower. It was enough to spare her life, but she’d remain scarred for the remainder of her days. For a woman who once used her flawless good looks to gain power and prestige, her current state must seem an enduring nightmare. Dranamir smirked at the thought; Alyra deserved her current misfortune, and more.

	Garin frowned thoughtfully as Kama emerged moments later. “We’ve all been summoned?”

	“It seems so,” Alrya replied, her voice strained. 

	Dranamir watched as Garin placed his palms against the mirror’s glass. She sensed the workings of his magic as he made contact with the Nameless god, but his manipulations were clouded and indistinct. She frowned; it seemed his unique bond with their master prevented her from uncovering the secrets behind his ability to contact their god directly. 

	After a few moments, Garin stepped back. The same malevolent, yellow eyes she’d glimpsed in her summons appeared within the glass, but she could see nothing more of the Nameless god’s form. The eyes locked upon hers, and his words thundered through her skull with such force she nearly collapsed. 

	The time has come, Dranamir, my first and most cherished. The others have received their own orders, but yours are paramount to my plans. Remove the seals you placed over my temple and ensure the treasures within are in order. 

	Ecstasy flooded her veins with his statement. The Nameless god, her master, the deity she’d devoted her life to, wished for his temple to be restored. It could mean only one thing. He’d grown strong enough to break free of his prison and would soon join her in the world. Long ago, he’d promised her power and glory, a place at his side, so long as she fulfilled her obligation to see him released from his cage. 

	Heat suffused her core as she gazed longingly at his fierce, yellow eyes. “I will see it done, master.”

	Soon, our time will come. 

	The eyes faded from the mirror, and she felt his departure keenly, as though a part of herself had vanished with him. 

	She drew a breath and shook her head, her gaze scanning the others within the room. Garin and Kama glared fiercely at one another while Alyra had fallen prostrate upon the tiled floor, weeping joyously. He’d spoken to them each privately, it seemed. 

	Kama crossed his arms and glowered at Garin’s pale countenance. “I don’t like the idea of leaving the army unattended for this business,” he said. “I hope you have a plan.”

	Garin nodded. “I do, but it’s not without risk. The Aethereum is no longer safe.”

	Kama snorted. “I’m aware.”

	“What has he tasked you to do?” Alyra gasped as she struggled to her feet. “I believe I received different instructions.”

	Garin flicked his gaze toward her, then to Dranamir. “Yes. He chose each of us for a specific purpose, and it seems the time has finally come to fulfill them. Kama and I are to seek the Twilight Stone.”

	“Why does he seek the talismans?” Dranamir demanded. “We’ve attempted this before, and Ravin has proven problematic.”

	“It is essential for the ritual that will set him free,” Garin replied. “The power of the talismans is unrivaled.”

	“And what of you?” Kama asked as his eyes raked across her form. 

	“Our master wishes his temple be restored,” she replied. “I alone can unravel the wards placed over his most sacred abode, and I alone can access the treasures sealed within.”

	Alyra gasped. “He’s asked me to gather the necessary materials to create the elixir that will restore him. I believe several of the items I require are within his temple.”

	Dranamir scowled. “I will provide you with a list of what I find. You will not accompany me and sully our master’s sanctum with such blatant evidence of your ineptitude.” 

	Alyra’s expression was stricken as she gingerly touched the side of her marred face. “That was cruel even for you, Dranamir.”

	“Then perhaps the next time your lover betrays us, you shouldn’t run blindly from the scene, screaming at the ‘injustice’ of his execution.” Dranamir folded her arms and sneered. “Ravin has always been a man of opportunity, and you left yourself vulnerable to his attack. I’ve no sympathy for your weakness. Your scars are warranted.”

	“Enough.” Garin’s tone was unyielding. “She has suffered for her mistakes, Dranamir. Your energy is better spent carrying out your duty to our master rather than antagonizing her.”

	She leveled an icy glare in his direction. “You won’t remain untouchable forever, Garin. Remember that.”




As dawn broke over the sky above, painting the thin, wispy clouds in shades of pale orange and gold, Dranamir exited a portal at the bottom of Blackstone Chasm. She peered at the tiny sliver of sky visible above the vast crevice, the Wasted Land above seemingly leagues away. The chasm’s sides were uneven and comprised of obsidian. Jagged shards and razor-sharp edges glittered dangerously in the faint illumination that filtered into the depths. Scattered haphazardly across her path were shattered fragments of bone, the remains of the unfortunate souls cast into the natural void over the course of centuries. 

	Idly, she wondered if Shan’tar’s body had reached the bottom and if it had begun to decay. His was the most recent addition to the chasm’s lengthy list of victims, though he’d been dead when his body was cast over the ledge. 

	Few had ventured into this place. Many believed the chasm to be bottomless, a rumor she’d always found amusing. From the land above, the bottom was invisible, lost to the shadows. To her knowledge, only the Soulless were aware of the temple hidden in the abyss—and only she was capable of unlocking it. Alyra lacked the power to dismantle the wards, and Dranamir had designed them to be fatal should a man attempt to unravel them. She’d added that final touch in the unlikely event Ravin learned of the temple’s location, but he’d fallen into a trap of a different making and been eliminated. Or so she’d believed.

	Thoughts of Ravin soured her mood. She shoved them aside and strode across the chasm’s rocky bottom toward an arched opening near its southern end. The opening was a deeper black than the glittering obsidian surrounding it, a void within the darkness. 

	Just beyond the feeble reach of the sun’s light and nestled within the arch was the ancient ward she’d woven centuries ago. She reached toward it with her power, probed its structure tentatively, and was pleased to find it had not been tampered with nor diminished over time. A pair of brittle skeletons lay beneath the arch, a testament to the only fools in history who’d attempted to break into the Nameless god’s sanctuary. Her magic had protected his temple from those deemed unworthy, and they’d paid for their folly with their lives.

	She smiled maliciously at the skeletons as she began to undo the intricate tapestry of magical threads comprising the ward. It took her little time, but required a significant expenditure of energy to complete the task. She leaned against the arch’s smooth interior for several minutes once she was finished, gathering her remaining strength for the journey within. 

	Though drained, she pushed away from the arch and ventured inside. She created a magical light to guide her steps, though she’d traversed the path numerous times and knew each twist and turn it would take. Unlike the walls of the chasm outside, the walls of the tunnel leading to the temple were smooth and polished into a reflective sheen. 

	She smirked at her reflection, pleased with the figure she beheld in the obsidian. Her long, dark hair remained lustrous and thick, despite the changes her bond with the Nameless had wrought. Though her skin no longer possessed the ivory tone it once had, the grayish flesh she sported was not off-putting. Her eyes blazed crimson, the same shade as the gown she presently wore. She’d retained much of her natural beauty after bonding to the Nameless god, whereas Alyra’s had been corrupted prior to her recent deformation at Ravin’s hands. Alyra’s allure had once been legendary, a source of contempt for Dranamir, but now the tables had dramatically turned.

	The corridor opened into a rectangular chamber. Several rows of intricately carved columns ran the length of the room, each carved into a life-like rendition of various fanciful creatures. Carefully chiseled obsidian eyes followed her progress toward the dais at the far end. Each corner of the dais was supported by a column sculpted into the likeness of the ancient race known as the builders. Leathery wings tipped with finger-like talons spread wide from each column, while their lupine faces gazed at a point near the center of the dais where a silvered mirror was set into the floor.

	Dranamir admired the artistry of the temple as she walked. The builders had been the greatest craftsmen and artists in history, and their skill was present in every carved facet of the temple’s interior. It was a pity they’d betrayed their patron god when he’d set out on his first conquest; he’d cursed them and denied them their eternal rest in retaliation for their crime. Little remained of their legacy beyond the Nameless god’s temple and Stonewall Hall.

	She ignored the mirror and continued toward an alcove in the wall beyond. The mirror served little purpose at present but would become useful once her master was freed. The alcove contained several shelves lined with colored glass bottles and ceramic urns. A label was painted upon each item in a precise script. Many of the bottles contained rare and valuable ingredients, the like of which would cause any Murkor alchemist to salivate with longing. The urns held various other items of importance to the Nameless god; the ashes of the last loyal builder priest, poison glands from the giant scorpions that once roamed the desert to the south, fangs from the giant serpents of the Marshwood, and a collection of small glass spheres swirled with color. 

	Dranamir wasn’t certain what purpose the collection served, but she’d preserved it when the Nameless requested it of her. Everything was in place.

	She could have provided Alyra with the list of items before departing the tower, but she’d chosen to postpone the conversation and minimize her time spent with the other woman. She would give Alyra access only to the items she required to create her elixir. The remainder would be stored, untouched, for their master’s use alone.

















CHAPTER FOUR

[image: ]

A GROWING ARMY







“I’d planned to ask you for a dance last night before the gods decided to interrupt us.”

	Emra looked up from the stack of correspondence she’d been skimming over, eyebrows lifted in surprise. “I didn’t think your people danced, Patak.”

	He flushed slightly and ran a hand through his short blond hair. “Normally, we don’t, but…” He shrugged and grinned sheepishly.

	Her heart fluttered in response; since the battle, he’d dropped his remaining pretenses and made his intentions unabashedly clear. She’d expected the opposite reaction after he’d witnessed Fireblade’s power first-hand, but Patak continued to surprise her. She loved him for it.

	“From what I know of your people, perhaps Blademon did you a favor when he called us away.” 

	He chuckled while she rose from her seat and walked around the table to where he stood near the door to the inn’s corridor. She took his hands in her own and gazed up at him, a coy grin on her face. She’d waited long enough; the more she learned about the towering captain of her guard, the harder it became to deny what she felt for him.

	“Em?” he asked uncertainly.

	“Perhaps it’s time,” she replied softly. “If Aeon upholds his promise, I cannot continue to wallow in my own indecision.” 

	His smile faltered, replaced by a look of unease. “Em, I—” 

	She rose up on her toes to interrupt his words with a kiss. If this life was to be her last, she would not squander it—or ignore the passion she felt for the man before her. Startled, he nearly pulled away before he recovered himself and returned her sentiment with a passionate one of his own. His arms encircled her waist and drew her in, lifting her slightly away from the polished wooden floor. 

	When their lips parted, she lifted one hand to touch the side of his face while he grinned. His skin was warm and rough with blond stubble that her eyes could not detect. Gods, he was handsome. She’d fallen for him long before she realized the extent of her attraction; it did not matter that he wasn’t human.

	“I’ve been trying to work out how to make this moment happen for weeks,” he said quietly. “Nothing seemed right.”

	“Sometimes you must ignore the how and simply do.” 

	His grin widened. “I like the way you think.” He bent toward her for another kiss as the door burst open. 

	She sighed, disappointed, as they disentangled their limbs and he set her on the floor. Maryn’s orange-striped feline countenance smirked at them from the corridor, his green eyes flitting between them mischievously. 

	“Well, I suppose it’s fortunate Vardak asked me to deliver this message and didn’t come himself.” Maryn waved a folded sheet in one hand. 

	“Vardak and I have come to an understanding,” Patak replied with a laugh. “Tell him all you’d like.”

	Maryn snickered. “And if I embellish my tale?”

	Emra shook her head in mock exasperation. “You won’t, and we both know it, Maryn. What is the message?”

	Maryn shrugged and handed it to her. The message was folded carefully, a wax seal impressed upon the overlapping edges. She studied the seal for a moment; it was familiar, yet unexpected. She traced the ridges of wax with her forefinger as they formed a fox standing atop a smoldering volcano. 

	“This comes from Kamshat,” she said quietly. “The noble house of Corbetehk bears this insignia.”

	“It was brought to us from the city walls,” Maryn replied. “I happened to be with Vardak when it arrived and offered to bring it to you. He has a hundred other things demanding his attention. But to your point, I’m not certain who sent it.” 

	“A friend,” she replied. “Or rather, one of his descendants.” 

	Janasu Corbetehk had been a brilliant strategist and a decisive leader. She’d named him general during her life as Arianna and believed without his assistance in the war against Kama, the outcome may have been vastly different for the world. Seeing his family’s crest again was a welcome sign. Whoever the sender truly was, she was certain they were an ally.

	She broke the wax seal with her thumbnail and unfolded the message. It was brief, written in a scrawling hand that was almost unintelligible at times, but she understood the contents well enough. Five hundred Kamshati soldiers were stationed on the eastern outskirts of the city, and their leader, a woman by the name of Alori, was requesting an audience. No mention of the Corbetehk family or its ties to Fireblade’s wielder were present in the missive, though the seal was indication enough that she ought to meet the newcomers. 

	She looked up from the message to meet Patak’s questioning gaze. 	“Gather the rest of the guard,” she told him. “We’ve a meeting to attend.”

	Patak nodded and ducked past Maryn into the hall while the Felene eyed her meaningfully. “You’re taking all of your guards, Emra?”

	She nodded. “I’d like to believe this message comes from a potential ally, but her motive is yet to be seen. I will not walk into her camp unescorted, and Patak’s blade may not be sufficient if we’re walking into a trap. Inform Vardak of my plans, but tell him not to send anyone unless we don’t return by sundown.”

	“What of Ravin and the wizards?” 

	“I’ll leave the telling of my plans to Vardak’s discretion.”

	 “He won’t be pleased.” Maryn turned away, then glanced over his shoulder with an impish grin. “You’d best return—your paramour still owes me ten gold pieces, and I intend to collect.”




It took more than an hour before Patak had located and assembled her full contingent of personal guards, and another quarter-hour before all were armed and armored. When all was readied, Patak returned to her makeshift command quarters inside The Three Roses and escorted her outside. Thirty-two men and women stood in formation in the stable yard next to the inn, their trappings a mismatched conglomeration of styles from their various homelands. 

	She knew them each by name, though she didn’t know all of their backgrounds. Patak had hand-picked them either for their skill or for their unwavering devotion to her cause. He knew them well, and he’d built a strong rapport amongst the group with his easy manner and ready smile—not to mention his fierce loyalty and determination. No matter what awaited them in the Kamshati camp, she would be protected.

	Only steps away from the inn, their group began to draw the attention of the townspeople. Since most did not own horses, they marched on foot, with Emra and Patak in the center of the formation. People paused in their business to watch them pass. She wasn’t certain how many of the onlookers recognized her, but it was clear they knew someone of importance moved in the heart of the throng. She could have done without making a spectacle of their journey through the city, yet she knew it could not be helped. 

	Several of the city watch saluted as the group passed beneath Delucha’s western wall. She waved in acknowledgment while Patak chuckled uneasily at the exchange.

	“They ought to be watching the road beyond the walls,” he growled, casting a disapproving look toward the guards.

	“You’re beginning to sound like your brother,” she replied with a laugh. “Relax, Patak, and save your energy for the Kamshatis. If I’m wrong about their motives, we’ll be in for a fight.”

	With a shrug, Patak relented. “I suppose it’s possible the watchmen don’t know a Kamshati army is on their doorstep. How they’ll keep a force of five hundred concealed from the city’s defenders, I can’t say.” He shook his head, then raked one hand through his short blond hair. “Vardak will have my head if anything goes wrong, Em—brother or no.” 

	In that moment, she understood the source of his agitation. Patak wasn’t concerned about his or the others’ ability to defend her. He was worried he’d anger his brother by unquestioningly following her lead. 

	“Patak, let me deal with your brother when we return. He’s more reasonable than you give him credit for.” 

	Patak snickered. “Perhaps he is with you, Em. I’m his brother. Reason has no place in our discussions.”

	She laughed in spite of herself. “Promise me you’ll never lose your sense of humor.”

	It wasn’t long before the Kamshati’s sprawling encampment became visible along the length of open road that trailed west from Delucha toward the kingdom’s border with Masmoone. There were few trees to provide shade or shelter in the grasslands, and though it appeared the Kamshatis had made an attempt to conceal their tents from prying eyes, it was easy to discern them. Armored sentries patrolled the camp’s perimeter, and most wore thick cloaks with the same fox insignia the message had borne. 

	Emra withdrew the letter from within her blue cloak, while her right hand strayed to Fireblade’s hilt. She prayed for a peaceable outcome but was prepared for the worst. Beside her, Patak loosened his broadsword in its leather scabbard across his back, though he did not withdraw the weapon. He nodded to her, then began to issue wordless commands to the guards, gesturing to several who seemed to understand his hand signals. Their formation tightened around her in preparation of the encounter and many reached for hilts or arrows. 

	Several of the sentries ceased their patrol as they took notice of her approach. One broke into a jog as she disappeared between the tents, while three others clustered together and began to stride forward toward Emra’s position. Their weapons remained sheathed, and the woman in the center of the trio held up her hands to demonstrate her peaceful intentions. 

	Emra breathed a soft sigh of relief, hopeful the Kamshatis would remain friendly. As the two groups met, she pushed forward to stand between her guards and introduced herself. 

	The woman, who seemed to be the leader of the group, flashed a crooked grin. “Alori will be pleased you’ve come. She wasn’t certain you’d recognize the seal on her message.”

	“I know that mark well. What ties does she have to the Corbetehk family?”

	Laughter met her question. Emra looked up to find a tall woman striding toward her, her dark hair pulled up into an elaborate braid that accentuated her angular features and sharp nose. Dark eyes regarded her knowingly, while a faint smile played upon her lips. The woman was dressed in tooled leather armor, the same fox insignia worked into each piece though her features alone marked her as one of Janasu’s descendants. Not for the first time, Emra wondered what sort of life her former commander had led after the conclusion of Kama’s War. 

	“I am the youngest daughter of the Rais, Draevo Corbetehk. Call me Alori.” She offered her hand in greeting, and the two shook. “My father was livid when he learned of my plans to lead this contingent across the Five Kingdoms to meet you, but the king himself granted my leave. It’s a pity we arrived too late to partake in the battle.”

	Alori motioned for Emra to follow her. “Come. We shall speak in a more private setting.” 

	“My captain will accompany us,” Emra replied as she fell in beside Alori and Patak brought up the rear. “If you know my history as well as you let on, you’ll understand my need for caution.”

	Alori grinned and paused to sweep an appraising eye over Patak. “I do. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised the Scorpion Men have joined you. They’ve always had a thirst for war.”

	“When your patron is Blademon, it’s to be expected,” he replied with a laugh.

	“Tell me,” Alori said to him, “is it true your poison can kill a human in under five minutes?”

	“No, but my venom can.” He returned her grin with a feral one of his own. 

	“You shouldn’t encourage him,” Emra replied, amused. 

	Alori laughed as she led them to the large pavilion erected at the center of the camp. “We may speak freely inside.”

	A teenage boy sat within the pavilion, huddled inside his cloak, shivering. Alori smiled apologetically at Emra as they entered. “It seems my son has refused to allow me to meet with you alone.”

	The boy scowled up at his mother. “It’s not fair—” he began, then cut himself short as Patak ducked through the narrow opening. He gaped openly, unable to tear his eyes away from Patak’s. 

	Patak chuckled as he came to stand between the two women. “I take it you’ve never encountered one of my people before. What is your name?”

	“Jundo, sir.” 

	“If you’d like to learn more about the Scorpion Men, I’ll be happy to tell you a few tales while your mother speaks with Emra.”

	Emra smiled up at him, grateful for the intervention. “Thank you,” she whispered.

	Patak motioned to Jundo, and the pair exited. She could hear Patak’s voice, muffled through the pavilion’s canvas sides, moments later. 

	“I wished for him to remain home, where he would be safe,” Alori said quietly after a time. “I left him in the care of my father, but he ran away and found his way to our camp the first night of our journey. He refused to be left behind when I was embarking on such a grand adventure.”

	“What of his father?” 

	Alori shook her head. “He is with Aeon.”

	Emra looked away. “I’m sorry.”

	“I only pray my son lives to see the conclusion of this war and does not join him prematurely.” 

	An uneasy silence settled over the pavilion while Emra considered her next words. She had a dozen questions and more to ask Alori; it was simply a matter of deciding where to begin. Outside, she heard Jundo laugh at something Patak said.

	“Why have you come, Alori?”

	Alori’s dark eyebrows lifted in genuine surprise. “Janasu Corbetehk was one of my forebears, a man of great renown, spoken of highly in the legends. He was your commander. When word reached us from Dar Daelad of your reappearance, there was no question of what I must do.”

	“You mentioned the king gave his blessing. There is no doubt in my mind that you are a Corbetehk—you have the look about you—but why did he choose you specifically?” 

	“I’ve trained at arms since I was seven years old. As the Rais’ youngest child, I was granted the rare opportunity to forge my own path,” Alori replied. “I chose to become a soldier and have served the king’s army faithfully for years. I begged the king to allow me the honor of following in the footsteps of my ancestor. He gave me charge of the others outside and promised to send more troops once they could be gathered.”

	“Janasu was a brilliant strategist and is held in high esteem by my current general.” Emra studied Alori’s reaction and was pleased when she detected no disappointment in the other woman’s expression. “We are preparing to depart Delucha for a location nearer the mountains. I’ll make certain Vardak speaks with you before that time.”

	“Thank you. Will we have time to resupply in the city before the departure?”

	Emra nodded. “It will be another few days at least before we’re prepared to march. If there is anything you cannot find in the marketplace, make your way to The Three Roses Inn. I’ve made it my temporary headquarters. If I’m not available, ask for Danness, my quartermaster.”




Vardak was awaiting her when they returned to The Three Roses. He paced across the ground floor room she used as her meeting room, arms crossed, a glower upon his face. He paused to scowl in her direction as she entered with Patak. 

	“Maryn told me where you’ve been.”

	Patak snickered. “Don’t tell me you finally chose to take a break this afternoon, only to spend your time wearing a path in the floorboards, little brother.”

	“No, I arrived here only minutes ago.” Vardak frowned at his brother. “I planned to wait until nightfall, and if you didn’t return, send half the army to liberate you.”

	“There was no need,” Emra replied before Patak could interject with another quip. She apprised him of the situation and the additional aid the Kamshatis promised. His expression softened with the news, and his tension visibly decreased. 

	“We’ll need every willing soul for this fight,” Vardak said once she’d finished.

	“Yes. It doesn’t explain why you’ve come seeking me, however.” Emra eyed him knowingly.

	“The Deluchan soldiers that were trailing the Murkor arrived,” he replied. “The queen’s military advisor has promised they will follow your banner when we march. The city has its own defenders, and he believes they’ll benefit our cause more than the queen’s.” He shook his head. “He seems to be of the same mind as Ravin, though less…overt in his reaction.”

	Patak snorted. “We all know what transpired between them, and I can’t say I blame Ravin for leaving her employ.”

	“The queen’s business is less important than our own,” Emra cut in. “I’ll not become mired in court intrigues, no matter their source, and I won’t have either of you tangle yourselves in them, either. Focus on our planned departure and the battles that await us in the future. The queen will pay for her crimes one day, but it is not for us to dictate when.”
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