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Chapter One: The Shadow 
 
      
 
    The Mage for Hire had been rather hoping to deal with an unpleasant wolf, or perhaps a couple of incompetent and easily-scared thieves. After all, that was what usually upset farmsteads these days. Once he’d arranged a rather nice sum of money for himself, the mage had followed one of the farmhands out to the valley where the threat had apparently taken refuge. What he found was not a wolf. Nor was it human.  
 
    What he found was a steaming pit of foul ooze over which someone had stuck a great stone platform, joined to its surrounds by two walkways and gargantuan iron chains. On said platform was a great mess of claws, jaws and various other lethal implements, all gathered together in one giant demon. 
 
    ‘That’s the one, sir,’ said Obdo the farmhand, gesturing with his pitchfork. 
 
    The mage, standing at the threshold of one of the two walkways onto the platform, nodded sagely, putting a hand to his short grey beard and squinting. He felt an itch in his back and tried to scratch it with his magical staff, but he couldn’t manage it at the same time as looking wise. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ the mage settled for saying. ‘And… this creature… is just around the corner from your farm?’ He glanced back at a small gap in the mountains, close by yet so very far away right now. 
 
    ‘That’s right, sir,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Mmhm.’ Obdo stared at him, waiting for some knowledge of ancient magical lore to come spilling forth, but his companion remained silent for several more seconds. Then the mage nodded. ‘Mmhm,’ he said again. 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘Ah… what?’ The mage, whose red robes were suddenly feeling rather thick and hot, re-gathered his thoughts. This had not gone at all according to plan. ‘Oh… the beast. Yes. Well, how about getting the farmer to move somewhere else?’ 
 
    ‘Sir, I hired you to kill it,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Silence, oaf!’ the mage said, hoping to impress the simple farm fellow with his air of command. Obdo glowered instead. ‘I suggest this merely because I have seen this sort of thing before,’ he added quickly, trying to win back his audience. 
 
    ‘You have?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Genuinely?’ 
 
    The mage straightened stiffly and glared down at Obdo from beneath mighty and thick grey eyebrows. ‘My good sir, do you doubt my word? The poison here, beneath this platform, will likely spread, causing untold damage to the farmstead. Yes, it would be wiser to move.’ 
 
    Obdo remained perfectly still for several moments. ‘How about – we hired you to kill it, so you go and kill it? Then I’ll tell my boss to move.’ 
 
    ‘Such an action would be in vain,’ the mage said, irritated that this foolish farm fellow was pressing the matter. 
 
    ‘What if the creature moves as well?’ Obdo asked. ‘Better to do away with it now, instead of letting it kill more folk.’ 
 
    The mage put his hand to his beard and nodded wisely. This was not good at all. What had promised to be a bit of easy money had backfired into a total disaster. A duel with this creature promised certain, long, painful, unbelievable and very nasty death. Obdo said something else but the mage ignored it, staring with great wisdom into the distance. Hopefully Obdo would think that he was ruminating upon the problem and would soon arrive at a magnificent conclusion. As the mage’s eyes began to water from the lack of blinking, not to mention the putrid fumes from the ooze, he saw a sight on the far side of the pit. 
 
    A knight and two other mages were advancing upon the beast. 
 
    ‘I do believe that my companions have arrived,’ he said to Obdo. ‘Now I shall save your livelihood.’ 
 
    ‘Your friends?’ Obdo asked. ‘Since when did you have friends?’ 
 
    ‘Silence,’ the mage replied. ‘It is time to defeat the beast. What is its name, incidentally?’ 
 
    ‘Uh… well we all called it the Shadow.’ 
 
    ‘Splendid!’ The mage raised his staff into the air. ‘Then I shall slay the Shadow and become a legend!’ 
 
    ‘You sure?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ Already the bardic tale was forming in the mage’s head. People would take comfort in winter halls listening to this for sure, and he would reap the rewards from the reputation he would attain. 
 
    Obdo looked at the knight and his mage allies. ‘Look… maybe we’d better go back. I’ll get you a nice hot drink and we can forget about this whole thing.’ 
 
    ‘Never!’ the mage said. ‘I shall defeat this thing at once.’ 
 
    ‘You sure that you can?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ The mage fixed Obdo with a powerful stare. ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Across the outer edges of the Kingdom of Valanthas a phrase was taking root and spreading out through villages and farmsteads. Like wildfire it was covering the lowest taverns, the meanest homes and the occasional guard tower. The phrase was one word: 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    In recent days the Order of Mages had fallen on rather hard times. The various orders of the Knights of Valanthas had grown in power and were taking care of things quite easily, and they didn’t really need the help of upstart mages to do it. Most of the neighbouring kingdoms were just too lazy to wage any wars lately, and there were few demonic invasions that needed stopping. People simply didn’t need mages any more. Money dropped out of the Order of Mages faster than anyone could have predicted, and soon even the mages themselves stopped funding it as they found themselves short as well. In order to make money back the Mage Academy opened its doors to anyone and everyone, setting up little branches all over the place. 
 
    The problem was that most of the people who signed up for the courses were rich but untalented, and in the majority of cases the applicants were given magic staffs and told to go away. Lots of the supposed mages left it at that and simply did minor parlour tricks for free drinks or had amusing revenges on neighbours they didn’t like. 
 
    Ardon Forseld had been a moderately well-off man in recent times, after creating a career out of doing the jobs that nobody else liked to do. It had reached a point where he really wanted a little bit more out of life, since he was now getting on, and his interest in odd jobs had fallen to a distinct low. His hair was going grey and his beard was showing signs of old age. Or of wisdom, as he preferred to put it. Either way he had applied to the local Mage School in Melethas and been booted out with this rather splendid Staff of Antagules. He wasn’t really sure what it did, aside from shooting off the occasional Flamebolt when he felt like it, but it had done him a fair bit of good when he had reinvented himself as Archimegadon, Mage for Hire. 
 
    And this brings us back to the phrase that was beginning to be quite popular. Several unfortunate people had been subjected to the quite unnerving appearance of a moderately imposing mage at their door. Before they could so much as ask what he was, Archimegadon would thunder: ‘Greetings, good folk! I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    You can guess the rest. 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon left Obdo behind, ventured across the bridge and edged towards the Shadow. While not the first monstrous creature he’d had the misfortune to behold, this particular specimen did not look like anything Archimegadon had ever seen before in the flesh. Archimegadon only hoped that the trio ahead were trained, although he was comforted by the presence of the knight. There were few untrained knights in Valanthas. 
 
    The battle began in earnest as the two mages fired a volley of dark rays that stabbed through the Shadow and made it shriek in rage. As the demon lashed out, the knight’s two-handed sword was there to block it. Before the beast could do anything to counter, the knight ducked out of the way and then struck out, the great broadsword sweeping through one of the beast’s many legs and causing the creature certain discomfort. 
 
    This heartened Archimegadon, who was bearing down on the creature with all the fury of a toadstool. The mages were casting various sorts of spells on the Shadow, which was still fighting despite the many wounds that the warrior was inflicting on it. Strange green lights flickered about the Shadow, occasionally interrupted by purple flashes and the odd red cloud. Archimegadon was starting to enjoy the light show when he remembered that he was supposed to be fighting the demon as well.  
 
    The others had clearly not noticed Archimegadon, who was not one of their friends and unlikely to be counted as such any time soon. This did not bother him in the least, since he did not much want them to notice and complain that he was leeching off their battle. Nor did he want them to see his assault on the beast, since it was going to consist of one thing. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon said. For all his faults, Archimegadon did have a very powerful and awe-inspiring voice, although in this instance it did not work in his favour. 
 
    The fire spell burst from the end of his staff and leapt onto the Shadow’s head, where it flamed briefly like a bizarre orange wig, but the word flamebolt drifted into the beast’s ears and it turned to face him.  
 
    ‘Ah,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    The Shadow had not previously displayed any particular ability in any arcane arts, but now it chose to enlighten its attackers, and it raised a few twisted arms and gurgled an incantation. Archimegadon thought back to the First and Last Lesson in Magic and pondered what had been said. He was sure that counter spells had been taught, or surely mentioned. Perhaps he had seen it in the course book that they had loaned him for the lesson. Then he remembered. 
 
    ‘Any counter spells are very difficult to conjure,’ the teacher had said. ‘It takes years of practice. We do not have time for that now, but I suggest you all study very hard in your own time.’ 
 
    Archimegadon smiled with satisfaction that he had remembered it, before taking in the lesson. 
 
    ‘Damn.’ 
 
    An almighty screech drew his attention back to the battle at hand, and his eyes blanked out momentarily as a vast web of green tendrils crackled into life and shot at him. He heard Obdo yell something and felt the urge to put his hand to his chin wisely one last time, to cast a final great pose and die a hero. Instead he yelled ‘Flamebolt!’ again and watched the flames pass through the advancing green web and strike the beast in its mouth and make it cough. 
 
    ‘That’ll teach you for challenging Archimegadon,’ the mage said, and then the green web slammed into him and dragged him to the ground, pinning him there. ‘Blast.’ 
 
    So the creature did not want him dead, eh? Perhaps it believed that it could steal the vast powers of the Staff of Antagules? Well, it would never take it! 
 
    Of course, it was more likely that the thing wanted to kill him. 
 
    ‘Free him!’ one of the mages, a woman with short, wavy blonde hair yelled to the other. ‘Mortimyr, you get its attention and I’ll hit it with a Vala Andrilus.’ 
 
    The knight, with long black hair in a ponytail and somewhat scrappy plate armour, more resembled a beardless barbarian to Archimegadon, but in his current situation Archimegadon supposed he shouldn’t be fussy. Mortimyr nodded at the blonde mage meanwhile and yelled a curse at the Shadow, which turned from its snack and tried to slice him in two for his cheek. Meanwhile the female mage started conjuring something and the second headed for Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Hold on there,’ the second mage, a young man with messy black hair, said. He waved his hands oddly while muttering an incantation, and Archimegadon felt as though someone had poured a bucket of ice over him, but at least the green goo was now gone. Instead of showing his discomfort he stood up and adjusted his robes, brushing the dust from his shoulders lightly. 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir,’ Archimegadon said with a slight bow, ‘although I was about to finish the incantation to kill it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, as Sen Delarian says, to finish is to start,’ the mage said. ‘But you might want to start starting too, next time.’ 
 
    Archimegadon wanted to ask what on earth this upstart mage was talking about. Who was this Sen fellow? Nevertheless he needed to prove his seniority. It was doubtful that this man had a certificate signed by Orgus Alhamis, Mage Supreme of Valanthas.  
 
    ‘I, unlike you, do not need to speak or wave my arms to cast spells,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You are talking to the greatest mage in Valanthas.’ 
 
    ‘Oh really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes!’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘None but the greatest mages can cast a spell without speaking and waving arms,’ the upstart mage said. ‘As you so delicately put it.’ 
 
    ‘I can, knave!’ Archimegadon said. ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    The upstart mage did not respond.  
 
    ‘Terrill, can you stop yabbering and back us up?’ the female mage shouted. 
 
    ‘Duty calls, Arlimegadum,’ Terrill said. ‘See you around.’ 
 
    Terrill joined the fray again, but Archimegadon did not waste his time pondering such a frivolity. Not when his good name had been besmirched! It just went to show what an abject fool Terrill was.  
 
    ‘Hey, if you’re going to kill it, then do so!’ Terrill shouted back at him. 
 
    Although Archimegadon didn’t really want to attract the creature’s attention again, he wanted to maintain the illusion that he was helping, and thus rationalised that maybe it wouldn’t notice with the other spells raining down on it. He raised the Staff of Antagules and sent off another flamebolt, with the appropriate yell, and watched with satisfaction and a little surprise as the creature literally exploded. He shielded himself as the flames spread outwards, but as soon as they came close enough to touch him they were sucked back into what appeared to be some form of vortex. A few seconds passed as the gaseous clouds were sucked into the vortex, and then the air fell still once again. 
 
    ‘Hahaha, take that!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Thus perish the foes of Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘Nice,’ Terrill said, ‘but that was actually Gelenn’s Vala Andrilus spell.’ 
 
    ‘My flamebolts are considerably more powerful than the usual puny crop,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I rather enjoy creating vortexes with them. It impresses the common folk, and those with simple minds.’ 
 
    Terrill, Gelenn and Mortimyr stared at him.  
 
    ‘I thank you for distracting it long enough for me to dispatch it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now that I have freed the nearby farmstead, perhaps you would like to accompany me for dinner there. Heaven knows I have earned it.’ 
 
    ‘I think he went to one of the schools,’ Terrill said. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Gelenn said. Her eyes took on a look of pity. ‘You go and enjoy your victory, sir.’ She glanced at Terrill. ‘What was his name?’ she whispered, although Archimegadon could hear every word. 
 
    ‘Arlimegaden,’ Terrill replied. ‘I think.’ 
 
    ‘Oaf, I am Archimegadon!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Single-handedly I have destroyed this threat…’ He remembered that his usual speech didn’t quite work here. ‘Ah… that is… with noble companions… this farmstead has been freed.’  
 
    The three companions before him exchanged sad looks. 
 
    ‘Well, celebrate!’ Archimegadon said. He didn’t feel that this was working terribly well. 
 
    ‘There’s a pub back this way,’ Mortimyr said, gesturing with his thumb over his shoulder.  
 
    ‘Farewell, travellers,’ Archimegadon said as they left without a word. ‘If you are ever in need of future aid, remember to call on Archimegadon.’ 
 
    There was no response. Archimegadon remembered something. 
 
    ‘I’m a Mage for Hire!’ he yelled. ‘Cheap rates if you book me for three quests!’ 
 
    ‘I’ll pay you to shut up,’ Obdo said, appearing suddenly at his side. 
 
    ‘Ah, you,’ Archimegadon said. He pursed his lips. ‘I believe that this quest is somewhat complete. If you would be so kind as to pay me, I shall be on my way.’ He pointed in the direction of Mortimyr and his companions. If he could wheedle his way into their band, they would be useful for dispatching beasts that he could not, and for a while he would live the easy life. It had been done before. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not sure you killed it,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Child, do not doubt my power,’ Archimegadon said. ‘There are few beings on this earth who can match my skill. Those simple folk would have paid me as well, had they not spent it all on booze.’ 
 
    ‘You said they were your friends,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘That does not preclude them from being simple!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I can believe you there,’ Obdo said. ‘How much was it again?’ 
 
    ‘One vallin, good sir.’ 
 
    There were three types of coins in Valanthas. Relorans were rather nice shiny gold coins that rich people had plenty of, vallins were the regular type of coins that were somewhat dull grey coins, and the thick but rather worthless bronze coins were known as grobs. 
 
    ‘It was fifty grobs before.’ 
 
    ‘Now look!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I thought you were being ravaged by wolves, not a vast hell spawn thing!’ 
 
    ‘If you please, I wasn’t being ravaged by anything,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon looked around the stone platform. ‘I have to say, such things are not common. No, not at all. You haven’t been dabbling in the dark arts, have you? Bit of a necromancer on the side?’ 
 
    ‘By the gods, sir, you talk a lot of garbage!’ Obdo said. ‘Here, have two vallins, just to shut you up.’ 
 
    ‘A bribe, is it?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Now I figure that you just took the credit for their job,’ Obdo replied in a measured tone. ‘I don’t think you’re much of a mage at all, in reality. This vallin here is a payment to save my soul.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘Because if you don’t take it, I will push you in that ooze,’ Obdo replied. ‘And I don’t want a death on my hands. So I figure that you’d better choose wisely.’ 
 
    ‘Payment accepted,’ Archimegadon said quickly. ‘Remember, if you have just one more quest for me the rate becomes cheaper.’ 
 
    ‘Sod off,’ Obdo said, turning and striding back towards the farm. 
 
    ‘Oaf,’ Archimegadon muttered at the farmhand’s back. 
 
    Silence settled over the valley. Archimegadon stood alone at the centre, staring at the two vallins in his hand. A fine bit of earning today, and less effort involved than he had expected after all. As befit the world’s greatest mage.  
 
    The presence of such a beast pestered him, but he supposed that that was life. A wolf one minute, a giant demon beast the next. Either way, they ended up the same when they went up against Archimegadon!  
 
    Mortimyr had mentioned a pub somewhere off in the direction ahead, and Archimegadon did not want to lose track of the knight and his companions. He waved his staff threateningly at Obdo, who was walking in the other direction anyway, and set off from the platform in search of glory and money. 
 
    Same as usual, then. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two: Quests at the Inn 
 
      
 
    The path from the valley led into a densely wooded area that was lit only by the occasional sword of light that managed to cut its way through the thick ceiling of leaves. An old crumbled path swayed this way and that on its meandering trail between trees and bushes until it joined up with the main Central Way road that wound from one end of Valanthas to the other and beyond. Merchants usually could be found travelling down this road laden with all sorts of wares to sell to those in need or simply greedy, but today the road was largely full of solo travellers, either heading between towns for work or adventurers like Archimegadon. 
 
    Archimegadon himself didn’t much care for the other folk on the roads, for they were rarely willing to hire a mage like himself, partly because they were often in the same business. He didn’t care for merchants either, since they earned the money that he wanted for himself. There was little sign of Mortimyr, Terrill or Gelenn, but fortunately the travellers were moving away from or towards one particular spot, and from experience such a hive of activity would usually be a tavern of some sort. He checked behind himself just to be sure there weren’t two such destinations before heading off towards it. 
 
    Fortunately, on this occasion Archimegadon was right, and he beheld the Fox and Hart with a certain amount of relish. There were so many people clogging the tavern up that he would be sure to find somebody looking for a Mage for Hire, and hopefully the three who had helped him out earlier would be around to aid in filling his pockets. With a nod of certainty he pushed through the crowds and entered the tavern, using the Staff of Antagules to clear undesirables from his path. 
 
    Various scents filled his nostrils and he felt himself go a bit light-headed. Merchants travelling the Central Way had a habit of filling all available taverns with the strange spices and pipe weed that they had gleaned from foreign lands, and clearly a rather large amount was being peddled here. Archimegadon didn’t consider buying any. For one, it was too expensive. Equally a mage of his stature did not need to smoke a pipe to enjoy himself. Lastly, he could enjoy the effects simply by breathing in here. 
 
    Fortunately the tavern had the odd shadowed corner free, and Archimegadon settled down with foaming brew and watched the assorted travellers and their revels as he drank. He leant the Staff of Antagules at his side in plain view, so that anyone needing a powerful mage would know where to go. As for Mortimyr and his companions, Archimegadon could see no sign of them. It didn’t really matter all that much, although it would have been nice to have a little break from doing work himself. 
 
    A serving woman came over and picked up his empty jug of ale to take back to the bar. Archimegadon cleared his throat and she paused.  
 
    ‘I’ll have another mug of the same, my good lady,’ he said, handing over a few coins. ‘I am a Mage for Hire,’ he added, dropping a couple more coins into her hand. 
 
    The woman winked. ‘I’ll be sure to mention it to a few people.’ 
 
    She shoved through the crowds and was lost from sight. Archimegadon sat back and smiled to himself. Business as usual. Soon enough word would pass around, and then he would have streams of possible clients requesting his services. He usually calculated whether to take up quests using a simple formula – the money he would earn divided by the danger rating he gave it. If the resulting number was too low he would make his excuses and see to the next person in need of aid. 
 
    His next drink arrived and had nearly gone by the time somebody came over to see him. It was a fairly short man with eyeglasses that looked yellowed and cracked, but it seemed to give the fellow no trouble as he picked out the Staff of Antagules from afar and dodged through the hordes of drinkers. He settled on the other side of the table and looked between Archimegadon and the staff several times before speaking. 
 
    ‘You are the Mage for Hire?’ 
 
    ‘I am indeed,’ Archimegadon replied, taking a wary sip from his drink. This person did not look like the most trustworthy sort, though it didn’t really make much odds to Archimegadon in the end what type of person he was working for. It was their money that counted. 
 
    ‘May I know with whom I am dealing?’ the man asked. 
 
    ‘Only when I know who you are, sir,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    The man frowned and Archimegadon could see his eyes flash behind his befouled glasses, but the inner conflict was quickly fought and won and the man remained at the table. ‘I am Elsim Redrock, a clerk in the nearby city of Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘I, sir, am Archimegadon!’ the mage said, his voice carrying unnoticed through the tavern, although Elsim could certainly hear him. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Elsim said. ‘Well, we’re having a little bit of trouble. You see, there is a gang of thieves that has set up near Aldrack, and we need a little errand done.’ 
 
    ‘I would not call destroying a gang of thieves a little errand,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Oh, it isn’t that, sir,’ Elsim said. Archimegadon couldn’t help but be distracted by the man’s Adam’s apple, which was bobbing as though some creature was crawling around Elsim’s throat just under his skin, disturbing the bristles that the man had clearly missed when he had shaved the rest of his face. ‘I need you to take this item to a town called Melethas, where I believe there is a Mage School. Simply take it to the head mage, one Sen Delarian, and he will pay you.’ 
 
    The mention of Sen Delarian embarrassed Archimegadon, for he remembered that Terrill had spoken of him earlier. Archimegadon still wasn’t sure he recognised the name, and it was a touch bemusing considering that Melethas’s Mage School was where he had been trained.  
 
    ‘You have already made it halfway to Melethas,’ Archimegadon said to fill the silence that had surrounded him during his thoughts. ‘Apparently the thieves have not found you yet.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, but I would trust a mage far better than myself,’ Elsim said. ‘Your staff testifies to the gargantuan powers that you undoubtedly have, oh yes it does.’ 
 
    Archimegadon eyed Elsim carefully to detect any trace of mockery, but the man did not so much as smirk. ‘What is this item, anyway?’ Archimegadon asked after a moment. 
 
    Elsim took out a piece of black cloth and unfolded it, removing a small amulet as he did so. He pushed it across the table towards Archimegadon, who looked over it with care. Such a magical object did not belong in the hands of a mere clerk, and it was a creepy thing to be sure. The swamp-green gem at the centre looked a little bit like an eye, and it felt as though it was staring at him. 
 
    ‘This is a powerful amulet,’ Archimegadon said. ‘These thieves… who are they? Are they mages, to be seeking such items?’ 
 
    ‘No, merely those in search of powerful objects to sell for lots of money,’ Elsim explained. ‘However, they do not understand the risks involved. To give these magical artefacts to those corrupt and rich enough to purchase black market goods is to invite disaster. With all likelihood, if these reckless thieves are not stopped they will bring down the kingdom!’ 
 
    ‘Most unfortunate indeed,’ Archimegadon said. The danger rating on this mission was starting to reach undesirable levels. Unless the money involved was good, he would probably have to turn this down. ‘So… these careless thieves… they may be here even now? It is an awful risk for you to be doing this deal in open sight.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but my good friend, if they see that a great mage is being given care of this amulet, they might not care to chance their lives on this mission so much,’ Elsim said. 
 
    ‘Your reasoning is sound,’ Archimegadon said, stroking his beard. ‘Tell me, how many items have they already stolen?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, over a dozen at least,’ Elsim replied. ‘A couple of staffs and another amulet. One man went on a rampage and destroyed a couple of buildings, including a tavern much like this. Giving the untrained magical weaponry is inviting problems.’ 
 
    Archimegadon hid his expression behind his jug. ‘What is the reward I can expect for this quest?’ 
 
    ‘I am a servant of the Lord of Aldrack,’ Elsim replied. ‘I have his seal here.’ He produced a ring, which had a rather complex symbol with three swords on it which was presumably this Lord’s personal mark. Elsim laughed. ‘I can promise you, amongst all this talk of thieves, that I did not steal this ring.’ 
 
    Archimegadon chuckled in mock appreciation, although he was tired of this fellow’s chatter. ‘And the price, sir?’ he pressed. 
 
    ‘Ah yes.’ Elsim produced a scroll and opened it for Archimegadon to see. ‘Give Master Delarian this letter of introduction from Lord Auber Bartell. Once he has the scroll and the amulet, you will be paid exactly one thousand relorans.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded sagely. Then he blinked. Then he remembered what Elsim had said. ‘How much?’ he asked, trying to keep his voice down so that nobody would try to steal the job. This wiped the danger level right off the board. 
 
    ‘One thousand relorans,’ Elsim replied. ‘We take the security of Aldrack and the surrounding towns very seriously, Master Archimegadon. If you can get this amulet to Sen Delarian we will have won one further battle against these thieves.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine,’ Archimegadon said, thinking of other things. With this much money he could take a sojourn in the far off tropical isles of Filikis at last, and possibly buy himself a title and settle down as lord of a town somewhere. Melethas lacked a lord at present… perhaps he could fill that hole. ‘The quest is accepted. For a quest of this magnitude perhaps you require more assurance that I will not turn out to be a thief myself?’ 
 
    ‘I think that the reward money will outweigh those concerns,’ Elsim replied, smiling. ‘Your staff there is adequately powerful for you, I should imagine. The amulet would do nothing to increase your abilities, surely?’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’ Archimegadon replied, waving a dismissive hand through the air. ‘I have no need of this amulet. I, too, hold the safety of Aldrack highly, and will dispatch this quest quickly and efficiently. You have placed the future of Valanthas in the hands of the finest mage the world has ever seen.’ 
 
    ‘I am glad to hear it,’ Elsim said. ‘I hope to do business again with you soon.’ He handed over the amulet and the scroll and made sure that Archimegadon had pocketed them before rising to leave. ‘If you succeed, do drop by Aldrack and visit Lord Bartell. I am sure that he would be very happy to see you, especially if we need any more aid in our quest versus these thieves.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I shall see you soon.’ 
 
    Elsim disappeared with his yellow glasses and left the Mage for Hire in a very good mood. Archimegadon finished his drink and sat back, intending to doze, when a voice interrupted his thoughts.  
 
    ‘Ah… sir?’ 
 
    Archimegadon opened an eye and saw a young swordsman. He shut the eye again. ‘Go away. I already have a quest. I am a hired mage, no longer a Mage for Hire. Begone.’ 
 
    ‘But sir, I really need help.’ 
 
    With a thunderous sigh Archimegadon sat up and frowned at the swordsman. ‘Who are you, and what do you want?’ 
 
    The swordsman sat down. ‘My name is Neurion, and I’m actually a paladin.’ He whispered the last few words. ‘I’m supposed to be killing some evil monster hereabouts and taking the remains to the High Captain in the Guard Tower at Melethas. I need a bit of help.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said. Perhaps he could pick up a little bonus on the journey, then. ‘And what is this beast?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently there’s a farm just beyond the mountains, and there’s a farmer there who needs a nearby beast killed,’ Neurion replied. ‘It’s called the Shadow, and I hear it stands at twice the height of any man.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that,’ Archimegadon said with a laugh. ‘Why, I killed it not long ago.’ 
 
    Neurion leaned forwards. ‘Then you must be powerful indeed. But I need some of its remains to prove that it died. Can you take me to where the creature died?’ 
 
    ‘Not very honourable for a paladin to lie and take credit for others’ achievements,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Sir, I’m very hard up at the moment,’ Neurion said. ‘I spent all my money training in everything possible at the School of Paladins, and now I don’t have very much money at all. I’ve tried fishing for my food, but they never seem to bite. I need the money from this quest.’ 
 
    ‘How much are they paying you?’ 
 
    ‘Two relorans.’ 
 
    Archimegadon blinked. Even with the promise of a thousand relorans, this was more money than he was generally used to seeing in his day-to-day work. ‘And how much would you pay me?’ 
 
    ‘Half of that.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded. ‘I see. It would be a good deal.’ He frowned as memories of the battle with the Shadow surfaced. That vortex at the end had almost certainly removed all trace of the creature from existence. ‘Unfortunately, the spell I used to kill it may have… well, there wasn’t very much of it left when I finished with it.’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t hurt to check,’ Neurion said, looking a touch desperate. 
 
    ‘I will take you to the place for five vallins,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If there is a piece of the beast then I will negate that deal and accept your earlier offer instead, once we have delivered the creature to the High Captain. Understood?’ 
 
    ‘That is fair,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘You’re dressed down a bit for a paladin though,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You look like a common ruffian.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well I’ve noticed that paladins aren’t very popular,’ Neurion said. ‘I’ve been beset by so many thugs that it isn’t funny.’ He frowned. ‘They stole my armour. And my sword. I could only afford this thing.’ He pulled his sword halfway out of the scabbard to show how much rust was all over it. 
 
    ‘Of course, any weapon is mighty in the hands of an expert,’ Archimegadon lied. 
 
    ‘Not really the weapon of a paladin though,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Well, never mind,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You will soon be slightly richer.’ And Archimegadon would be very rich indeed. But he decided not to mention that. He didn’t need charity cases to ruin his day. 
 
    ‘You are very kind, sir,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Well, of course I am,’ Archimegadon said. ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘But one question, my good fellow,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Who runs this Paladin School? I’ve never heard of it.’ 
 
    ‘It only opened recently,’ Neurion replied ‘The Mage Order controls it, since the Paladin Order is too busy right now.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Archimegadon decided not to pursue the matter. 
 
    There was a commotion at the far side of the bar as a fight appeared to break out. Archimegadon was a little perturbed but not very surprised. These sort of things tended to happen, and besides, he was well-equipped to deal with drunken fools. He reached for the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘Bad crowd,’ Neurion said. ‘Think we should leave?’ 
 
    ‘In a minute,’ Archimegadon replied, pondering another drink. ‘I would like to complete my other quest quickly, of course, but I need to rest after my titanic duel with the Shadow.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, I understand,’ Neurion said. He frowned. ‘I was kind of looking forward to battling such a mighty beast.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll manage, I’m sure,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘What was your other quest, anyway?’ Neurion asked. ‘I hope I am not interfering…’ 
 
    ‘I need to make a simple delivery to Melethas,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Since it is your destination I see little reason to be concerned.’ 
 
    The brawl continued, and it sounded like a few chairs were being used to pacify the fighters. Archimegadon resisted to urge to cast a flamebolt. Neurion looked increasingly more terrified, but Archimegadon wasn’t particularly worried about that. 
 
    The thought of a thousand relorans, however, kept knocking on Archimegadon’s skull, and he decided to skip the drink for now. ‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘I think I have rested long enough.’ 
 
    Neurion nodded and rose to leave. As he did so three men forced him to sit down next to Archimegadon, and pulled a somewhat battered Elsim over to the table and brandished him at the pair as though he was a sword. 
 
    ‘This man claims that you have the amulet,’ the lead man, a large fellow with a red beard, said. ‘I suggest you hand it over.’ 
 
    ‘My good sir, would you kindly remove this bloodied thing from my table?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Please, Archimegadon, give them the amulet,’ Elsim said. ‘It isn’t worth it.’ 
 
    ‘Silence, oaf!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I have no foolish amulets. A mage such as myself has no need for pompous affectations!’ 
 
    ‘You’re wearing a fancy dress,’ one of the thugs said. 
 
    ‘It is a robe, imbecile!’ Archimegadon said. ‘In any case, your leader here has clearly spent a while on that ponytail.’ 
 
    The red-bearded thug put a hand to his hair defensively. 
 
    ‘Enough of this,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘I am a powerful mage, not a dealer in jewellery. If you desire amulets, then I suggest you look elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘This man says he hired you,’ the lead thug said. 
 
    ‘I turned down his cheap offer,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I work for money, not bird seed. I have been hired by Neurion here.’  
 
    Neurion didn’t quite know what to do, so he applied his usual habit of smiling and waving at the mention of his name. The lead thug glared at him until he withered. 
 
    ‘Do you think I will believe what you say?’ the lead thug asked. ‘I want the amulet now.’ 
 
    ‘This is hardly subtle thievery,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It would be more effective if you did it in silence, in secret and possibly stole from the person who actually has the object in question. I suggest that you go away, sit down and think over how poor a thief you are. I advise you then use your spare time to think of how a proper thief would operate.’ 
 
    The three thugs looked at each other, and then one reached out and grabbed Archimegadon’s robe. Ignoring Archimegadon’s spluttered outrage, the thug patted the mage down and then shook his head at his leader. 
 
    ‘He’s got nothing on ‘im,’ the thug said, and then he blinked as he noticed a little flame sigil on Archimegadon’s robes that indicated that he had graduated from a Mage School.  
 
    ‘Oh. Sir!’ He nudged his leader. ‘I think he’s from one of them Mage Schools.’ 
 
    The lead thug noticed the sigil too and sighed. ‘Damn it. Carry on with your drink, mage.’ He glared at Elsim. ‘I think you’d better tell me where the amulet actually is.’ 
 
    The thugs started to leave, but Elsim looked back at Archimegadon one last time. ‘Please! They’re going to kill me!’ 
 
    ‘You will get over it,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Curse you!’ Elsim howled, but the lead thug hit him over the head and he fell limp. The thugs dragged him away. 
 
    Archimegadon rose to leave. ‘Time to go,’ he said to Neurion. 
 
    ‘Was that your other job?’ 
 
    ‘No, I turned it down,’ Archimegadon lied. ‘Now hurry up! We have a quest to complete.’ 
 
    Neurion nodded. ‘I have a good feeling about this. I think this partnership is going to work out great.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Archimegadon said, weary of this fool already.   
 
    Oh well, it was only a couple of days to Melethas, and then he could rid himself of this paladin knave. If he was lucky, he could get shot of the paladin today. Well, there was nothing for it except to put up with Neurion for the time being.  
 
    Besides, if nothing else, Neurion made for a good hiding place. Archimegadon quietly lifted the amulet from Neurion’s pocket while the young paladin was watching for where the thugs had gone. ‘Got nothing on ‘im’ indeed! 
 
    He glanced around for Mortimyr and his companions one last time, but they were nowhere in sight. It didn’t really matter now, of course, since he was going to make a lot more money in a couple of days without them than he would have in years following them around. Taking up the Staff of Antagules, he stepped onto the Central Way and began his two quests. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Are you sure we should’ve let ‘im go?’ one of the thieves asked once they had left the tavern. Elsim had been slung over the leader’s shoulder. 
 
    ‘They’re all idiots at the Mage Schools,’ the lead thug replied. ‘A few relorans and you’re a mage. Can’t trust ‘em with anything. If Elsim really hired that Arkermechadon then he’s a true idiot.’ 
 
    ‘So what are we going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Arkermechadon was the only guy Elsim spoke to,’ the leader said. ‘My money is… well, I hear they sometimes swallow things to hide ‘em.’ 
 
    ‘So what’re we gonna do? Wait ‘til it goes out the other end?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll give this fella a few drinks and speed stuff up,’ the leader said. 
 
    ‘And if he hasn’t swallowed it?’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll have to check out this Arkermechadon after all.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three: Remains 
 
      
 
    ‘Wow,’ Neurion said. ‘This is incredible! It’s like a demonic arena in the pits of Hell itself! You must have looked magnificent.’ 
 
    Archimegadon and his newfound follower had arrived at the Shadow’s platform, and it seemed to have excited the paladin somewhat. Patience fading by the moment, Archimegadon tolerated Neurion’s tedious remarks by blanking them out and nodding in response to everything instead. He did not much care for returning here, although the memory of the two vallins he had earnt brought him a certain amount of satisfaction. That in turn reminded him that he was due to earn an amount that dwarfed that figure, and he nearly did a little jig. 
 
    Fortunately for the world at large Archimegadon chose not to dance, but instead he stood at the centre of the platform looking like the powerful mage he professed to be. He cast his gaze over the arena but could find little sign of the Shadow’s remains. Apparently that spell of Gelenn’s had removed all trace of the battle, excepting the bizarre arena. 
 
    ‘I’m so disappointed that I missed it,’ Neurion said. ‘What spell did you use to destroy it?’ 
 
    ‘Flamebolt,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Neurion stared. ‘Whoa, you’re that powerful? I thought flamebolt was the most basic offensive spell a mage learnt. You must really be something if you would kill off a demon with that!’ 
 
    Archimegadon glared at his companion. He couldn’t tell half the time whether Neurion was sarcastic or just dim. Neurion remained quite oblivious to Archimegadon’s demeanour and instead knelt down at the edge of the platform, staring into the ooze.  
 
    ‘I bet it would hurt if you fell in there,’ he said. ‘Wonder what the ooze is. Perhaps it’s the effect such creatures have on water.’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’  
 
    Archimegadon was getting very bored. Perhaps it was time to think about collecting those five vallins, not that they would be worth much compared to his imminent prize. He rapped on Neurion’s head with the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘Ow.’ The paladin looked up and grinned. ‘Sorry sir, it’s just all so incredible.’ 
 
    Archimegadon resisted the urge to boot the over-enthusiastic fool into the ooze. ‘I see no sign of the beast. I believe that my finishing spell may just have finished it completely.’ 
 
    ‘That must have been quite a flamebolt.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. It was.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, wait, there’s some people coming,’ Neurion said. ‘Perhaps they want to thank you for what you did.’ 
 
    Archimegadon looked up and saw three people advancing from the direction of the farm. One of them was quite clearly the oafish Obdo. He frowned and tried to think of an excuse suitable for a paladin.  
 
    ‘We’d better go quickly. A hero does not force people to thank them. One must stave off those things that might increase a mage’s sense of pride. Pride is something we must avoid at all costs.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes,’ Neurion said with a nod. ‘It says that in the Paladin’s Manual.’ 
 
    Archimegadon wanted to hurry away before Obdo arrived to spoil his reputation, but he could not help but question this. ‘Manual?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we got given a little handbook of the Paladin’s Code,’ Neurion replied. ‘Then we were allowed to sign up for courses.’ He smiled proudly. ‘I signed up for all of them. I must be the most skilled paladin of the bunch.’ Then he scratched his head. ‘Mind you, I couldn’t afford the advanced training courses after all that.’ 
 
    In other words, Neurion was useless at everything. Archimegadon shrugged. He hadn’t expected anything of the fellow anyway. And it was time to leave, not to chat about paladins and their knavish ways. ‘Let us be off,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Archimegadon!’ Obdo shouted. 
 
    The mage in question swore under his breath in a most non-wise and not quite noble way. ‘Obdo, my good fellow,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I have another quest for you!’ Obdo said, arriving with his friends at the centre of the platform. 
 
    ‘Ah, excellent,’ Archimegadon said, wondering whether he could get another two vallins out of this fool. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Obdo said. He chucked a grob at Archimegadon’s feet. ‘That’s your fee for clearing off. Go on, go away.’ 
 
    Neurion stepped forwards, drawing his sword, and the three farm folk huddled together in sudden panic. ‘This man has done you a great service,’ Neurion said. ‘I suggest that you retract your words and show him due gratitude.’ 
 
    ‘This is due gratitude,’ Obdo said, although he looked a little less bold under the threat of Neurion’s sword of greater rust. ‘This so-called mage let three other guys kill the beast here and pretended he did it.’ 
 
    ‘Oaf, did you not see my spell hit it?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Now I’m no mage,’ Obdo said, ‘although my cousin Albarte here is an official one.’ One of the other farmhands, a squat bearded fellow, grinned and waved his hand, and Archimegadon was reminded of Neurion. Perhaps the fools were related. ‘I may be no mage, I say, but I know a flamebolt spell when I see one. And I’ll be damned if I’ve ever seen a flamebolt create a vortex.’ 
 
    Neurion stared at Archimegadon in shock. 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You can create vortexes with your flamebolts?’ Neurion asked in return. ‘Mixing magic like that is the province of the most powerful mages! Why, you must be a true master!’ 
 
    Archimegadon and the three farmhands shared a disgusted look. 
 
    ‘Neurion, please shut up,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yes, master,’ Neurion said with reverence. 
 
    ‘What brings you here, anyway?’ Archimegadon asked of Obdo, determined to reclaim control of the conversation. ‘Up to a bit more closet necromancy?’ 
 
    ‘Necromancy?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Now see here,’ Obdo said. ‘I am not a necromancer!’ 
 
    Archimegadon looked around the arena and then back at Obdo. ‘I see no evidence to the contrary.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘I am sure the farmer who employs you would like to be informed.’ 
 
    ‘You…’ 
 
    ‘Necromancy is a very serious crime.’ 
 
    ‘Arc…’ 
 
    ‘It may even result in execution.’ 
 
    Obdo looked to his companions for assistance, but they seemed a little concerned. 
 
    ‘I am not a necromancer!’ he said in a shrill voice. 
 
    ‘Only a true necromancer would deny being a necromancer,’ Archimegadon said, nodding sagely. The two other farmhands murmured in agreement. 
 
    ‘What?’ Obdo slapped the back of Albarte’s head. ‘That doesn’t even make sense, you two.’ 
 
    ‘But he’s a mage, he must be very wise,’ Albarte said. 
 
    ‘Well, you’re a mage,’ Obdo said, ‘but I wouldn’t say you were.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, you’d better watch it,’ Albarte said. ‘I could burn you away, necromancer boy.’ 
 
    ‘Quite right,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Neurion nudged Archimegadon. ‘Hey, do you think I should kill him?’  he asked. ‘I mean, I’m a paladin. It’s sort of my job.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, I will deal with this,’ Archimegadon replied. The last thing he needed was for Neurion to try killing Obdo. Especially if the dull farmhand really was a necromancer, and a proper fight broke out. ‘What are you here for anyway, children?’ 
 
    ‘We were here to collect more trophies,’ Obdo replied, glaring at his companions. ‘There isn’t much left, but the head at least was lying about. We were arguing over who should get the creature’s head, so I suggested that we find more bits of the creature and divide it up like that.’ 
 
    ‘You have the creature’s head?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    Obdo nodded. 
 
    ‘Aha,’ Archimegadon said. ‘My necromantic fellow, I have this suggestion. To prove that you have revoked your dark sorceries, perhaps you would care to hand over the beast’s head?’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Kill him,’ Archimegadon told Neurion. 
 
    The paladin nodded and strode forwards, his sword held aloft in a gesture that might have looked intimidating but actually left him wide open. Obdo cowered, though, and held up his hands in surrender. 
 
    ‘You can have the Shadow’s head, sir,’ he said. ‘I’m no necromancer, me. Just a simple farmhand. Go and get the head, you two.’ 
 
    The two other farmhands rushed away and Archimegadon smiled. Once again he had triumphed over the forces of evil. Neurion looked disappointed; he had probably wanted to kill a necromancer, since he had missed out on defeating the Shadow. Archimegadon decided to let Neurion have a crack at any minor beasties they encountered, if only to stave off any whining. 
 
    The three of them stood there shiftily, each of them casting suspicious glares about. Neurion glared at Obdo the possible necromancer, Obdo glared at Archimegadon, who had put him in this situation, and Archimegadon glared at both of them, the fools. It was a relief when the other two arrived, but they were having trouble carrying the Shadow’s head, a blackened lizard-like visage dripping with demon blood, between them. Archimegadon had forgotten that it was rather large. 
 
    ‘You must be some sort of legend,’ Neurion said. ‘With a head that big it must have been a giant!’ 
 
    ‘It was a little oversized,’ Archimegadon said, his mind elsewhere. Somehow they had to take that thing all the way to Melethas, and he was trying to work out how to do it sensibly. 
 
    The two farmhands dumped it on the platform, and thick blood oozed from the Shadow’s wounds. Obdo’s mouth quirked into a little smile. 
 
    ‘There you are, sir,’ he said. ‘Have fun carrying it wherever you’re off to.’ 
 
    Archimegadon considered the problem and arrived at a solution. ‘I believe that a suitable penance is required for this necromancer,’ he said. ‘Neurion, if the execution is not given, must repentance not be attained via an act of selflessness?’ 
 
    ‘That is correct,’ Neurion replied. He held up the manual to the three farmhands. ‘I’m a paladin,’ he said in a conspiratorial tone. They didn’t look too impressed. 
 
    ‘I command you, Obdo, to carry this head for us as we journey to Melethas,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Once we have carried out our duties there you shall be released from this bond.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Obdo turned to his companions. ‘Oh, come on. You don’t believe this garbage, do you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s for your own good, Obdo,’ Albarte replied.  
 
    ‘I don’t believe this,’ Obdo said. He pointed a finger at Archimegadon. ‘You mark my words, I’ll have revenge for this.’ 
 
    ‘Then you will be for the chop,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Pick that thing up and let’s go.’ He nodded to the other farmhands. ‘Give my regards to Farmer Belias.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Master Archimegadon,’ the farmhands said in chorus.  
 
    ‘I hate you,’ Obdo said as he lifted the Shadow’s head and rested it on his shoulders. ‘You stupid half-rate mage bastard.’ 
 
    ‘Charming.’ Archimegadon signalled to Neurion. ‘To Melethas then. Let us go!’ 
 
    ‘We could hire a cart,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘This is more penance-like,’ Archimegadon said. It would also be somewhat cheaper; he was loathe to start spending money when he was currently involved in trying to make some. 
 
    The three wandered back onto the Central Way, attracting various bemused looks from other travellers who couldn’t help but notice the giant demon head that was oozing all over the unfortunate Obdo. Archimegadon enjoyed the attention, especially since it was probably annoying or embarrassing Obdo. He turned in the direction of Melethas and breathed in deeply. Never had he had so much fun as he had today. 
 
    ‘Just as well you went back,’ Neurion said at his side. ‘Otherwise this necromancer would have gone free and caused all sorts of troubles.’ 
 
    Archimegadon sighed. ‘You have a lot to learn, Neurion.’ 
 
    The three of them continued along the Central Way until they left the covering of trees and arrived on a grand open plain, and Archimegadon called a temporary halt. Neurion sat down on the grass at the side of the road while Obdo put the severed head on the ground. 
 
    ‘Pick that up, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This is a penance, not a treat!’ 
 
    ‘Now…’ 
 
    ‘Silence, fool!’ Archimegadon said. Obdo picked up the head sullenly and looked around. 
 
    It was a magnificent view, since the Central Way rode the crest of a hill here and allowed them a view across much of this region of Valanthas. Sparkly white mountains rose in the distance ahead of them, while the Forest of Gale, which they had just left, spread like a carpet across the land behind them. No farmers had claimed the land here, and the fields stretched out beyond sight.  
 
    Archimegadon cared not for such frippery, unless it was as a dramatic backdrop to any battles he was involved in. Neurion was quite excited, as usual, but that was easily ignored. 
 
    ‘Why do you want this damned head anyway?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Ah, I have another quest to fulfil,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘This head is to be delivered to the High Captain in Melethas.’ 
 
    ‘What, was our novice over there supposed to slay it then?’ 
 
    Archimegadon laughed. ‘Indeed he was.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a right pair of leeches,’ Obdo said. ‘Neither of you killed it, yet you’re making a load of money out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up and be penitent.’ 
 
    ‘Right you are, sir.’ Obdo looked at the mountains uneasily. ‘Sir… this Melethas place… it isn’t up there, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Thankfully not,’ Archimegadon replied. He pointed out a pine forest in the distance, at the feet of the mountains. ‘It is yonder, nestled in the valley’s embrace.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Obdo said. ‘Is this “For Hire” business particularly lucrative?’ 
 
    ‘From time to time,’ Archimegadon replied, thinking of the amulet in his pocket. 
 
    ‘Maybe I’ll take it up once I’m done with this thing.’ Obdo glared at the Shadow’s head. 
 
    ‘You can try,’ Archimegadon said, ‘but I don’t think many people are looking to necromancers for help.’ 
 
    ‘You’re great company, you know,’ Obdo said. ‘Dragging me out here on a trumped-up charge, just cos I know you’re a phony. You’d think honesty was a crime.’ 
 
    ‘Evil is always a crime,’ Neurion said as he wandered back within earshot. ‘Instead of complaining, you should be grateful that Master Archimegadon has granted you the chance to redeem yourself. Consider the natural beauty here and see the order that you have spurned by becoming a necromancer.’ 
 
    Obdo looked to Archimegadon for aid. 
 
    Archimegadon sighed. ‘Yes, thank you Neurion. You’re a great help as always.’  
 
    Neurion grinned and went back to staring across Valanthas. Obdo moved away from Neurion and signalled for Archimegadon to follow. Archimegadon did so, though he kept his distance so as to avoid the dripping ooze that was covering Obdo. 
 
    ‘Where did you dig that guy up?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘In a pub on the Central Way, shortly after I dispatched the Shadow,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘He’s a bit… you know…’ 
 
    ‘He’s a bit what?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘He’s kind of mad.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know.’ 
 
    ‘Then why are you hanging around with him?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, because I am to earn an entire reloran for leading him to Melethas,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘That’s a lot of money for guiding someone down a straight road!’ Obdo said. ‘No wonder you’re a Mage for Hire. Maybe I should sign up to a Mage School. Is there one in Melethas?’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Archimegadon laughed sheepishly. ‘Yes. I do not advise it.’ 
 
    ‘Afraid of competition?’ Obdo grinned through the ooze. 
 
    ‘Pah. I am almighty.’ Archimegadon coughed. ‘However, you would be better advised to find another career. Er… well, you are weak in magic power. I can sense it.’ 
 
    ‘Surely a necromancer would be powerful in magic?’ Obdo asked with a dry grin. 
 
    ‘Now look. Such cheek will earn you further penance.’ 
 
    ‘Taken on board.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Archimegadon eyed the Shadow’s sightless eyes uneasily. ‘As for a careers, I suggest you take up as a jester. An oaf such as you would be ideal to play a fool.’ 
 
    ‘I hope I don’t drop this on you,’ Obdo said, tipping the Shadow’s head towards Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘I am a mage, and am perfectly capable of stopping things falling on me,’ Archimegadon said, although he took a step back. 
 
    ‘Can I please put this down?’ Obdo asked after a second. 
 
    ‘No,’ Archimegadon replied with relish. ‘You are still in dire need of tutelage. I fear for your soul.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, drop the paladin act,’ Obdo said. ‘This thing kills.’ 
 
    ‘It did until I defeated it,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Shut up, it was those other mages and the knight who did that,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Your lack of faith is understandable in one so weak-minded,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Hopefully I will be able to teach you the respect due to me.’ 
 
    ‘You already have,’ Obdo said.  
 
    Archimegadon simply smiled and wandered back onto the Central Way, stretching and looking across the plains in the vague direction of Melethas. He could sense those thousand relorans waiting impatiently for him in the Mage School. And a bonus one reloran on top of that in the Guard Tower. He pondered momentarily whether Elsim had escaped from the thieves, but that was not really important.  
 
    Besides, the journey wouldn’t be all that bad, what with Obdo there to be pushed around. Shame about Neurion, but that couldn’t be helped. Much had to be sacrificed for relorans. 
 
    ‘Get up, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It’s time we got moving. We want to reach cover before nightfall.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Neurion said. ‘You know, Master Archimegadon, I think we make a good team. We should work as a team after we’ve done this quest. Can you imagine how much money we would make if we did?’ 
 
    Archimegadon glanced at Obdo, who mouthed zero. The Mage for Hire snorted and Neurion looked quizzically at him. 
 
    ‘Blasted… hay fever,’ Archimegadon lied. 
 
     
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four: Beneath the Pine Trees 
 
      
 
    The journey down from the hill and round under the shadow of the mountains wasn’t really of interest to the great mage Archimegadon, who spent his time pondering whether to go to the Isles of Filikis first or buy his lordship straight away. Since he would be in Melethas when he received his money, he opted to become Lord Archimegadon of Melethas from the start. Then, when he visited the Isles of Filikis, he would be all the more admired for his position and power.  
 
    He cast a glance at Obdo, who was suffering under the strain of lifting the giant demon head. It was really very heartening. He debated whether to force Obdo to continue carrying the head for as long as the farmhand took to realise that Archimegadon didn’t really have the right to force him to do anything. Of course, when Archimegadon ascended to lordship he would have the power to do as he wished in that respect, but for the moment it was amusing to watch Obdo do something that he really didn’t have to.  
 
    As for Neurion, Archimegadon planned to hire him to guard the estate he would buy and then fire him in the same day. The thought of giving the naïve paladin such high hopes and then crushing them soon after was almost too enjoyable, and Archimegadon felt a wrench at the sheer distance he would have to travel to obtain this opportunity. Just a couple of days… well, less now, fortunately. If he started early enough the next day perhaps they would reach the Mage School in Melethas sooner than expected. 
 
    ‘I must say, the forest back there was attractive, but it was nothing compared to here,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘The Forest of Gale is by far the best forest in Valanthas,’ Obdo said. ‘This place is all sticky.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’ll find that’s the Shadow’s blood,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Obdo glared at the stinking head. ‘You’d think it would have dried up by now.’ 
 
    ‘The price of necromancy,’ Neurion said with a solemn bow of his head. ‘To dabble in evil powers is to invite your own defeat. Evil exacts a price from its followers, while the great holy power is a gift.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, blah blah,’ Obdo said. ‘Like this trophy here is a gift, mister incredible demon-slayer.’ 
 
    ‘Now, sometimes opportunities must be taken,’ Neurion said, blushing slightly, ‘when they are offered to you.’ 
 
    ‘Balls,’ Obdo said. ‘You’re just a money-grabber like him.’ He jabbed an ooze-covered thumb in Archimegadon’s direction. 
 
    ‘Actually, he’s broke,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Neurion went red. ‘Well… money spent in the name of justice.’ 
 
    ‘Oooh, been to some of Aldrack’s finest brothels, Sir Paladin?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘What are brothels?’ Neurion asked. ‘Are they places where you get drinks?’ 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    Archimegadon decided to cut this line of conversation short right away. ‘He trained in a notable Paladin School,’ he said. 
 
    ‘These mage, paladin and whatever else schools aren’t notable for anything,’ Obdo said, ‘aside from being the biggest con in history to date.’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon said. ‘The schools are dedicated to the enlightening of people in order that they may serve the needs of Valanthas and its King better.’ 
 
    ‘And where does your Mage for Hire business help His Majesty then?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘I restore peace to those regions of his kingdom that might otherwise go neglected,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You would do well to take my example.’ 
 
    ‘I would indeed, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said, ‘since you seem to be making an awful lot of money for doing next to nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Defeating a demon and its necromantic commander are no mean feats,’ Neurion said. ‘You should know, since he conquered you.’ 
 
    ‘It was possibly the least dramatic conquering in history,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It was a duel of wits,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Not everything must be hacked out with a sword… or a pitchfork.’ 
 
    ‘I think the wits lost the duel,’ Obdo said, ‘and I wish I did have my pitchfork, so I could stick it up your arse.’ 
 
    ‘Now look here, Obdo, you are doing yourself no favours!’ Archimegadon said. ‘This is a course of penantical nature.’ 
 
    ‘Penantical?’ 
 
    ‘Of or relating to penance,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now then. Ah yes, you are to keep a civil tongue. If your penance has not been truly carried out, and I feel that your soul is in dire need of more healing, I may have to prolong your purgatorial punishment of penance to particularly prodigious… places.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, old man,’ Obdo said. ‘Once I’m rid of this head I’m off.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll do what you’re told,’ Neurion said, ‘or I may have to cleanse you with a holy sword.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to find one first, Sir Rusty,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon, please let me punish him for this disrespect to you?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    Archimegadon was sorely tempted to watch Neurion attempt to be in any way threatening, but he was more concerned with keeping up a steady pace. He didn’t usually travel in this direction from Melethas, so he had little idea of whether they would run into any settlements soon, and he didn’t much favour the idea of having to sleep rough. The sky was darkening, and under the covering of pine trees, which were spaced out and not quite so effective at protecting from the rain as the clustered oak trees in Gale, it was even gloomier than outside.  
 
    ‘I shall punish him myself,’ Archimegadon replied, and he rapped Obdo’s forehead with the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘Ouch,’ Obdo said. ‘Well, that was so much worse than carrying a giant bleeding demon head.’ 
 
    ‘And let it be a lesson to you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘How come Sir Rusty doesn’t have any real armour?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘He was robbed by ruffians,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Presumably he came off worse in the fights.’ 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon!’ Neurion said. ‘Don’t tell him that!’ 
 
    ‘Telling the truth is more important than personal pride,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This is a foundation lesson of all holy orders.’ 
 
    Neurion bowed his head. ‘You are correct. I too shall undergo penance.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Then silence shall be my penance, Master.’ 
 
    Archimegadon shook his head, rolling his eyes, and continued along the trudging path, noticing that the edges of his robes were beginning to get quite filthy and spoiling his perfect image. Luckily Neurion and Obdo cut such poor figures that he looked positively radiant in comparison. Archimegadon debated whether having them around was such a bad thing after all. He spied lights in the distance and felt a small tinge of relief. 
 
    ‘There,’ he said. ‘Lights. Somewhere to shelter, I hope.’ 
 
    ‘You have led us true, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Penance, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. Neurion nodded and shut up. 
 
    As they neared the light it became ever clearer that they had indeed come across a large settlement, although it appeared to be halfway up the trees rather than on the ground. A wooden stairway spiralled up to the middle of the trunk of a particularly large pine tree and joined up with a series of connected wooden platforms and walkways that stretched out as far as the three companions could see. Archimegadon hoped that the pointless act of building in the trees hadn’t compromised comfort. 
 
    ‘Magnificent,’ Neurion said. ‘Even more so at night, I see. The village of Salien. A masterpiece of engineering.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with the ground hereabouts, I ask?’ Obdo asked. ‘Damned waste of time if you ask me.’ 
 
    ‘A true necromancer, to spurn man’s achievements,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Oh, blow it out your…’ 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon!’ Neurion said. ‘You tell him.’ 
 
    ‘Silence, children!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Whether or not this is a waste of time, it is the only civilised place within a minute’s walk, so I suggest that we take advantage of this and stay here for the night. And try not to make too much noise.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Master,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Yeesh, could you stop being a sycophant for two minutes?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Archimegadon raised an eyebrow. ‘Sycophant? Most farmhands I know in Valanthas can’t even write “hello” without putting in an x.’ 
 
    ‘My parents had money,’ Obdo said, ‘and sent me to the best school they could. Then they said they wanted me to have a life without the burdens of money, so they turned me out penniless. They said it was better that way.’ 
 
    ‘Quite right,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Nothing like working for your achievements.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, like you’d know,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I do, as a matter of fact,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now hush. We must enter this Salien place and find ourselves a place to stay.’ 
 
    ‘Lead on, “Master”,’ Obdo said, smirking. 
 
    ‘I will,’ Archimegadon said with a glare. 
 
    They reached the stairway only to be stopped by a couple of large burly fellows wielding clubs. Archimegadon, for all his stature, was a head shorter than them. 
 
    ‘Four grobs per head to enter the village of Salien,’ one of them said. 
 
    ‘Good heavens,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Payment to enter a village? What outrage is this?’ 
 
    ‘The village fell apart once cos of too many people on it,’ the guard replied. ‘Payment keeps the numbers down. It’s safer, pal, so don’t complain.’ 
 
    ‘Well, quite,’ Archimegadon said. This just confirmed his suspicions that the entire project was madness. ‘Obdo, pay up.’ 
 
    Obdo glowered. ‘Not a chance. You brought us here, old man.’ 
 
    ‘Penance, Obdo.’ 
 
    ‘Stuff your penance.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t make me burn you.’ 
 
    Obdo sighed and reached into his pockets. He dropped the required coins into Archimegadon’s outstretched hand, along with a sizeable blob of demon blood. Archimegadon extricated the coins from the ooze, wrinkling his nose, and handed them to the guard, before turning to head up the stairs. The guard put a hand in the way. 
 
    ‘Wait, you’ve only paid twelve grobs,’ the guard said. 
 
    ‘Yes, for three people,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    The guard began to snigger. ‘Yes, but we charge per head!’ He roared with laughter. 
 
    Archimegadon stared. 
 
    ‘Nah, you’re alright, go ahead,’ the guard said, his eyes wet. 
 
    ‘Good one,’ Archimegadon said, patting the ooze-covered hand on the guard’s back.  
 
    The guard was chuckling too much to respond, so Archimegadon headed on into the village before the imbecilic conversation could continue. Once they were on the top Neurion strode over to the wooden fence at the edge of the walkways and looked out across the forest. 
 
    ‘An incredible view,’ he said. ‘What a feat.’ 
 
    Archimegadon tapped the floor with the Staff of Antagules. ‘It had better hold under your weight, Obdo.’ The farmhand did not bother to reply. ‘We need to find a tavern of some sort,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘I’d ask you, Neurion, since you seemed to know this place, but since you didn’t know about the toll…’ 
 
    ‘I will find it nonetheless,’ Neurion said. ‘Never you fear.’ 
 
    Though Archimegadon could not reconcile trusting Neurion with having no fear, he left his fate in the paladin’s hands since he couldn’t be bothered to look around himself. Neurion disappeared into the glow of magical lanterns that lined the walkways and Obdo tried to put the Shadow’s head down. 
 
    ‘No, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Oh come on,’ Obdo said. ‘I’ve been carrying this for half a day now.’ 
 
    ‘It’s good for you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You are so going to pay when we get to Melethas,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon smiled. There would indeed be matters of payment to deal with in Melethas, but he would be the recipient. 
 
    ‘Well, you’re looking cheerful,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Just looking forward to reaching Melethas. There’s nothing like completing a quest to add wind to your sails.’ 
 
    ‘I’d say you talking about completing quests is enough wind to set a fleet in motion,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Ah, just you wait, knave,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Soon enough you will understand what it is to claim victory.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I do hope so,’ Obdo said with a glare 
 
    Archimegadon had lost interest by this point and didn’t hear Obdo’s last remark. He gazed over the village and pondered the amulet that had been given into his care. It might have looked creepy, but he hadn’t felt any particular powers emanating from it. Checking that no thief-like people were about, he took out the amulet and stared into the green eye again. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing much,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘An amulet of some sort. I have to deliver it in Melethas.’ 
 
    ‘For how much?’ 
 
    ‘A tidy sum.’ With one last look into the amulet’s eye Archimegadon pocketed it again. ‘Perfectly adequate for my services.’ 
 
    ‘Thinking of sharing any?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Archimegadon considered this for a millisecond. ‘No, not really.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on. Just a bit. I’ve surely lost my job on the farm by now.’ 
 
    A thousand relorans looked like considerably less when any amount, no matter how little, was subtracted from it. Archimegadon shook his head. ‘Not a chance, sir. This duty is one I have borne alone.’ 
 
    ‘I bet it doesn’t weigh as much as this demon head,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It weighs on the soul.’ 
 
    ‘So does this, I assure you.’ 
 
    ‘Hmph.’ Archimegadon took out the scroll and read it through. It was just a standard letter of introduction, and an explanation in brief of the quest that Archimegadon was undertaking. He wondered whether Lord Bartell could be convinced to part with even more of his vast fortune, since the fellow had a reputation for generosity. 
 
    ‘If Farmer Belias had dealt with you instead of me, would you have forced him to carry the demon head?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Farmer Belias is not a necromancer,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Nor am I, and you know it.’ 
 
    ‘I do not know it at all.’ 
 
    ‘I should have pushed you in the ooze,’ Obdo said. He kicked at some dust with his feet. ‘Can I have one of those vallins I gave you back? They weren’t actually mine. Farmer Belias gave me those vallins and some grobs and told me to pay you only up to one vallin if possible. The gesture was funny at the time, but I really do need a bit of money.’ 
 
    ‘One vallin is for a hard-working man,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You deserve grobs at best.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a real hero,’ Obdo said. He paused. ‘I’ll settle for the grobs.’ 
 
    ‘Bah, I will not give in to this,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You must understand the terms of your penance truly before you can be released.’ 
 
    ‘How can carrying a severed demon head across Valanthas absolve anyone of necromantic charges?’ Obdo asked. ‘I mean… it isn’t exactly going to make me like you any better.’ 
 
    ‘The idea is that the punishment is so unpleasant and wearing that you will never err again so as to avoid it,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘How do you feel right now?’ 
 
    ‘I want to learn necromancy so I can summon one of these Shadow demon things and see if you really can beat one,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Yes, I think we have a way to go yet,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    There was a shout and Archimegadon looked up to see Neurion approaching. He groaned and turned the other way so that he could pretend that he hadn’t heard or seen Neurion in the vain hope that the irritating paladin would just go away. 
 
    ‘I found a place,’ Neurion said. ‘Follow me. It’s not far to go.’ 
 
    Archimegadon turned and nodded. ‘Ah, Neurion. Very well, let us go. Follow along, Obdo. Try not to slow us down.’ 
 
    ‘Stupid mage,’ Obdo said.  
 
    The three companions reached the so-called tavern, which was virtually empty and had only one floor. Archimegadon was glad that he wasn’t here as a Mage for Hire, as it would have been a wasted journey and fee if he’d been after potential clients. 
 
    ‘Not many people here,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Yes, apparently they had a bit of trouble,’ Neurion said. ‘Most of the people who drank here kept falling off the edges of the walkways. Not many people come here to drink any more.’ 
 
    ‘Pity,’ Obdo said. ‘It would have been quite a show.’ 
 
    ‘It’s three grobs per bed,’ Neurion said, passing over Obdo’s last comment.  
 
    ‘Obdo, pay up,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You’re a real sod,’ Obdo said, handing over the required coins. 
 
    ‘Lead the way, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. Obdo made to follow. ‘Not you, fool. You’re to stand here and hold up the demon head all night.’ 
 
    ‘Well can I have the change back then?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘Penance?’ 
 
    ‘Penance.’ 
 
    Obdo gave Archimegadon the finger and stood in place, glaring up at the Shadow. Neurion nodded at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘That’s the way to teach those necromantic sorts,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Neurion, you really think Obdo is a necromancer?’ Archimegadon asked, frowning. 
 
    ‘Of course, Master Archimegadon.’ 
 
    Archimegadon sighed. ‘I see. Show me to my room. I think I need the rest.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five: Thieves in the Night 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon had a very strange dream. He was standing on the shores of the Isles of Filikis, a crown on his head, but when he walked over to a pool with a waterfall he saw his reflection. For some reason the crown was really the Shadow’s head, and Obdo was jumping up and down on top of it, shouting ‘That’ll show him!’ Then Neurion popped out of the water in full paladin armour and said ‘Necromancers must be stopped. It is my duty.’ He tried to hit Archimegadon but fell over onto his face. 
 
    Archimegadon was starting to believe that this whole thing was real when the red-bearded thief pushed him into the pool and he fell through and landed on one of a giant couple of yellow platforms. When he looked closely he saw that he was standing on Elsim’s glasses. A Shadow appeared on each of the lenses and an ethereal Archimegadon came into being before him. 
 
    ‘You have been commanded by Lord Auber Bartell to defeat these Shadows,’ the shady Archimegadon said. ‘You will be allowed no more than three team-mates. You must choose from these people.’ 
 
    The shade Archimegadon gestured and six figures appeared in the air. Obdo, Neurion and a strange knight covered in mist were first to take form. The knight gave him a rude gesture and turned away. Then three other figures appeared, and Archimegadon sighed in relief. It was Mortimyr, Terrill and Gelenn. They at least would know what they were doing. 
 
    ‘I pick those three,’ Archimegadon said, pointing at Mortimyr, Terrill and Gelenn. 
 
    ‘Then Obdo, Neurion and Valia shall be your companions,’ Shade Archimegadon said. 
 
    Archimegadon blinked and looked back at the six figures. The two trios had switched places. ‘Wait, you switched them! I don’t want those fools!’ 
 
    ‘The choice is made.’ 
 
    ‘How dare you defy me? Do you know who I am?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. You are Ardon.’ 
 
    Archimegadon took a step back. ‘Now look. I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘Ardon.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up! I’m not fighting these things! I already killed one!’ 
 
    ‘Liar! The kill was Gelenn’s, along with the efforts of Mortimyr and Terrill. All you did was an annoying itch on its head.’ 
 
    ‘It was a good flamebolt.’ 
 
    ‘It was rubbish.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of mysterious spectre are you? I don’t need this hassle.’ Archimegadon paused. ‘Besides, I gave it a nasty cough.’ 
 
    ‘Well, true.’ 
 
    Archimegadon glared at his shade. ‘Now clear off. I was dreaming about the Isles of Filikis. I was enjoying it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just as well. You will never reach the Isles of Filikis.’ 
 
    ‘Now you’re just being rude,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Stuff these Shadows, I’m going to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘Unwise.’ 
 
    Archimegadon shrugged. ‘I never was all that wise. Now die, oaf! For I am Archimegadon!’ He raised the Staff of Antagules. ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    The Shade Archimegadon exploded into hundreds of tiny Neurions, and they danced around on the floor saying ‘Yes, Master Archimegadon’ over and over again, until the mage finished stamping them all out of existence. 
 
    ‘I have wanted to do that for a very long time,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now, where are the Isles of Filikis? I have a holiday to finish.’ 
 
    He turned around and saw one of the Shadows rearing above him. 
 
    ‘I can cure a nasty itch,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    The Shadow roared and seized him in its jaws. 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon awoke feeling very damp and was concerned that he’d fallen asleep outside in the rain after a few drinks the previous night when he saw the Shadow staring at him and yelled. Then his senses cleared a bit and he saw that it was the severed head, and that he was covered in its blood. The roof and part of the room’s wall had been destroyed, and a voice was calling out. 
 
    ‘They’re after you, Sir Mage!’ 
 
    It was Obdo, the fool. Archimegadon felt his rage burst forth, and he arose and grabbed the Staff of Antagules. With a quick hop over the shattered wooden wall, he left the tavern and found himself standing in front of Obdo, who was caught between grinning and looking concerned. Archimegadon realised that he was only wearing his pyjamas, which were drenched in demon blood, but he decided that any who saw him were privileged to lay eyes on such a great mage. 
 
    ‘There’s some rough fellows after you, sir,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘You threw the head of the Shadow through the wall and crushed me,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘It was the only way to wake you up.’ 
 
    ‘I am sure that there were other possibilities,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ 
 
    ‘There he is!’ Archimegadon heard a familiar voice yell. He did not need to look to identify the speaker as the red-bearded thief, no doubt still after the amulet. So much for a manageable danger limit. He debated making a hasty exit when he saw the red-bearded man and a group of ruffians leave the tavern entrance and begin to advance on him. 
 
    ‘What about Neurion?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘I do not need Neurion,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, thank you, I was aware of that,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon turned to the group of thieves and levelled his staff. ‘Be aware of this! Flamebolt!’  
 
    To Obdo’s great surprise a flamebolt actually emerged, and moreover it flew straight into the midst of the attackers, who scattered to a man – excepting one fellow, who got a nasty singe on his right hand. Archimegadon followed this up with more flamebolts, enraged at this interruption of his dream. Then he remembered where he had left off and wondered whether his rage was justified. 
 
    ‘Earning your pay this time,’ Obdo said as the thugs ran about yelling. Flamebolts were soaring at them relentlessly, and Archimegadon didn’t look like he was going to slow up soon. 
 
    ‘This is the true power of Archimegadon,’ he said. To be honest, Archimegadon had been rather hoping that the flamebolts would blow them up or create a vortex, though this was stretching even wishful thinking.  
 
    ‘Lucky they don’t actually have any power, or you’d have burnt down this wooden village by now,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘You are full of empty remarks,’ Archimegadon said. ‘They are not unlike your mind.’ 
 
    ‘Just showing support, sir,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘You’ll need supports to stand in a second,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    The thugs ran away, leaving their red-bearded leader by himself. The leader picked up a discarded shield and advanced on Archimegadon. After the shield cheerfully blocked a feeble flamebolt, Archimegadon considered his options rapidly. 
 
    ‘Obdo, it is time for you to fight,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I give you this opportunity…’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, with what? I don’t have a sword, sir.’ 
 
    ‘But I do!’ Neurion yelled, stumbling out of the tavern and running in the wrong direction. He stopped, looked around and saw the thief leader. ‘Stop there, uh, varlet!’ 
 
    Archimegadon and Obdo winced. 
 
    ‘I have no quarrel with you, swordsman,’ the leader said, now very close to Archimegadon and Obdo. ‘I am here for Arkermechadon.’ 
 
    ‘You know my name, sort of, but I have not had the displeasure of learning yours,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I shall need it for the bardic songs of my prowess.’ 
 
    ‘I’m Felick Broadblade,’ the leader said. ‘Doesn’t matter if you know it. In fact, could you tell your friends I robbed you? Good to have a reputation, you know, me and my Breakers haven’t really set up much round here yet. Now then, the amulet. If you please.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have an amulet,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I was trying to sleep, you slow-witted rogue. Now be off with you. I need not outline the various ways in which I will kill you.’ 
 
    ‘What about that green amulet you were looking at earlier?’ Obdo asked. ‘He might mean that one.’ 
 
    Archimegadon glared at Obdo for a long time. 
 
    ‘I think that may just answer my demand,’ Felick said. ‘The amulet, mage. Now.’ 
 
    Archimegadon rounded on Felick. ‘Silence! I was fast asleep, you cowardly, craven, halfwit thief novice! Now when I tell you that I do not have an amulet, that means I do not have an amulet, even if I do! Are we clear?’ 
 
    ‘Um, no, actually…’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon clouted Obdo with the Staff of Antagules to demonstrate his rage. ‘You will be getting no amulets from me, now or ever! I have half a mind to destroy this entire village in order to put an end to you!’ 
 
    ‘You only managed to leave a little black mark back over there,’ Broadblade said. ‘I think you’ve got a way to go yet, mate.’ 
 
    ‘Do not show disrespect to Master Archimegadon!’ Neurion said. He drew the blade of rustiness. ‘I challenge you to a duel.’ 
 
    ‘Neurion, shut up,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ Neurion withdrew to a safe distance. 
 
    Felick looked between the three companions. ‘You’re a right bunch of fools, I’ll tell you that. But I’m being serious. You’re playing with the real world, boys. Give me the amulet.’ 
 
    ‘I represent the highest power in this land,’ Archimegadon said, rising to his full height. He was moderately muscular and cut a powerful figure, as his minor magic use hadn’t had a chance to weaken him physically like with most career mages. Even though Felick knew Archimegadon was from a Mage School, he was clearly still slightly intimidated at the thought of facing a mage. ‘If you attempt to destroy me, I will make you suffer like my enemy of earlier today.’ He gestured at Obdo. 
 
    ‘Him?’ Felick asked. 
 
    ‘No, no! I wanted him to get something.’ Archimegadon turned to Obdo. ‘Get the head, you moron.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Obdo said, folding his arms. 
 
    ‘Get it now, necromancer!’ Archimegadon said. He clouted Obdo again for good measure. 
 
    Obdo grumbled and climbed into the wreckage of the tavern. He threw the head back out and climbed after it, before lifting it again. He muttered a few swear words and Archimegadon kicked him. 
 
    Felick paused. ‘That’s quite a kill. Unfortunately it’s just a corpse. I’m not a corpse.’ He advanced one step towards Obdo. ‘You want to try carrying me around, boy?’ 
 
    ‘Is that a come-on?’ Obdo asked Archimegadon with some concern. 
 
    ‘I think it was supposed to be a threat.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Well the answer is no either way.’ 
 
    ‘My patience is running out,’ Felick said. ‘The amulet!’ 
 
    ‘What about it?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Give it to me!’ Felick replied, stepping another pace towards Archimegadon and Obdo. 
 
    ‘Yes, kill him now Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. Felick panicked and whirled around, but Neurion was standing at a distance looking very puzzled. Broadblade realised that he had been tricked just as the Staff of Antagules slammed down on his skull. Felick hit the floor hard enough to make the walkway shudder. 
 
    ‘Oh, it was a trick,’ Neurion said several seconds afterwards. 
 
    The walkway shook again as Obdo hurled the head of the Shadow onto the unconscious Felick. 
 
    ‘That was slightly unnecessary,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘It was funny,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon rolled his eyes. ‘Yes, very well.’ He kicked Felick’s leg, which was about all of the thief that was visible at that moment. ‘Teach him for ruining a good night’s sleep.’ 
 
    ‘What are we going to do with him?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘I fear that we are about to find out,’ Archimegadon replied as the village guards arrived after the crisis had been averted. 
 
    ‘What’s going on here?’ asked the guard with the tremendous sense of humour.  
 
    ‘We were beset by thieves,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I hear you was casting spells,’ the guard said. 
 
    ‘Indeed, I had my life to consider,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Not any… fire-related spells, I hope,’ the guard said. ‘On this pree-carious wood-based settlement.’ 
 
    ‘Only Icybolt,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Icybolt?’ 
 
    ‘Icier than Icebolt.’ 
 
    ‘So very icy, then,’ the guard said. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Then where’s the ice from this very icy bolt?’ The guard looked around. ‘Not here, on this slight burn mark?’ 
 
    ‘It is on the thieves, who scattered,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Except for this chap,’ the guard said. ‘Met with an accident, did he?’ 
 
    ‘I dropped the head on him,’ Obdo replied. ‘A terrible mistake.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ The guard started scribbling notes in a little pad. ‘And the tavern? Did you drop it on that?’ 
 
    ‘This guy here did that,’ Obdo replied, nudging Felick with his foot. ‘He was really mad, officer. Wanted to steal this magic staff.’ He pointed at the Staff of Antagules, but the guard didn’t seem overly interested. 
 
    ‘I have all the information I need,’ the guard said. ‘I’ll take this guy away.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not charging us with anything then?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Nope. After you gave me the best line of the day yesterday? You’re alright, mage. Go on. Get some sleep.’ 
 
    ‘You run a tight ship, captain,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Well at least we got one of the thieves,’ the guard said. ‘I guess the others stole away.’ 
 
    Archimegadon cradled his face in his hands. 
 
    * 
 
    The next day they gathered on the walkway again, where business had resumed. Far from being the talk of the town, the night’s incident had apparently gone unnoticed. That suited Archimegadon, who wanted to set off as soon as possible, but it seemed that Obdo and Neurion wanted some questions answered. 
 
    ‘You said you didn’t take up the amulet quest,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I didn’t want you involved,’ Archimegadon lied. Well, he was only lying to a certain extent, since he did not want Neurion involved in the reward collection after all. 
 
    ‘What’s this about anyway?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘You know Aldrack?’ They both nodded. ‘Lord Bartell, who rules the city, needs a certain magical amulet transported to the Mage School in Melethas without being stolen. The duty was entrusted to me.’ 
 
    ‘They having a lot of extra trouble with thieves lately?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘They are, as a matter of fact,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Because it’s a dangerous precaution to take, hiring a mage,’ Obdo replied. ‘Especially risking everything on you. But maybe he’s just stupid.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, oaf,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now I have this duty to undertake, and I don’t want any foolery from either of you. I want to deliver this soon, so no detours or anything. And try to walk a little faster, Obdo. Your pace was execrable yesterday.’ 
 
    Obdo glared at Archimegadon from beneath the Shadow. 
 
    ‘The very security of Aldrack, nay, the world, rests on this quest,’ Archimegadon said. ‘These thieves are handing out rare magical items to the highest bidders, and corrupt men and women are gaining access to unbelievably powerful artefacts. Such power running loose can only mean one thing!’ 
 
    ‘Business as usual?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Neurion cuffed him. ‘This is a serious threat. Take it seriously.’ He nodded to Archimegadon. ‘You are a brave man to take on this duty. If these thieves are genuine money-grabbers, then you will be the target of many an attack. There could be archers waiting to shoot us down all along the Central Way, possibly mages in their service, and every time you sleep from now until your death you will be at risk of assassins as revenge for this infraction committed against them. Organised thieves hold grudges to the grave, and it’s usually not their grave.’ 
 
    Archimegadon frowned. Those Isles of Filikis were looking a little shady right now. 
 
    ‘You should look more frightened, Obdo, instead of grinning,’ Neurion said to the farmhand. ‘This is a very real threat to you, until we reach Melethas.’ 
 
    ‘What does it matter to me?’ Obdo asked. ‘The archers would just hit this great thing.’ He shook the Shadow’s head and ooze splattered everywhere. 
 
    ‘Please don’t do that,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Look, it’s just a casual walk down the road. There is no need to panic. Besides, that Felick Broadblade character has been imprisoned. With luck that will be the last we see of him.’ 
 
    ‘I think he’s probably crippled after Obdo threw the head on him,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Nearly crippled me too, the fool!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Imagine throwing that through my wall.’ 
 
    ‘Saved you though, didn’t it?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘My quick thinking saved us,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Well, it certainly wasn’t your flamebolts,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Neurion cuffed him again. ‘Didn’t you listen to him yesterday? He cast icybolts.’ 
 
    Obdo looked at Archimegadon. ‘Do you want to tell him, or shall I?’ 
 
    Neurion looked puzzled. 
 
    ‘Just ignore him,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Let’s get moving.’ 
 
    The three companions pushed through the crowds and descended the spiral stairway, which creaked very threateningly under Obdo and the Shadow. Archimegadon prayed that the Staff of Antagules would activate some sort of floating spell if the stairway gave way. Neurion glared at Obdo, who he still viewed as a necromancer, and possibly the cause of the creaking. 
 
    The same guards were at the bottom, and Archimegadon crossed his fingers in the hope of getting past without being subjected to torturously bad humour. The guard grinned at them and a bad feeling settled over the mage. 
 
    ‘So, you off today?’ the guard asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right,’ Archimegadon replied, wary. ‘Thank you for your kindness last night, sir.’ Perhaps flattery would divert the guard from joking. 
 
    ‘Anything for honoured guests.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded and turned to the Central Way. He was about to take his first step when the guard spoke again. 
 
    ‘Say, what does it take to be a mage?’ 
 
    ‘It takes great mental powers,’ Archimegadon replied, stubbornly refusing to dignify the guard by turning. 
 
    ‘You might say you need a good i-mage-ination!’ the guard said. His laughter was suddenly cut off by a muffled yelp. 
 
    Archimegadon turned to see the Shadow’s head on top of the fallen guard. For a few awkward seconds the other guard looked between Archimegadon, Neurion and Obdo, and the companions all looked back at him. Then Obdo raised his hands. 
 
    ‘I… dropped it,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Shame,’ the second guard said. ‘I was hoping you did that deliberately.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six: Along the Central Way 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon led the way, as ever, once they had left the village of Salien behind. The great mage was glad to say goodbye to the place, which had produced nothing worthwhile during his stay. What with a bad dream, being crushed by a giant demon head and having to deal with Felick Broadblade and his band of thieves, Archimegadon felt well shot of Salien. He only hoped that he could extend his imminent lordship over the village and have it pulled down, along with its dull inhabitants. 
 
    ‘So tell me, Obdo,’ Neurion said to the farmhand, ‘what did you do before you got involved with necromancy?’ 
 
    Obdo, who was even less fond of Neurion than he was of Archimegadon, favoured the question with silence. 
 
    Archimegadon poked Obdo with the Staff of Antagules. ‘Answer him, knave.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ Obdo said. ‘Anything but this.’ 
 
    ‘Penance, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You may have found my breaking point,’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon said, and a ball of flame shot out from the staff at Obdo’s backside and set his trousers on fire. Obdo dropped the Shadow’s head and sat in a pool of the creature’s goo, where the flames died out. He glared at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘That was just unnecessary.’ 
 
    ‘I have wearied of your complaints, oaf,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now answer Neurion’s question. Whatever it was.’ 
 
    ‘Oh right,’ Obdo said. ‘Glad to see you were so interested, then.’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon prodded Obdo’s nose with the Staff of Antagules. ‘I am ruminating upon cosmic forces beyond your comprehension. You should ask your cousin at some point, since you claim that he is a mage too.’ 
 
    ‘Signed and sealed,’ Obdo said. ‘In a manner of speaking.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘But cosmic forces are big things,’ Obdo said. ‘Which particular cosmic forces were the focus of your attention, my lord?’ 
 
    Archimegadon savoured the delicious irony of Obdo’s sarcasm, since soon indeed he would be a lord. ‘I am aligning the forces that live in this forest so that should they be disturbed, we will be warned of imminent danger,’ he lied. ‘While I crushed those thieves most ruthlessly, they may yet decide to launch a second assault.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t align your arse with the toilet,’ Obdo said. ‘All you know is flamebolt, and you’re not even good at that.’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon kicked Obdo. ‘The fact that I choose only to reveal flamebolts does not mean that I cannot cast other spells, should I choose to do so.’ 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon speaks true,’ Neurion said. ‘I, for example, have not revealed my power in the holy arts yet.’ 
 
    Obdo laughed, despite just being poked, kicked and burned. ‘Please give me an example, Sir Rusty. I’d love to see you try.’ 
 
    A bunch of travellers had stopped to watch, and Archimegadon felt the need to be a showman, since the opportunity had been thrown at him. Besides, he wanted to see what Neurion was capable of, if the paladin was capable of anything at all. He gave Neurion a nod. 
 
    ‘Show Obdo what you can do, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Let him feel the wrath of your holy powers.’ 
 
    The gathering crowd began to murmur, and Archimegadon wondered just how appalling Neurion’s powers would turn out to be. The paladin bowed his head as though in prayer, and then he drew his rusty blade. 
 
    ‘I beg you, powers of Light, grant me the necessary strength to defeat this opponent,’ Neurion said.  
 
    He gestured at Obdo, and Archimegadon wondered whether Obdo as an enemy would warrant any strength at all. Theoretically the holy powers would make Neurion weaker just to make it more fair on Obdo. 
 
    Obdo stared at the rusty sword, which retained its filthy sheen. ‘That’s great, Sir Rusty, but it takes more than just a sword to make a paladin.’ 
 
    The crowd grumbled and began to disperse when there was a sudden flash from Neurion’s sword. 
 
    ‘Ah ha!’ Neurion said. ‘It begins! Now I’ll show you, necromancer!’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a necromancer really,’ Obdo said to the travellers. 
 
    The rust blade was bathed in a bright light, and Neurion grinned with childish enthusiasm. Archimegadon sighed and was about to look away from this tedious display when Neurion suddenly lunged for him and took a swing. 
 
    ‘What the?’ Archimegadon blocked the sword with the Staff of Antagules. ‘What are you doing, Neurion?’ 
 
    ‘I think it went wrong,’ Neurion replied, his face strained as he attempted to control the blade. ‘I think it’s attacking the wrong person. Maybe it was because I looked at you instead of Obdo during the casting.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you do that, you oaf?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I was making sure I was casting it right,’ Neurion replied, trying to pull his gleaming sword back. ‘I thought you would be glowering if I was doing it wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a mage, not a paladin!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Of course I wouldn’t know if you were doing it right. But I know that eye contact is crucial!’ 
 
    This was true. It was one of the Five Handy Tips outlined in the First and Last Lesson in Magic, of which Archimegadon recalled approximately two. The other was never to cast a spell at a mirror, since the spell would always cast itself on the caster in such cases. Archimegadon had tested this by inviting a dim-witted class mate to hit his reflection with a flamebolt. 
 
    The crowd was having great fun, and Archimegadon tried to work out whether casting a flamebolt at Neurion or the crowd would please him more right then. Obdo interrupted this line of thought by hurling the Shadow’s head at Neurion, who dropped the glowing blade as the Shadow crashed into him, and skidded onto the grass at the side of the Central Way along with the disembodied head. The glowing blade kept jumping on the ground like a fish out of water, so Archimegadon fired a flamebolt at it. Unfortunately, the Light-empowered blade reflected the weak magic spell, and Archimegadon ended up with a singed beard. 
 
    ‘Neurion, control your sword you blasted fool!’ Archimegadon said, and the filthy paladin pushed the Shadow aside and tried to pick up the sword. The mage watched Neurion’s vain attempts to pick up the wild sword for several seconds before putting the paladin right. ‘Uncast the spell, oaf! Undo it!’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Neurion froze. ‘Yes, of course.’ He raised his hands to attempt an incantation, but the sword leapt into his right hand and sliced at Archimegadon again, pulling Neurion after it. 
 
    ‘I didn’t say kill me!’ Archimegadon said, dodging the insane sword and its master and driving the Staff of Antagules into Neurion’s midriff. He followed up with a strike to the paladin’s head. The sword’s light petered out and it fell still, while Neurion fell stunned to the ground. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Finally, Sir Mage, you’re getting the right idea,’ Obdo said as the crowd cheered in appreciation of Archimegadon’s victory over the hapless paladin. 
 
    Archimegadon nodded and put his hand to his beard in a wise manner. ‘Thus must wild magic be brought under control. Another splendid battle in which the great mage Archimegadon has prevailed.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you were really magnificent,’ Obdo said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    The travellers saw that little else of interest would happen and moved off on their own journeys, while Archimegadon and Obdo dragged Neurion to the side and rested him against a tree. Obdo was given the duty of recovering the sword and cleaning the Shadow’s head, which had accumulated a lot of dirt and soil when it had rolled off Neurion and onto the grass. 
 
    ‘What was that all about anyway?’ Archimegadon asked after Obdo had finished his duties. ‘Did Neurion not ask something before that little display?’ 
 
    Obdo shrugged and lay back against the Shadow’s head. ‘Can’t remember. No, wait a second… oh yeah, he wanted to know what I did before I became a necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘That turned out rather badly for him,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘It really does hurt to ask,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Well, we know what Neurion is capable of, at least,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now all we need to do is get him to join the thieves and we will be able to win the day most easily.’ 
 
    ‘You will, you mean,’ Obdo said. ‘I’m not getting anything out of opposing that Broadblade guy. It’s your quest, remember?’ 
 
    Archimegadon chuckled. ‘Indeed, fool. Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Sod.’ Obdo got up and walked off into the trees. 
 
    ‘Where do you think you’re off to, eh?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Pick up that demon head at once! Do you think it will carry itself?’ 
 
    Obdo bowed deeply. ‘My lord, I need to water the trees, unless you would care to accompany me?’ 
 
    Archimegadon waved a dismissive hand. ‘Go on, then, oaf. But you make sure you don’t take too long, you hear?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, shut it.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was glad to see the back of the irksome farmhand for the time being, but unfortunately Neurion chose that time to regather his wits. The paladin rubbed his head and stared blearily up at the sky. Then he grabbed his sword and banged it on the ground. He glanced at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Has it stopped glowing?’ he asked, apparently still in a daze from the sound of his voice. 
 
    ‘Yes, Neurion, it has,’ Archimegadon replied, cursing the brevity of Neurion’s silence. 
 
    Neurion sheathed the sword and blinked twice more. Finally he looked awake. ‘I’m sorry about all that, Master Archimegadon. I didn’t mean all that to go wrong.’ He frowned. ‘How did I get here? For that matter, why does my head hurt? I can remember… uh…’ The paladin looked accusingly at Archimegadon. ‘Hey, you hit me in the stomach! And then my head…’ 
 
    ‘Well, you were trying to kill me, fool,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Perhaps next time you will try not to look at me as the target of whatever spell-casting you intend to do. Similarly, though he is contemptible, Obdo is not to be the target of any holy blade exercises, if they are that dangerous. Remember, we need him to carry that thing.’ He poked the Shadow’s head with the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    Neurion bowed his head. ‘Quite right, master. I will try to learn for future problems.’ 
 
    ‘If that Felick fellow shows up, perhaps you would demonstrate the holy sword on him,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I rather imagine that we could do with slicing him to pieces, considering that he and his thieves are our arch-enemies for the duration of this quest.’ 
 
    ‘You say that as though we could befriend them afterwards,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘If the price is right,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Neurion’s brow furrowed. ‘I don’t think that’s right, master. We have a duty to the people of Aldrack. To join these thieves would be a betrayal.’ 
 
    ‘Bah to the people of Aldrack,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If they want the services of the great mage Archimegadon, then they will need to pay.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a strange person,’ Neurion said. ‘I thought you were wise.’ 
 
    ‘I am the only wise person in Valanthas,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Neurion, the best way to get by here is by making money. That’s what it all boils down to.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Neurion said. ‘That isn’t right.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you have armour or a sword?’ 
 
    ‘Because thieves stole it,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘And why haven’t you replaced it?’ 
 
    ‘Because I don’t have enough money,’ Neurion replied unwillingly. 
 
    Archimegadon prodded Neurion with the Staff of Antagules. ‘And why did they steal your armour? Eh? Not to wear it, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘Just because everyone deals in money, doesn’t mean it’s more important than anything else,’ Neurion said. ‘Pursuit of money is immoral. I and my order are sworn to save souls, not make money.’ 
 
    ‘But if the King and his followers, such as Lord Bartell, run a system in which the currency is money, then surely they are running an immoral system?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Well…’ 
 
    ‘The paladins were always sworn to the King, when I last checked.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps the King is wrong,’ Neurion said after a long pause. ‘I don’t know…’ 
 
    ‘See?’ Archimegadon folded his arms. ‘The world’s more complex than you think, but it boils down to money. Money can get you everything you want, Neurion.’ He smiled. Soon he would have all the money he wanted. ‘What would you do if you had a lot of money?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I would improve the lives of the poor,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘So that pursuit of money would be moral, right?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but Sir Mage, you’re not talking about money at all,’ Obdo said, walking out of the woods. ‘You’re talking about means and ends. If the means and the end are justified, then you’re secure. You want money for good things, you get it by good means, and you’re set. If you get money through villainy and spend it badly, you’re not too good on the old moral scale.’ 
 
    ‘Silence, oaf,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If I wanted you to speak I would have asked.’ 
 
    ‘The invitation was there,’ Obdo said, perching on the head of the Shadow. ‘You’re a real load of hot wind. You’re just greedy, Sir Mage.’ 
 
    ‘Pah, you speak nonsense,’ Archimegadon said, rising to his feet and waving the Staff of Antagules. ‘I am a Mage for Hire. Money is my business. Lord Bartell didn’t get where he is by spurning money.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I bet he’s a real bunch of laughs,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I’ll tell him that when I see him,’ Archimegadon said, ‘on your behalf. You see, I have a personal invite to drop by for any favour I like, once I have delivered the amulet.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you’re getting paid?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Rubbish,’ Obdo said. ‘He wants money, pure and simple. The favour’s just icing.’ 
 
    ‘Icing?’ Neurion asked. ‘Why is it icing?’ 
 
    ‘Icing on the cake!’ Archimegadon said. ‘It’s a metaphor!’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Neurion frowned, and for a moment Archimegadon suspected that the dull paladin wasn’t aware of metaphors either. 
 
    ‘I should steal the amulet and deliver it myself,’ Obdo said. ‘Wonder how much you are getting paid.’ 
 
    ‘That’s for you to find out,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘It must be a big figure,’ Obdo said. ‘What is it? Another reloran?’ 
 
    Archimegadon stifled a mocking laugh. ‘Somewhere around that,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘Let’s get going anyway,’ Neurion said. ‘Melethas is still a distance away.’ He stumbled to his feet. 
 
    ‘You can walk?’ Obdo asked. ‘That was quite a couple of thwacks he gave you.’ 
 
    ‘Both entirely necessary,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘I’m not disputing that,’ Obdo said with a grin. 
 
    ‘I can walk, thank you,’ Neurion said. ‘But I won’t be eating for a bit, I think.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The seemingly endless Central Way curved around for a bit and back into the pine forest, which was known from here out as the Forest of Nalius. After stopping for some fishing in a vain attempt to stock some food, Obdo repaid the others by regaling them with tales of his own fishing exploits. Archimegadon was about to doze off when he recalled Neurion’s question from earlier. 
 
    ‘Ah, I remember now,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘But then I told him that that wasn’t a fish, it was a…’ Obdo stopped. ‘Remember what? Anything that might let me off carrying all this stuff?’ 
 
    ‘Thankfully no,’ Archimegadon said, ‘but it is something that might stave off these tedious memories you have been trawling through.’ 
 
    ‘Oh shut up,’ Obdo said. ‘You don’t have any interesting stories, I bet.’ 
 
    ‘No, but then I do not plague people with them,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, you plague people by just being you,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Hush, necromancer,’ Neurion said. ‘Now what was it you wanted to say, Master Archimegadon?’ Despite his earlier disillusionment over the matter of money, Neurion still seemed to have some respect left for his companion. Archimegadon swore to wipe that out promptly. 
 
    ‘You asked Obdo about what he did before he became a necromancer,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We never quite reached the point of hearing the response.’ 
 
    ‘Bah, it’s just a boring memory anyway,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Neurion said. ‘I want to know what it was that prompted you to pursue the path of evil.’ 
 
    ‘I was a farmhand,’ Obdo said, sidestepping as a cart nearly ran into him after the bulls leading it mistook the Shadow’s head for a living monster and tried to pre-emptively charge it. ‘In the Valley of Horan, a couple of mountains over from the Forest of Gale. Old Farmer Belias has been there for a long, long time. Hah, my grandfather claimed that Farmer Belias was a farmer there when he was a boy. Well, it was inevitable that I would end up working there on the farm, after my parents booted me out.’ 
 
    ‘They probably saw your necromantic tendencies,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, spent my childhood summoning the undead,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘That’ll be it then,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Obdo glared at Neurion. ‘Once I’d finished raising an army of ancient skeletons and finding a job, I ended up on that farm there. My cousin Albarte dropped by, once he became an official mage. Guess he wasn’t as great a mage as you, eh, Archimegadon?’ 
 
    ‘I am an impossible act to follow,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Well, there were five of us up on that farm,’ Obdo went on. ‘I ended up having to tend to the cows and milk them, when I wasn’t depopulating the local graveyards.’ He sighed. ‘It gets a bit boring, I tell you, doing the same thing over and over. But this isn’t much better.’ Obdo scowled at the Shadow. 
 
    ‘Be satisfied with your lot,’ Neurion said. ‘Ambition above your station is a sign of darkness.’ 
 
    ‘So you say, Sir Rusty,’ Obdo said. ‘But I bet you’ll splash out on pretty armour and swords when you get the chance.’ 
 
    Neurion bowed his head as if in prayer. ‘It is all in the service of the greater powers.’ 
 
    ‘Well, quite.’ Archimegadon gave Obdo a shove. ‘Then those farmers started having trouble on the farm, and decided to tell a poor Mage for Hire that a small problem was killing off their livestock, when it turned out to be a great demon.’ 
 
    ‘It got you hired, though,’ Obdo said. ‘Better than you claiming that those other three were your friends.’ 
 
    ‘They were my friends,’ Archimegadon lied. 
 
    ‘Then where are they now?’ 
 
    ‘Off on another quest,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We don’t always work together.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet.’ 
 
    ‘You are an appalling cynic,’ Neurion said. ‘Obdo, that defect must go along with your necromancy. It is good that you have this chance to reform yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Hard to kick a lifetime’s habit of creating demons from old bones,’ Obdo said.  
 
    Neurion gave Archimegadon a hopeless look. ‘It’s going to take a long time to help this one,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Let us get to Melethas,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Once I have my reward, I will be able to solve all our problems.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven: Deliveries in Melethas 
 
      
 
    Night saw the adventurers caught out from under cover, so Archimegadon, Neurion and Obdo were forced to put together a makeshift hut using a rather hopeless array of discarded branches and twigs. Obdo was allowed to stay under cover as a one-time act of kindness from Archimegadon, but the Shadow was forced to sleep outside.  
 
    Morning broke and the travellers, in singularly bad moods, trudged out from their shelter, which had been utterly destroyed by a strong downpour during the night. Archimegadon’s robe, which had looked so splendid against Neurion’s cheap rags and the ooze-ridden Obdo, was now irreparably stained and destroyed by a combination of mud, tree sap and the Shadow’s ooze, which had washed into the shelter. The Staff of Antagules at least had remained as it always was, never requiring cleaning or any sort of care. Archimegadon decided that he would buy some magical robes with his thousand relorans, in the hope that they would have the same dirt-repelling abilities as his staff. 
 
    Neurion couldn’t possibly have looked any dirtier with his cheap clothes, but Obdo looked almost cleaner. Two minutes after they continued walking along the Central Way Obdo returned to his usual filth-covered self, the Shadow’s head dripping with its seemingly endless supply of demon blood. Archimegadon looked back at one point and noticed that they were leaving a very obvious trail of demon blood for anyone to follow, and he hoped that Felick and his thieves were not still after them. 
 
    The morning took them over hills and through glades, and past tiny little villages that were hemmed in by fields full of sheep, goats and cows. Obdo glowered as they journeyed through the farms, fed to the teeth as he was of farm work. They crossed rivers and passed little water mills, and every so often they encountered other mages like Archimegadon, who were using their powers to make money. Unlike Archimegadon, the Mage for Hire explained, they were doing silly little magic tricks, while the great mage himself used his abilities to ‘help the people of Valanthas’. Obdo was still not convinced. 
 
    And so their journey came to its end that bright day. As the sun hit the centre spot overhead they emerged from the Forest of Nalius and stood upon the outskirts of a little town. Small thatched houses had been built all over the place, as though a farmer sowing one day had found that his seeds sprouted into houses. A great windmill dominated this end of the town, while at the far end, not visible from here, stood a large but dour grey hall, which Archimegadon knew as the Mage School, and to the right, overlooking the endless plains of Valanthas, was the great Guard Tower of Melethas. 
 
    ‘We did it!’ Neurion cried. ‘Great job, everyone! We really earned this.’ 
 
    Obdo shrugged and nearly dropped the Shadow’s head. ‘It wasn’t that tough, Sir Rusty. Aside from those thieves and your magic spell yesterday, we didn’t have any trouble at all.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be such a killjoy,’ Neurion said. ‘This was a marvellous effort.’ 
 
    ‘Withstanding Obdo’s company was,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now hush. It is time for me to collect on the money I have earnt. First things first. Neurion, you go and get me my hire money.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve earned it,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I forgot,’ Obdo said. ‘How much is he getting again?’ 
 
    ‘One reloran,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah.’ Obdo kicked at the dust. ‘You’re just raking it in, Sir Mage.’ 
 
    Archimegadon chuckled. ‘Oh yes, oaf. That is indeed correct.’ He took out the amulet and hung it round his neck. ‘Just this to get rid of and I will have raked it right in.’ 
 
    Obdo rolled his eyes. ‘Let’s get this finished with. I’m fed up of this demon head.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I am feeling generous today indeed,’ Archimegadon said. Despite the previous night’s downpour, and the state his robes were in, the mage was happy indeed. There was no sign of any thieves, Melethas had not been burnt down, the sun was shining, he was about to receive a lot of money, and he was going to boot Obdo and Neurion right up the… 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon, let’s go,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Very well, lead on,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I grew up here, you know. And I trained in the Mage School.’ 
 
    ‘Will the wonders never cease?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Not today they won’t,’ Archimegadon replied. On this day, even Obdo’s cheek could not ruin his mood. 
 
    They wandered right through the village and arrived under the shadow of the Guard Tower. Obdo looked up to the top and dropped the Shadow’s head. A bunch of children playing nearby noticed the head and screamed. 
 
    ‘Good work, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well, here we are. Go and get the High Captain, Neurion.’ 
 
    ‘No worries, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘I’ll get him right away.’ 
 
    ‘No, you won’t,’ said a knight, descending from the Guard Tower and holding a huge polearm out to bar their way. It seemed to be a woman, to listen to the voice. ‘Not with that thing.’ 
 
    ‘Obdo is one of our companions,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You named that demon?’ the knight asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, you mean the Shadow?’ Neurion asked. ‘I have been commanded by the High Captain to bring it here.’ 
 
    The knight’s shoulders fell, as though she was disappointed. ‘You’re not here to attack?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Is everyone here this violent?’ Obdo asked Archimegadon. He poked Archimegadon in the ribs. ‘Except for you, that is, you old coward you.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘May I have the pleasure of your name?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘I am Valia Relassis,’ the knight replied, pulling off her helmet. ‘Welcome to Melethas.’  
 
    She was no natural beauty, it was true, but Archimegadon thought she had a very pleasant smile, and her long brown hair shone nicely in the sun. Her emerald eyes glinted too, and Archimegadon was reminded of the amulet. Where the amulet’s eye was sinister, though, Archimegadon didn’t get the same uneasy feeling from Valia. Compared to most Valanthians, who tended to be quite tanned in the regular sunshine, Valia was fairly pale, though her cheeks were flushed and made her look a cross between angry and embarrassed. 
 
    ‘Let’s go and get the High Captain,’ Neurion said. ‘I have the quest scroll here.’ 
 
    ‘You were given a quest?’ Valia asked. She glanced over at Archimegadon and Obdo. ‘What, are you mercenaries or something?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a paladin!’ Neurion replied with a proud smile, but Valia appeared to be about as impressed as Archimegadon and Obdo. 
 
    ‘Great.’ Valia gestured for Neurion to follow her. ‘Let’s finish off this quest of yours.’ 
 
    Neurion gave Archimegadon a big thumbs-up and a grin and followed Valia into the Guard Tower. 
 
    ‘Does he think he’s in with a chance with that knight?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Sadly, I don’t think that’s crossed his mind,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The fool no doubt is very excited at completing a quest, probably for the first time.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t see why you’re so negative,’ Obdo said. ‘You’re the same.’ 
 
    ‘He’s only making one reloran out of it,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You got half his fee?’ 
 
    Archimegadon laughed for a few seconds. ‘The knave offered it. I wasn’t about to refuse.’ 
 
    ‘I was that stupid too,’ Obdo said with a sigh. ‘I had two vallins and I handed them away in a humorous gesture. They never seem so clever when you realise how much money you wasted on them.’ A few moment passed. ‘There’s no chance I could get one of those coins back?’ 
 
    ‘None.’ 
 
    ‘Sod.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    Obdo sat on the Shadow, and he whistled a tuneless string of notes. ‘You know, this might be the last time I sit on this thing. It’s amazing how happy such a thought can make you.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Obdo, but perhaps it wasn’t the last time you will have to carry it,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I hope not,’ Obdo said. ‘I wish I had found a little claw or something. This is the biggest backfire trophy ever.’ 
 
    ‘The… I mean, my vortex clearly couldn’t suck in that thing,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Lucky for our young paladin, or he wouldn’t have made any money at all.’ 
 
    ‘Guess you’ll have to make those famous flamebolt vortexes of yours a little more powerful in future, then,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Believe me, I will,’ Archimegadon said with narrowed eyes. 
 
    They were interrupted by the appearance of the High Captain himself, who was clad entirely in armour, just as Valia had been, although his was covered in various unnecessary lion heads and a huge great cape. The High Captain’s sword was probably bigger than Obdo, and the man seemed to have trouble with it catching on the steps that led down from the tower to the ground. He finally came to a stop and seemed out of breath. 
 
    ‘A little overdressed in this weather?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    The High Captain glared through the slit in his helmet. 
 
    ‘He’s a necromancer,’ Neurion said quickly to the High Captain in a hushed voice. 
 
    ‘This Shadow creature must have been bigger than the reports we were given,’ the High Captain said when he had caught his breath. ‘You did well to defeat such a creature, even with the aid of this Master Armatennadon. Your money is well earned, Neurion.’ The High Captain dropped two relorans into Neurion’s hand, and Obdo stared regretfully at them as they disappeared into the paladin’s pocket. 
 
    ‘Er… what do you want done with this thing, sir?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘I will arrange for it to be mounted above our door,’ the High Captain replied. 
 
    ‘But then we’ll look like some kind of dark magic tower, sir,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ said the High Captain, who wasn’t listening. 
 
    Archimegadon sidled up to Neurion. ‘Ah, good work, my friend. You have done your training proud. And your parents. And your country. And the King, too!’ 
 
    ‘The reloran, as arranged,’ Neurion said, retrieving and dropping the coin into Archimegadon’s hand, which was not so much being offered as it was being forced on Neurion. 
 
    Archimegadon smiled. ‘Pleasure doing business with you, Neurion. Farewell, then. This is the end of our journey together, it seems, and short indeed it was.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going?’ Neurion asked, looking a little surprised. 
 
    ‘That’s what Mages for Hire do, right?’ Obdo asked, wiping some of the Shadow’s ooze off. ‘They work for money and then they clear off to the next quest. No attachments, no loyalties, but lots of money.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded. ‘That’s how it goes.’ He paused. ‘Ah yes, Obdo. I release you from your bond. I feel that you have learnt how not to be a necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘You’re so kind,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Neurion scowled at Obdo. ‘But… you’re sure? Master Archimegadon, he’s a terrible reprobate. Maybe you should look after him a bit longer.’ 
 
    Archimegadon shook his head. ‘I have other things to do, Neurion. I’ve finished this quest. I have another to finish now.’ 
 
    ‘Mercenary indeed,’ Obdo said. ‘I need to get a sword or something. I might become a mercenary too.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck with that,’ Archimegadon said. He fished into his pocket and threw a vallin at Obdo. ‘That should cover the money I borrowed. Go and get yourself a job. And try not to summon any more demons.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, Sir Mage.’ Obdo looked a little regretful as he pocketed the money. ‘Do Mages for Hire need Farmhands for Hire?’ 
 
    ‘Unlikely,’ Archimegadon replied, turning in the direction of the Mage School. 
 
    ‘You’re really off?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Archimegadon replied. He looked at them both and gave them a great bow. ‘Farewell, knaves.’ With a quick spin on the spot Archimegadon disappeared into the town. 
 
    Neurion and Obdo stared at each other for a few seconds. 
 
    ‘Sod off,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Just you watch yourself in future,’ Neurion said at the same time. 
 
    Obdo sauntered off in the general direction Archimegadon had gone and Neurion shook his head. 
 
    ‘Friends of yours?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Neurion replied, although he regretted the departure of Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘You did a good job,’ the High Captain said. ‘Valia, get this head sorted out. Neurion, follow me. I have a quest for you.’ 
 
    ‘A pleasure, sir,’ Neurion said, grinning again. Maybe things weren’t so bad after all. 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon breathed a sigh of relief as he left Neurion and Obdo behind. Now the average intelligence of his company had increased infinitely. It would soon be time to visit Sen Delarian and claim his riches. First, though, to cover up the memories of that awful voyage across Valanthas, he would need to get some decent robes. His old red robes would not do, now that he was well off. The one reloran in his pocket, combined with the vallins from previous campaigns, would buy him plenty, but a couple of the vallins alone would suffice.  
 
    He dropped into the nearest tailor and picked out the owner from his attendants instantly. 
 
    ‘You there!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I require service, not standing around!’ 
 
    The tailor scuttled over. ‘Sorry, sir, most sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon pushed the tailor away a few feet with the Staff of Antagules. ‘Stand there. Right. I need decent robes, since my current ones have reached the end of their life cycle. Get to it!’ 
 
    ‘But sir, what sort of robes…’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want excuses!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Go and make me some decent robes!’ 
 
    ‘We will need to measure you…’ 
 
    ‘Go away and get me some good robes!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ the tailor said, disappearing into a backroom. Curiously, the other attendants had run away as well. 
 
    Archimegadon folded his arms triumphantly and surveyed the tailor shop he had conquered. While the tailor was no doubt trying to get robes that would be a good fit, Archimegadon found some pleasant brown robes with all sorts of arcane symbols woven into the edges of the fabric, along with a splendid green leather belt. After a brief pause next to a display of jewels and trinkets, Archimegadon chose a large gold medallion with an image of the King. To any who saw it, it would hopefully seem as though the Mage for Hire worked directly for the King, which might have its own benefits. 
 
    His purchase ready, Archimegadon walked over to the counter and laid the items on the desk and got out the money that he would need. Minutes passed while Archimegadon waited, smiling to himself, until the tailor rushed out of the backroom with a fine robe folded over his arm. 
 
    ‘I’ve been waiting for hours!’ Archimegadon said, waving the Staff of Antagules. ‘Get rid of that rubbish!’ 
 
    The tailor, terrified for his life, disappeared briefly and then scuttled over to the counter, where he ran his eyes over the robes, belt and medallion. 
 
    ‘Five vallins,’ the tailor said. 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon slammed his fist onto the desk. ‘One grob!’ 
 
    ‘One grob?’ The tailor wrung his hands. ‘But sir, that’s…’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ 
 
    ‘Four vallins?’ 
 
    ‘One grob.’ 
 
    ‘Three vallins?’ 
 
    ‘One grob.’ 
 
    ‘Two vallins and fifty grobs?’ 
 
    ‘One grob.’ 
 
    ‘Sir, you have to change your offer…’ 
 
    ‘Silence! Half a grob.’ 
 
    The tailor looked about to burst into tears. 
 
    ‘One vallin…’ 
 
    ‘Here, have three,’ Archimegadon said, handing the coins over. 
 
    The tailor cradled the coins. ‘Oh sir, thank…’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon went to put on his new purchases and, freshly attired, left the tailor shop behind, his good mood soaring higher and higher. 
 
    It fell to earth with a splat as Obdo rounded a corner in a daft outfit. It looked as though he had bought a nobleman’s suit, but it somehow didn’t look right on the farmhand. Obdo had also purchased himself a club, which he was swinging experimentally. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s you, Sir Mage!’ Obdo said. ‘You’ve been busy, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘A few rudimentary purchases,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You look ridiculous.’ 
 
    ‘I bought this club to replace that great head,’ Obdo said. ‘I got used to crushing my enemies.’ 
 
    ‘Good for you,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Pray go and crush yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I think Neurion was upset to see you go,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Splendid.’ Archimegadon felt his mood improve. ‘What are you doing? Setting up as a thug for hire?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I thought why ever not?’ Obdo said. ‘People can hire me to thwack people they don’t like.’ He grinned. ‘I’m pretty sure they’ll hire me to hit you soon, and once I’ve done that I’ll retire.’ 
 
    ‘Obdo, your pretty clothes cannot hide your rampant stupidity,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Nobody who has a bit of sense will hire you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m banking on,’ Obdo said. ‘Stupid people. Just like you do. I mean, who would hire you, seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently Lord Auber Bartell disagrees with you,’ Archimegadon replied, folding his arms and glaring down at the Thug for Hire. ‘I am about to make my fortune, knave. You, meanwhile, are going to lose the rest of the money I gave you and end up a savage in the wilderness, living among the wolves and goblins of this world.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll send them your love,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I have no time to chat with riffraff now,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Be off with you. Begone. My days of servitude to fools are over.’ 
 
    Obdo poked Archimegadon with his club. ‘You keep telling yourself that, Sir Mage. See you around.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was glad to see the back of Obdo again, but he quickly forgot the foolish farmhand. Now it was time to collect his quest reward, and all fripperies would be washed away. The Isles of Filikis had never been so close. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight: The Mage School 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon put his hand to the dull bronze handle on the Mage School door and sparked off several memories. That day five years ago, when he had signed up for the course, came to mind. It had been a foul, rainy day, unlike this one, and he had just arrived in Melethas with a wagon full of pottery to make his last delivery of the week. The person he had been delivering to had not been pleased that the delivery was late, but that had hardly been Ardon’s fault. 
 
    Neurion had spoken of being robbed by thugs. Ardon had nearly undergone the same experience, but the intervention of the soldiers of a guard tower in a village on the other side of Melethas had saved him. Uninterested in this story, the person had not been best pleased. 
 
    ‘No bloody money for you this time!’ the person had shouted. ‘I told you! This is the last time.’ 
 
    ‘I was attacked by a group of bandits,’ Ardon had said. 
 
    ‘This isn’t the first time you’ve been late,’ the person had said. ‘It would take magic for you to deliver on time. Sod off! I’ll get someone else to do it next time.’ 
 
    The person had stalked off, leaving one thing in sight. The Mage School. It would take magic indeed. Ardon had gathered the last of his savings from his pocket, taken hold of this handle, and the rest was history. 
 
    Or would be, once he had spoken to Sen Delarian. Archimegadon sidled into the entrance hall and looked around, taking in the old sight. It was just like a little castle inside, with a red carpet down the middle of the corridors and grand paintings lining the walls. Various mage-like people shuffled around, carrying tomes of all sizes. Lots of the robed people were carrying the same book – the course book Archimegadon himself had looked through briefly during the First and Last Lesson in Magic. Trainee mages… how quaint.  
 
    Archimegadon drew himself up and surveyed the hall. A few of the mages noticed him and bowed their heads in deference, some of them because they thought he looked powerful, some because they saw his regal medallion, and the rest because he looked a little intimidating. 
 
    ‘Uh… can I help you, sir?’ asked a female mage, who was sitting behind a counter. It was Felsia, the large, curly-haired receptionist who had signed him up five years ago. 
 
    ‘I am Archimegadon,’ the mage replied, ‘a fully-trained mage and master of the secret arts.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Felsia shifted a few papers on her desk. ‘And what are you here for, sir?’ 
 
    ‘I have returned to this place to seek counsel with Sen Delarian,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘He’s busy right now teaching some of the trainee mages,’ Felsia said. While Archimegadon had only been able to afford the one day course, there were longer courses for those with obscene amounts of gold.  ‘If you’d care to wait in the outer passageway outside his study, I’m sure he will see to you as soon as he can.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ Archimegadon moved on, passing various noble pictures of old mages and entering the great hall, from which any part of the building could be reached.  
 
    In the middle of the great hall was an impressive fountain, which sprayed water almost all the way up to the high ceiling. The unfortunate side effect was that water drops would catch you no matter where you were standing in the hall, but the fountain’s creator had not been interested in hearing criticisms whilst crafting his masterpiece. All sorts of reprobates were fooling about with casting spells at the water, and Archimegadon banged on the ground with the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘Silence, knaves!’ he yelled, and everything came to a halt. ‘This is a place of learning and nobility, not a base tavern for fools to rush hither and thither like goblins with their arses on fire!’ 
 
    ‘We… we were just working out how to turn the fountain into steam,’ one of the mages said. 
 
    ‘Still your tongue!’ Archimegadon said. He pointed the Staff of Antagules at the fountain. ‘This is how to do it. Flamebolt!’ 
 
    A few of the mages made appreciative noises at Archimegadon’s display as the flamebolt caused the fountain to erupt with steam briefly. A young mage next to him tapped on his arm. 
 
    ‘Sir, we were trying to do it more permanently,’ the mage said. 
 
    ‘I will turn you into steam permanently, if you continue to vandalise the Mage School and speak out of turn to me!’ Archimegadon pushed the Staff of Antagules into the mage’s nose until the nose was squashed against his face. ‘Now go and do something useful, time-waster.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ the mage said. He waved his arms at the others. ‘Come on, let’s go.’ 
 
    They all found convenient corridors to dissolve into. 
 
    ‘Splendid,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    He continued his journey around the bizarre corridors of the Mage School until he found the outer passageway leading up to Delarian’s study. Sitting there by himself made Archimegadon feel like some school child outside the head teacher’s office, only in this case the child was there for praise, and was an imposing, sixty-year-old Mage for Hire. 
 
    Minutes passed, and Archimegadon began to wonder whether the whole thing was a joke when a figure appeared, silhouetted by the magic lanterns. The mage stepped into the outer passageway and looked down at Archimegadon. He was a tall man, more so than Archimegadon even, and he was wearing black robes with red patterns woven throughout, and his messy white hair was held back by a black bandanna. A small grey goatee surrounded his mouth. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon?’ the strange mage asked. 
 
    ‘That is indeed my name.’ 
 
    ‘I am Sen Delarian, the master of this Mage School,’ the strange mage said. ‘Please, enter my study.’ 
 
    Archimegadon rose and bowed perfunctorily, before opening the study door for Sen Delarian. The niceties had to be observed for the moment, until he had the money he required. Delarian led the way into a room that had been furnished for a king. It was all wine bottle green and deep brown, and Archimegadon felt as though he was in some strange combination of a mansion and a dark forest. Sen Delarian poured himself some wine and offered the bottle to Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘I am most honoured,’ Archimegadon said, allowing Sen to pour him a drink. 
 
    ‘I am not yet sure why you are here, Master Archimegadon, but your reputation precedes you,’ Sen Delarian said. ‘I have just come from the great hall, where apparently a few of my colleagues were attempting some experiments until a large fellow with a grand staff kicked them all out. They had no idea who you were, but when they described the appearance of your staff I knew at once.’ 
 
    Archimegadon paused just as he was about to take a sip. ‘You did?’  
 
    ‘Indeed I did,’ Sen Delarian said. ‘Although when you were at this school you were not called Archimegadon, Master Ardon.’ 
 
    Archimegadon laughed awkwardly. ‘Well, I mean, for the job…’ 
 
    ‘What you name yourself is your choice, Master Archimegadon,’ Sen Delarian said. ‘I am all in favour of the creation of personas in order to improve one’s ability to attain the unattainable. The Staff of Antagules is a powerful magical item indeed, and I trust that it has served you well.’ 
 
    Thinking of the many flamebolts he had cast, and the various people he had struck, Archimegadon was inclined to agree. ‘It is an excellent weapon, Master Delarian.’ 
 
    ‘Please, call me Sen,’ Delarian said. ‘We are colleagues in the magical profession.’ 
 
    ‘Then call me… Ardon,’ Archimegadon said after a moment’s thought. 
 
    ‘Ardon it is,’ Sen Delarian said. 
 
    ‘You remember me by the staff?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Not only that,’ Sen replied. ‘Your appearance, when I saw you outside the passageway. Of course, those clues combined with your slightly enlarged name gave me all the hints I needed.’ He poured another glass of wine. ‘I remember every student who comes to this Mage School, Ardon. No, I change my mind on the name.’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ Sen Delarian took another sip. ‘You must be known as Archimegadon. After all, when you arrived five years ago you were just Ardon, the local handyman. You did jobs for people at great personal risk, and they repaid you with rudeness. Once you had trained here you were Archimegadon the Mage, and all the better for it! What have you been doing these last five years?’ 
 
    ‘I have worked as a Mage for Hire,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Aiding those in need, defeating beasts that threaten people’s livelihoods… and the odd delivery job.’ 
 
    Sen smiled. ‘So you did not let those fools get you down. You became a mage and continued to help those in need, despite how they had treated you. You had the power to cast them down but you chose not to. Very interesting. Very interesting indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Well quite.’ Archimegadon was getting a little bored by all this. 
 
    ‘Tell me all about it,’ Sen Delarian said. ‘I have been stuck here for many years now, seeing little of Valanthas. Are monsters growing in number? Is there whisper of war?’ 
 
    ‘Everything seems to be the same as before,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Well, I myself encountered a demon creature a handful of days ago, although the beast is now dead. But there is a band of thieves growing in power, I am told. The Lord of Aldrack is having trouble with them.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, and here perhaps we find the purpose of your visit,’ Sen Delarian said. 
 
    ‘You are right,’ Archimegadon said. He pulled the amulet over his head and laid it on the desk, and promptly added the scroll. ‘Lord Bartell sent me with this amulet to deliver to you. My quest is complete.’ 
 
    ‘Congratulations,’ Sen said. He picked up the amulet. ‘A powerful object indeed, although it would have been of little interest to those thieves and their buyers, even if they had stolen it.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘This amulet is not really an amulet,’ Sen replied, ‘and quite powerless.’  
 
    He pulled the chain off the amulet, got out of his chair and reached back into the shadows of his room. When the hand emerged from the shadows it clutched a quarterstaff, which was black and green like the amulet. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I have had two deliveries of late,’ Sen Delarian said, sitting down again. ‘Both were of magic wands, supposedly.’ He unscrewed the quarterstaff and gestured with the two halves, before putting it back together. ‘This “amulet” completes the set. It is in fact an ancient and very powerful staff, known as the Staff of Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘Vortagenses was the mage who founded Valanthas, wasn’t he?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You are correct,’ Sen replied. ‘This staff is said to contain incredible mysteries, and for years we have attempted to recover the pieces. Lord Bartell recently found Vortagenses’s true tomb, and the pieces were uncovered. I sent a letter requesting that the staff pieces be delivered into my hands, that I might reconstruct it safely, but the thieves posed a problem. They were intent on stealing every magical item in Aldrack, leaving Lord Bartell with no choice. 
 
    ‘He decided to give the separate pieces to different bearers from all walks of life. You, Archimegadon, were the fastest to deliver. I congratulate you on your swiftness.’ 
 
    ‘But the other pieces were already here,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘We sent them at different times,’ Sen said. ‘It was a little tricky here and there, but apparently it has all worked out for the best.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Archimegadon said. Truth be told, he was getting more than a little bored of all this. He wanted paying, and fast. 
 
    ‘Nobody has yet reconstructed the staff, so who knows what will happen,’ Sen said. ‘Perhaps the mysteries it holds will be revealed when it is completed.’ Delarian picked up the amulet and placed it on the top of the quarterstaff. 
 
    ‘Isn’t that dangerous?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘That’s how I live,’ Sen said with a smile, and he twisted the amulet into place. 
 
    A moment passed. 
 
    ‘Is it… is it safe?’ Archimegadon asked, looking out from beneath his arms, which he had raised in a futile effort at protecting himself from the possibility of immense cosmic powers exploding. 
 
    ‘It is quite safe,’ Sen replied. ‘I researched enough about this staff to know that it wouldn’t blow me up.’ He held out the Staff of Vortagenses for Archimegadon to see. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it? An incredible artefact of the founding days of our land. Perhaps we will see great things come of this.’ 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t much care for any of that, nor did he care for the fright Sen Delarian had given him. He just wanted to be paid and to escape. 
 
    ‘I suppose we must now turn to this scroll,’ Sen said, picking it up and reading through it. ‘All standard stuff. Yes. Wait a moment.’ 
 
    ‘Is something wrong?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Apparently so,’ Sen replied. ‘It says here that I am to pay you one thousand relorans.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That is what Lord Bartell’s clerk, Elsim Redrock, told me.’ A shadowy feeling enveloped him, and the Isles of Filikis were obscured by tempests. 
 
    ‘The thing is, Archimegadon, I don’t have one thousand relorans,’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘Not even in the Mage School treasury?’ 
 
    ‘Not even there.’ Sen steepled his fingers. ‘You see, Mage Schools aren’t very notable for being prosperous places.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    ‘No. We pay for this school almost as much as we get paid. So in the end, we just make ends meet.’ 
 
    ‘I was promised one thousand relorans,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I know,’ Sen Delarian said. ‘Lord Bartell’s a pleasant enough fellow. I’d pop down to Aldrack if I were you and get him to pay you. Here, I’ll write you a letter.’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt more than a little irritated and desperate, and he debated knocking Delarian out and stealing everything he could from the mage’s study and the treasury. Before he could attempt a subtle attack he had Sen’s letter of introduction in his hands, as well as a small red amulet. 
 
    ‘There you are,’ Sen said. ‘Take the letter and this amulet to Bartell. I’ve written that you are to be paid double the original fee for this journey. I’m sorry about this. It’s very embarrassing. I will remind Bartell next time I see him not to make promises about money that he cannot ensure personally. But you will have your money. Bartell is a very accommodating man, and he will be sure to repay you for your inconvenience.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he will,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Well, come on, don’t look so down,’ Sen said. ‘An enterprising fellow like yourself doesn’t need money, anyway. Aldrack’s just down the road, and you won’t have thieves after you now.’ 
 
    ‘I am fine,’ Archimegadon lied. 
 
    ‘Good, splendid,’ Sen said. ‘Follow me, I will see you off.’ 
 
    They rose to leave, and were about to reach the door when Sen paused. ‘Better take the staff, just in case,’ he said, walking back to pick up the Staff of Vortagenses.  
 
    The great hall was empty of mages as Archimegadon strode through, trying to hide his rage and frustration. Even the sight of mages hiding around corners was not enough to cheer him, nor were Sen’s endless comforting comments any use. They reached the entrance before long and Archimegadon reached for the door with a great sense of relief. 
 
    ‘Well, I will see you around, Archimegadon,’ Sen said. ‘You have done a good job today. Don’t look so down. It’s just a few days to Aldrack. Enjoy these days! Things’ll be a lot different when you have all that money, eh? Take care.’ 
 
    ‘I will,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Sen disappeared and Archimegadon left the Mage School. The sky was a bit cloudier now, and the temperature had dropped. Archimegadon poked at the dust with the Staff of Antagules. A few children ran past playing and laughing. A cart trundled down the road. The windmill creaked on the other side of town. 
 
    Archimegadon folded his arms. 
 
    ‘Damnation!’ 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine: More Quests at Another Inn 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon was left with but one thing to do, and that was to get out of Melethas without running into Neurion or Obdo, who would no doubt pester him about the money that he had not quite received. He swore to destroy the Mage School in Melethas once he had obtained his money and purchased the lordship. At some point he would have to write a list of all the people and places he was going to have revenge on, since the list was getting a little hard to remember now. 
 
    He hugged the shadows of buildings and snuck around the back of the windmill, all the while feeling very clever about his stealth. The Central Way was close now, and so too the road to Aldrack. Neurion and Obdo would not know a thing, and would therefore have an even better surprise when Lord Archimegadon returned to Melethas. Archimegadon detached from the shadows and made a run for the Central Way. 
 
    A huge polearm slammed into the ground in front of him, and Archimegadon looked up to see Valia holding it firmly in place. 
 
    ‘Found you, mage,’ she said. Valia was no longer clad in full armour, but instead wore lighter leather and mail, with an olive tunic and auburn leggings, though worn iron pauldrons still protected her shoulders. She also wore a jade cloak with the hood down, and looked to Archimegadon suspiciously like she had changed for the purpose of travelling somewhere. 
 
    ‘What is the meaning of this outrage?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    Valia smiled. ‘I have a quest for you, old man.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Dark feelings bubbled about in Archimegadon’s head all the way to Melethas’s local tavern, the Great Forest. He could not shake the little nugget of knowledge that he had last seen this pestilent knight in the company of Neurion and Obdo. If they had a quest he would turn it down. Right away. Without debate. 
 
    Valia led him to a small table at the fringes of the tavern, much like the tables Archimegadon usually selected. Two people were sitting around it. Familiar people. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage!’ Obdo said. ‘Well I never. Welcome back.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Not a chance. I refuse the quest.’ 
 
    ‘But Master Archimegadon, don’t you want to even hear about it?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    Archimegadon cursed life in general, albeit silently. ‘Now look. I have other business to take care of, and it certainly does not involve you two.’ 
 
    ‘Sit down,’ Valia said. ‘This is an important job for the country, not some small-time farmstead.’ 
 
    ‘Farmer Belias runs a very good farm,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I don’t care if it involves saving the world from the very minions of the Ultimate Evil Himself!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I am not accepting this mission.’ 
 
    ‘Sit down,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Now!’ 
 
    Archimegadon sighed and took his place at the table. Valia sat down as well, little aware that she had made herself a cosy little spot on Archimegadon’s revenge list. Neurion had apparently gone clothes shopping as well, for he was now clad in some silver armour, with a white tunic for added holy effect. Obdo looked like he’d dozed off. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon, I would not have called on you if this wasn’t a job of the very highest priority,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘The High Captain was so impressed with the whole Shadow business that he has given me a new quest,’ Neurion said. ‘This is a big quest. The biggest.’ 
 
    ‘I am not going to accept this,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Shut up, mage,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon stood up. ‘This disrespect is unwarranted and unfounded. I have been telling you from the off that I am not for hire right now. I have another job to undertake, and I certainly will not undertake it with this... this harpy making noises at my shoulder.’ 
 
    ‘Sit down, mage,’ Valia said. ‘You can refuse when you have heard the quest, not before.’ 
 
    ‘I can refuse when I like,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I am a Mage for Hire, not under any binding chains of command. You understand little about my trade. I am my own master. Take your commands elsewhere, harpy. I am leaving.’ 
 
    ‘But Master Archimegadon!’ Neurion said. ‘Please hear me out.’ 
 
    ‘No, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I told you that I have another job to undertake.’ 
 
    ‘Let him go,’ Obdo said, apparently still awake in spite of appearances. ‘The old coward’s just afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Bah! You’re all a bunch of fools.’ Archimegadon tried to walk past Valia, but she refused to move. ‘Out of my way, knave.’ 
 
    ‘Only when you have heard Neurion’s proposition,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound too promising for you, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said with a grin. 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said, settling down unwillingly. 
 
    ‘Sorry for all this,’ Neurion said. ‘Now, the mission. Yes. Well, the High Captain has given me money to pay for three companions to accompany me as I see fit.’ 
 
    Archimegadon shrugged. ‘I have the money I need,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, right, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘If you did you’d be lording it right up.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo.’ 
 
    ‘Right you are, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I hired Valia, because she is a Knight of the Order of Endless Skies, and the High Captain felt she was being wasted standing around here,’ Neurion went on. ‘I hired Obdo because I don’t trust him out of my sight. I want to hire you because you are a good leader and mage, Master Archimegadon.’ 
 
    Valia frowned and looked from Neurion to Obdo. Obdo shrugged.  
 
    ‘Uh… Neurion,’ Valia said. ‘You are joking, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Neurion replied. He gave Valia a puzzled look. ‘Well, the fee for this quest is five relorans. In advance.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was surprised. ‘You have my interest,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I’m glad,’ Neurion said, smiling. His face became grim. ‘That thief we encountered, Felick Broadblade, was actually a mercenary who leads a band called Broadblade’s Breakers who used to work up near Arenfel. They’re currently in the hire of a greater organisation than we realised. It seems that this organisation has spread all over this area of Valanthas, stealing from here and there without leaving any trace of their whereabouts. They have recruited every thief and mercenary from here to Aldrack, and there’s rumour that those who didn’t want to be hired were executed.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘They have mercenaries to keep the thieves in shape and do some of the heavier work,’ Neurion went on. ‘Broadblade was the highest-ranking mercenary.’ 
 
    ‘Embarrassing for him that he was foiled by Archimegadon, then,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Silence,’ Archimegadon said. ‘He was well and truly outwitted.’ 
 
    ‘He was indeed,’ Neurion said. ‘Their overall leader is a legendary assassin called Akarith Kellason. She tried to kill the King once, but she was foiled.’ 
 
    ‘She survived despite being discovered?’ 
 
    ‘She’s the best,’ Neurion replied. ‘Broadblade was a stupid man, but I fear that Akarith would prove much more formidable an opponent.’ 
 
    ‘This doesn’t sound too promising, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘The High Captain hired me to defeat her,’ Neurion said. ‘This organisation, the Dusk Alliance, has to be stopped. Akarith is determined upon revenge for her one defeat as an assassin. Broadblade and his cohorts don’t understand the magic that they are unleashing on the world. 
 
    ‘Akarith does.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to team up with you three to defeat a vast organisation of thieves and layabouts led by an insane assassin who wants revenge to the extent that she intends to destroy everything with magical powers that could possibly devastate the entire world, if left unchecked?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I think so,’ replied Neurion, who had not quite followed all of that. 
 
    ‘No. I refuse. I told you before, Neurion. The danger rating far outweighs the money I will receive.’ Archimegadon glared at Obdo. ‘I thought that even you would have more sense. This is a duty for the Knights of Valanthas, as an army, to take care of. We could at best deal with one of the thieves before being destroyed. Do you know what it takes to fight an assassin?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Well, nor do I,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I have heard it said that the best assassins can actively kill you from the far side of a crowded room without being found out. In combat they are masters of knives, swords, and just about any other weapon you can name, not to mention their capacity for being able to conceal the aforementioned weapons anywhere they choose.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re a mage!’ Neurion said. ‘You’re the most powerful one in Valanthas!’ 
 
    ‘You have said it a fair few times,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Mages specialise in the less subtle arts of blowing things up. I am not going to be able to outsneak an assassin.’ 
 
    ‘Five relorans,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘That’s entirely besides the point,’ Archimegadon said. Then again, he was one thousand relorans less well off than he had been expecting, even with the possibility of obtaining twice that number. ‘Where are you going anyway? I presume that you know where to find this Dusk Alliance?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Neurion replied. ‘Their base is south of here, about midway between Melethas and Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘So much for nobody knowing their whereabouts,’ Obdo murmured. 
 
    Valia brushed her hair back over her shoulders impatiently and looked away, and Archimegadon felt a small twinge as fate closed in on him. He recalled the dream in Salien, where the knight turned away from him, and suddenly it came to him. He cleared his throat and caught Valia’s eye when she glanced his way. ‘What was your name again?’ 
 
    ‘Valia Relassis,’ the knight replied, her tone frosty. 
 
    Valia. Valia had been the name of the shadowy knight in his dream. Unless he was much mistaken, more was going on here than he had at first realised. Archimegadon shook his head. ‘I don’t believe this. Very well, I will join you.’ 
 
    ‘Did I miss something?’ Obdo asked.  
 
    Valia looked just as confused. ‘What does my name have to do with your decision?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘A secret, my dear,’ Archimegadon replied with a grin. He didn’t like this knight at all. She seemed to be a fully trained pest, and any opportunity to annoy her would be an oasis in the desert of this quest.  
 
    ‘Neurion, I don’t think hiring this guy is a good idea,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘He’s a good man,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Right.’ Valia looked to Obdo for help. ‘You agree with me, right?’ 
 
    ‘Sir Mage is good for a laugh,’ Obdo replied. ‘I have a few things to pay him back for, as well.’ 
 
    Valia’s cheeks had gone a dangerous shade of crimson, and she cast a searing glare at Neurion, who had hired this motley band around her. ‘Neurion, you’re new at this. Shouldn’t we be hiring experienced people?’ 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon is an official mage,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘It’s true, my dear,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If you have any trouble with that, I suggest you take it up with Master Sen Delarian.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I suggest you…’ Valia began. 
 
    ‘Anything else to clear up?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Two matters,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘One, payment. If I am to shake hands on this, then I need to see the money now.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course,’ Neurion said. He fished a money bag from his pocket and slid it across the table to the mage. ‘Five relorans.’ 
 
    Archimegadon investigated the bag. The five relorans were indeed there, looking rather beautiful and shiny. Bartell and Delarian had not yet paid up on their debt, but Neurion at least had been reliable in the matter of money. Unfortunately, this left Archimegadon with the irritating duty of dealing with this Dusk Alliance, which would likely be more taxing than the Shadow had been. Then again, Broadblade had been a pushover. 
 
    ‘So we’re agreed?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    Stowing the bag away, Archimegadon raised a finger. ‘The second point first. I am to be the leader of this little band.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Well, I would!’ Valia said. ‘You want to let this avaricious old fart command this mission when he didn’t even want to join?’ 
 
    ‘Now, see here a minute,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I am a realistic person, unlike yourself. This is a genuine threat, as Neurion has said. I simply point out that care must be taken in this battle!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, give me a break,’ Valia said. ‘You just want to take the money and run, you opportunistic fossil! I’m not taking orders from you. Come on, you know as well as I that they run mages through those schools faster than it took you to pocket that money! How many spells do you know? Two? Three, at a push?’ 
 
    ‘He knows one,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Quiet, necromancer,’ Neurion said. ‘Master Archimegadon is a wise and powerful mage. Please show some respect, Valia.’ 
 
    ‘Respect is earnt, not given,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘I quite agree,’ Archimegadon said, glaring at the knight. 
 
    ‘We need someone to lead us who knows what they are doing,’ Valia said. ‘Obdo looks like some tavern drunk, this Arkiwhatever is just a chancer, and you hired them both, Neurion. The only one here with any brains is me.’ 
 
    ‘Humble, too,’ Obdo said, looking a little proud at his description. 
 
    Valia scorched him with a scowl. ‘The leader has to be me.’ 
 
    ‘Veto,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Veto,’ Obdo echoed. 
 
    ‘I have to go for Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘Sorry, Valia, but that’s why I hired him.’ 
 
    Valia stared at the three of them. ‘Come on…’ Archimegadon grinned at her, Neurion looked away, and Obdo let out a huge yawn and nearly lost his balance. ‘We’re dead. All of us.’ 
 
    ‘No great loss, then,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘That is not my plan,’ Archimegadon said, deciding to make the most of his temporary role as leader. ‘I accept this quest, Neurion. I also accept the post of leader,’ he added, and Valia made an indistinct sound. ‘Now, my plan, as it is so far, is to allow Neurion here to lead us to the Dusk Alliance’s base.’ 
 
    ‘I’m the one who knows the way,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Then you can lead us,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Just as well you’re here to make the hard decisions,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘If I decide to give you another penance, then I will,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Received and understood, milord.’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ Archimegadon surveyed the table and his band of adventurers. ‘Right then, my companions, we must sally forth to do battle with our foes!’ 
 
    ‘You are a genuine idiot,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Silence, imbecile,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Your part in my plan is to put up and shut up. As well as find this base, of course.’ 
 
    ‘You can stick your plan up your…’ 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon, I cannot tell you how excited I am by this,’ Neurion said. ‘We’re off on a real quest! This time we’ll earn it to the full.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, Sir Mage, why not invite your pals along to help us?’ Obdo asked. ‘They did a real number on the Shadow.’ 
 
    ‘They are on another quest,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘And I’ll hire them to do a real number on you when they’re done unless you shut up.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘When you say they did a real number on the Shadow, Obdo, do you mean the creature that Neurion is supposed to have killed?’ Valia asked. 
 
    Neurion waved his hands at Obdo behind Valia’s back and mouthed no several times. Obdo put a finger to his mouth as though in thought, although Archimegadon knew that thinking in Obdo’s case was an illusion. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Obdo said eventually. Neurion’s arms flew all over the place. ‘No. Er… what was the question?’ 
 
    Valia glared at him. ‘Something is going on here. If I find out that you’re all a bunch of conmen there will be trouble.’ She stalked off. 
 
    ‘How immeasurably rude,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now, let’s get ready! There’s glory to be earnt!’ 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten: Insults and Pranks 
 
      
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘Where are we?’ 
 
    Archimegadon took in his surroundings. They were now deep in the Forest of Nalius, and for as far as the mage could see there were great pine trees lining endless passageways that quite possibly wound off into oblivion. Obdo, who had previously been the slowest walker of the bunch thanks to the Shadow’s head, was almost leading the way more than Valia. A dark suspicion overtook Archimegadon. Perhaps Obdo had led them here, into the middle of nowhere, and perhaps Valia had let him out of spite. 
 
    ‘I do not know, Neurion,’ Archimegadon replied with a sigh. ‘Valia was supposed to be leading us to the Dusk Alliance’s base, but she apparently doesn’t know the way.’ 
 
    ‘Who said we were lost?’ Valia asked. ‘Did I miss something? Just follow me and shut up.’ 
 
    ‘Silence, knight,’ Archimegadon said. ‘How can you tell which way is where?’ 
 
    ‘I actually have some training,’ Valia replied. ‘Unlike yourself.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t see him deal with Felick Broadblade,’ Neurion said. ‘Cold as ice, hard as steel. Knocked the mercenary out with one strike.’ 
 
    ‘From behind?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Neurion replied. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing in particular,’ Valia replied with a smirk. 
 
    ‘You try defeating a mercenary when you have just been half-crushed in your sleep,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I think you just got lucky,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘I think you should concentrate on getting us to the place we need to go,’ Archimegadon said, ‘instead of thinking you are so clever. How far is it to this place anyway, if we’re so close?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t imagine that it will take much longer than three days to get there,’ Valia replied. ‘What we do when we get there might be a little lengthier.’ 
 
    ‘Not if I have anything to do with it,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘If you have anything to do with it, I suspect it will take three times as long,’ Valia said. ‘That is, if it doesn’t just fail completely.’ 
 
    ‘Now look, knight, I have had it up to here with your insubordination!’ Archimegadon said. ‘In order to succeed we need to function as a team, and in order to maintain peace within the team I think it would be best if you simply kept quiet.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, you tell her,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It would be better if you shut it too, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Only trying to help,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Stay out of it, farm boy,’ Valia said. ‘Keep your mouth empty like everything else associated with your head.’ 
 
    ‘Now there’s polite,’ Obdo said, nudging Neurion. 
 
    ‘You brought it on yourself by interrupting matters above your station,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Ooh, so now everyone’s too good for Obdo?’ the farmhand asked. ‘Well, maybe I’d better just go and leave you all to it.’ 
 
    ‘Return the five relorans before you go,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Not a chance, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘You already have your riches, remember?’ 
 
    ‘He’s right, though,’ Neurion said. ‘If you’re not going to participate in the mission, then you don’t get the relorans.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t say anything about that,’ Obdo said ‘Five relorans in advance is five relorans in advance.’ 
 
    ‘Two points, Obdo,’ Neurion said. ‘One – if you leave, the High Captain of Melethas, with his ties to the Knights of Valanthas, will have you hunted down and cut into many pieces. Two – I myself will cut you down here, since you are known to have once been a necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘Neurion, about that…’ Archimegadon began. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon, allow me to deal with this,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Sir Shiny, if you try to cut me down you’ll probably start attacking Sir Mage instead,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘That was a one-off mistake,’ Neurion said, going a touch red. 
 
    Valia stopped and they all stumbled into each other. Once the band had gathered its wits she spoke. ‘What’s this about attacking Archimegadon?’ 
 
    ‘Ah… uh… a spell went a little wrong,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘He was trying to kill me with a holy sword spell thing,’ Obdo said. ‘Only thing is, he went and looked at Archimegadon for approval and ended up casting the spell on him instead.’ 
 
    ‘I had to pacify him with the Staff of Antagules,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Valia said. She smiled. ‘You know, I might have to see a demonstration of this, Neurion.’ 
 
    ‘I shall strike down Akarith with the Spell of Holy Fury,’ Neurion said. ‘I will not use it for frivolous stuff any more.’ He glared at Obdo. ‘Then again, slaying necromancers is hardly frivolous business.’ 
 
    ‘Look, why do you keep saying that the yokel is a necromancer?’ Valia asked. ‘He doesn’t exactly look the part.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why he was so effective,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I’ll bet,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘So anyway, I was leaving,’ Obdo said. ‘Got skeletal armies to raise and all that.’ He paused. ‘You know, if I actually could raise skeletal armies, it would be very useful for destroying this Dusk Alliance.’ 
 
    ‘Raising the dead is a perversion!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I know, but… an army of skeletons!’ Obdo said. ‘Imagine how powerful we’d be!’ 
 
    ‘Not after death,’ Neurion said. ‘For the crime of exhuming the dead for personal gain we would be eternally consigned to the fiery pits of Hell.’ 
 
    ‘Well I’m not sure what you seem to think you’d use the army of skeletons for, weirdo,’ Obdo said, frowning, ‘but I meant we could use the army to storm the Dusk Alliance’s base. Bang! Boom! Battle over! Home free.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think he did enough penance,’ Neurion said to Archimegadon, folding his arms over his shiny breastplate. 
 
    ‘He probably did too much,’ Archimegadon said, ‘and cut off the blood supply to his brain with that demon head on his shoulders.’ 
 
    ‘I think he does that with his own head,’ Valia said.  
 
    ‘If you’re finished denigrating and mauling me, I’d like to be off,’ Obdo said. ‘Toodles and all that.’ 
 
    Archimegadon glared at Obdo. ‘Good. Begone, oaf. That will make this quest slightly more bearable.’ 
 
    ‘A pleasure, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    A moment passed, and Obdo remained where he was. 
 
    ‘Go on, then,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Yes, please, hurry up,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘None of you want me to stay?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Not really, oaf,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘You’re a right bunch of sods,’ Obdo said. ‘I’m staying.’ 
 
    Archimegadon cursed. 
 
    ‘I knew you would come back to the Light on your own,’ Neurion said. ‘There is a small grain of inherent goodness in you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, shut up,’ Obdo said. ‘But I do need a good reputation if I’m going to be a proper Thug for Hire.’ 
 
    ‘You’re hardly built for it,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘That’s why I need the reputation,’ Obdo said. ‘So come on, are we going?’ 
 
    ‘We were,’ Archimegadon said, ‘until you kicked up a fuss.’ 
 
    ‘Enough,’ Valia said. ‘Stop bickering. The Dusk Alliance have probably already heard us coming with all this noise.’  
 
    She quickly got her bearings and strode off into the pine trees, while the other three stumbled after her, trying to keep pace. Archimegadon had particular trouble, since his robes were not exactly designed for walking fast in forests, and he soon lagged behind the others. For a few minutes he debated shooting off a flamebolt at them, but fortunately Valia’s pace slowed down once she was sure they were actually following her lead. 
 
    Then, as though some great being had simply reached down and ripped hundreds of trees from the ground, the forest disappeared and the companions stumbled out into an open clearing, where a pretty little river passed through a waterwheel that was attached to a quaint wooden house. There was a very large mushroom nearby, and underneath it was a small man on a grand wooden chair. 
 
    Valia looked to Archimegadon for his professional opinion. ‘A giant mushroom,’ he said. ‘Well, it happens. Sometimes. Possibly.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a trap,’ Obdo said. ‘Those thieves are up to something.’ 
 
    ‘Why would the Dusk Alliance be trying to grow the world’s largest mushroom?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Think, Obdo!’ 
 
    ‘Lots of money in the gardening market,’ Obdo replied. ‘Maybe a whole range of houses too.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of people would live in mushrooms, you oaf?’ Archimegadon rapped on Obdo’s head with the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘Little elf people?’ 
 
    ‘Daah! Idiot!’ Archimegadon threw his hands up in the air. ‘It was a rhetorical question.’ 
 
    ‘They might, though,’ Obdo said with a shrug. 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo,’ Neurion said. ‘What do you suppose this is, Master Archimegadon?’ 
 
    ‘Just some stupid man growing a stupidly large fungus,’ the mage replied. ‘I shall speak with him. Perhaps he will learn a little sense too.’ 
 
    ‘Careful, old man,’ Valia said. ‘There are sometimes ancient fairy people in the forests of Valanthas. Don’t get us cursed, you hear?’ 
 
    ‘If I had wanted to get us cursed, I would have done it myself!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Now hush. I shall speak with this fellow.’ 
 
    ‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘For heaven’s sake, it’s just a big mushroom!’ 
 
    Archimegadon left the other three at the edge of the clearing and ventured towards the old man under the mushroom. As he neared the man didn’t move an inch, nor did his eyes show any sign of noticing that an imposing mage was striding in his direction. The stream bubbled calmly, in stark contrast to the irritable Archimegadon stomping towards it.  
 
    ‘You there,’ Archimegadon called. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    The man turned one eye on Archimegadon. ‘Welcome to my humble home, mage. Manners a problem with you?’ 
 
    ‘I asked your name,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I am Mesellanillian Altabranorius,’ the man said. 
 
    Archimegadon frowned. The man’s name was even longer and more impressive than his own. Perhaps it was time to elongate his name again. ‘Greetings, Mesellanillian. What is this place?’ 
 
    ‘Your name?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but of course,’ Archimegadon replied. He carefully struck a practiced pose and regarded Mesellanillian imperiously. ‘My name is Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘You know, you’re stepping on my land.’ 
 
    ‘I am travelling through these parts,’ Archimegadon said with a withering look at his surroundings. ‘I have no intention of delaying here for long.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, is that so?’ Mesellanillian asked. ‘Interesting.’ 
 
    ‘Why is there a giant mushroom here?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I felt like creating one,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘Is there a problem?’ 
 
    ‘Not really.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a good sunshade, too. You ought to try it.’ 
 
    ‘Some other day maybe.’ Archimegadon couldn’t see over the trees to get his bearings. ‘You haven’t seen any thieves or bandits roaming about, have you?’ 
 
    ‘A couple,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘They got a little lost.’ 
 
    ‘We’re after them, you see,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Trying to stop them and their evil ways. If you have any leads on where they are, they would be appreciated.’ 
 
    ‘I’d love to help,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Unfortunately, I’m a little old. You know, it took me a couple of days to get this chair out here, under the mushroom.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Archimegadon was getting a little tired of this Mesellanillian fellow. ‘Look, do you know anything at all?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I know a fair few things,’ Mesellanillian replied. 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘How to grow giant mushrooms,’ the old man replied, cackling. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said, turning to leave. ‘Well, I suppose we’re done here.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘We’re not done by a long way. You people are all messing up the forest big time. See, I’m old, but I’m not that old.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘I have lived here for over a thousand years, give or take a century,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘I see your people go by all the time. I remember it all, like it was yesterday. That big fellow with his green staff started it off, oh, a long time back. Before you were born, boy.’ 
 
    ‘Be quiet, you senile oaf,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Go back to sleep and dream of wrinkles.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you’ve done it now!’ Mesellanillian said. He stood up, and suddenly he didn’t look so small. ‘I have lived in these woods for centuries, and you think you can pester me? Well, I sent those thieves packing! I’ll send you to places you haven’t dreamed of!’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said, starting to believe this old man after all. ‘Well, I haven’t dreamt of… the Isles of Filikis.’ 
 
    ‘Nice trick, but I’m not that senile!’ Mesellanillian said. ‘No, I think I’ll have you wander all the way to Elgebra, Land of the Walking Skull Men.’ 
 
    ‘I’d really rather you didn’t,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Look, I have a reloran for you. You can buy some more mushrooms with it.’ 
 
    Mesellanillian paused in his fury, and Valia, Neurion and Obdo arrived at Archimegadon’s side, no doubt a little concerned by Mesellanillian’s wild shouting. 
 
    ‘How many mushrooms?’ Mesellanillian asked. 
 
    ‘What’s the current price for mushrooms?’ Archimegadon asked Obdo. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Obdo replied. ‘I sleep at the farm, I don’t work there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh shut up, I’ve changed my mind,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘On sending me to Elgebra?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘No, on accepting the reloran. I’m going to make sure you never reach the Dusk Alliance’s base,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘I told you not to offend him,’ Valia said to Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘I was perfectly civil,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘He wasn’t,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘Can you let the rest of us pass, master mage sir?’ Valia asked, trying a winning smile. 
 
    ‘Definitely not!’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘I don’t like people anyway, but I am certainly no mage.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I apologise, sir,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘I am a sorcerer!’ Mesellanillian said. ‘How else do you suppose I have lived over a thousand years?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a difference?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Mages are the official bunch,’ Valia replied, and then she nudged Archimegadon. ‘Like our conman here. Sorcerers are what we call the self-trained magic-users, who seem to spend their time lazing around and extending their lives so they can laze around some more. They’re tolerated, but not really legal, since they aren’t regulated or written on some official list somewhere.’ 
 
    Neurion scowled and reached for his sword, while Messellanillian looked less than impressed at the ‘lazy’ description. 
 
    Archimegadon thought things over before Neurion could unleash his spell of Holy Fury and kill them all. ‘Do you really have to mislead us and send us to heaven knows where?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘It’s all part of being bitter. You try perfecting how to grow mushrooms for fifty years.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Mr Sorcerer, we have to stop those thieves from destroying everything,’ Valia said. ‘Can’t you understand what we’re trying to do?’ 
 
    ‘Your founding father told me the same thing, you know,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘Vortagenses, you know? Passed through here trying to “save” the world, the fool. Very powerful mage, not like novice boy here.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Neurion?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Will it make you feel better if I say yes?’ 
 
    ‘Not any more,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘No, Vortagenses had a real staff,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘That thing you’re holding is a toy. Ooh, he broke right through my trap too, the swine. Took me years to devise that spell, and he just broke it like that. Nobody else has managed it, though. I don’t somehow think that you lot will be the next to do it.’ 
 
    ‘We could try,’ Neurion said, his pride at stake. 
 
    ‘Don’t incite him,’ Valia said. ‘This spell of yours… does it take long to cast?’ 
 
    Mesellanillian pursed his lips. ‘Well, here’s the bind. You see, I sort of like you, despite your appalling rudeness and total incompetence – yes, you too, knight – and I sympathise with your quest. Those thieves need to be taught a lesson. 
 
    ‘The trouble is, I already cast it.’ 
 
    Archimegadon stared at Mesellanillian for many angry seconds. ‘You bungling fool! I knew you were mad from the off!’ 
 
    ‘Now I’m glad I cast the spell,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Fancy silent one too, no spell words! You should be impressed, not rude. But it’s time to say goodbye, adventurers. The spell won’t send you into Elgebra or anything, but it will make you go around in circles forever. But hey, that’s life, right?’ 
 
    Archimegadon shook his head. ‘Um, no. It isn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Well, I’m terribly sorry. Overreacted a bit, I suppose. Enjoy your wanderings.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks a bunch, old man,’ Valia said, giving Archimegadon an angry push. ‘Now we’ve got to work out this curse. I did tell you not to get us cursed.’ 
 
    ‘It was an accident!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You could stay here with me forever,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Well, until you die. Not long by my standards.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather rot,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Don’t be rude,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘You are stupid enough to be one of our gang, though,’ Obdo said. ‘I mean Mesellanillian, not you, Valia. You’re already part of our gang.’ 
 
    ‘I would not deign to follow you around,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘You just spent fifty years making a giant mushroom,’ Obdo said. ‘You don’t really have that far to fall.’ 
 
    The sorcerer clicked his fingers and exploded into sparkly light. The clearing fell silent, except for the stream, which continued its merry way through the forest. 
 
    ‘Shall we see how far you can fall, then?’ Mesellanillian’s voice rang out. 
 
    ‘I don’t think he appreciated your remark,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘So how are we going to escape this trap?’ Valia asked. 
 
    Archimegadon’s expression was grim. ‘Let’s go and find out, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven: Forest Mazes 
 
      
 
    ‘Whatever that sorcerer has cast, we will be able to undo it,’ Neurion said. ‘Imagine undergoing one of the trials that Vortagenses went through when he was founding Valanthas! Amazing, really. If we can get out we’ll be heroes!’ 
 
    ‘If we don’t get out we’ll be very bored,’ Obdo said. ‘Maybe we should stay put. At least there’s a house here. There should be a bed in there. That’ll be mine. You other three can live on the mushroom.’ 
 
    ‘Obdo, quiet,’ Archimegadon said. ‘However, the issue of this house is worth considering. Of course, that Mesellanillian character is presumably the one who lives there, so I rather doubt that we would be able to use the bed at all.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you all giving up a little quickly?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘Not me,’ Neurion replied. ‘Master Archimegadon will have us out in a flash.’ 
 
    ‘He’s given up,’ Obdo said, nodding. 
 
    ‘What we need to do is work out the trick behind this spell,’ Valia said. ‘Firstly, has he even cast the spell? It might just be a prank.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he say he cast a really powerful spell as a joke?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘He’s lived for a thousand-odd years by himself,’ Valia replied. ‘You can’t expect him to have a very well-developed sense of humour.’ 
 
    ‘Cursed magical fool,’ Archimegadon said. ‘He has crossed the wrong mage! Once we are out of this trap I will personally hunt him down and destroy him!’ He had no real intention of doing so, but for the moment it sounded very noble and avenger-like. 
 
    ‘What was next on your list, Miss Harpy?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Valia slapped the back of his head. ‘If it is actually a powerful spell to prevent us from ever going anywhere, then we have to consider it from two angles. The way Mesellanillian put it, Vortagenses broke the spell with magic, but then again he might have meant that Vortagenses worked out some sort of way around the spell, and so escaped it.’ 
 
    ‘So it could be like a riddle?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘That counts us out,’ Obdo replied. ‘I don’t think we collectively have enough wits to come up with a bad pun.’ 
 
    ‘We could always bank on the theory that you three are so stupid that you’re actually clever,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘How does that work?’ 
 
    ‘Some crackpot philosopher in Felendras used to say it all the time,’ Valia replied. ‘I think he was trying to excuse himself.’ 
 
     ‘I’m going to have a nap in the house, I think,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You oafs work out the trick by the time I return.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, Sir Mage, I’m going to catch forty winks too,’ Obdo said. ‘This is a job for paladins and knights.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s all go to Mesellanillian’s house,’ Valia said. ‘He doesn’t seem the brightest, so maybe he left a record of how Vortagenses foiled his spell.’ 
 
    ‘In a diary or something?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Possibly,’ Valia replied. 
 
    ‘That would have to be a pretty big diary,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Well, does anyone know their history?’ Valia asked. ‘All we need is the date when Vortagenses was founding Valanthas and we’ll be set.’ 
 
    ‘Mesellanillian didn’t actually say that Vortagenses was founding Valanthas when he passed through,’ Obdo said. ‘Just that it was Vortagenses. That gives us a period of about sixty or so years to check.’ 
 
    ‘Then we’d better get on with it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Follow me, and try not to fall in the stream.’ He paused. ‘And Obdo, bring that chair.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, milord,’ Obdo said, picking up the folded seat. 
 
    They crossed a fairly insecure bridge that threatened to drop them two feet into the tiny stream, and Obdo nearly walked in since he was holding the chair right in the way of where he was heading. Luckily, Valia was able to tug him back on track. 
 
    Mesellanillian’s home looked as though it had the potential to be very comfortable indeed, but it seemed that the sorcerer wasn’t the tidiest, nor was he the best craftsman. The various pieces of furniture that he had made by hand were dreadfully uncomfortable, and Archimegadon found that the folding chair from outside was the only successful bit of carving Mesellanillian had done. Valia, Neurion and Obdo checked around the room for any great tomes that could be diaries. 
 
    ‘This place is a real dump,’ Valia said. ‘No wonder he’s bitter.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he left a spell book somewhere,’ Neurion said. ‘That would surely include the spell he has cast on us. And even if it hasn’t, then we might get an idea of the themes and inspirations behind it from the spells in the book.’ 
 
    ‘What you suggest could take years of deep study to come up with,’ Archimegadon said from his comfortable seat. 
 
    ‘It might take that long,’ Neurion said, ‘but we may have no other option.’ 
 
    The mage rose to his feet. ‘Bah! Nonsense. This spell is nothing more than the suggestion of a mad old man. We’ll be out of here in no time. There probably isn’t a trap at all.’ He glared at the fireplace, which was cheerfully heating the house to extremes. ‘It’s awfully stuffy in here.’ 
 
    Archimegadon picked his way across the floor, which was full of all sorts of rubbish, some of which had been put there by the mage’s three companions in their search for any useful books. Finally reaching the door, Archimegadon opened it to let some air in. And shut it immediately. 
 
    ‘What are you doing, Sir Mage?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing at all,’ Archimegadon replied, edging away from the door. 
 
    ‘Open it, it’s boiling in here,’ Valia said. ‘We’ll die from roasting otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘I like the heat,’ Archimegadon said, folding his arms. 
 
    Valia skipped through the rubbish and pushed Archimegadon aside. ‘Get out of the way. We need air in here.’ 
 
    She opened the door and gasped as the pine forest opened up before her. No clearing, no stream, no giant mushroom… just trees. 
 
    ‘I think we might just be cursed,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I hadn’t realised.’ 
 
    ‘For the benefit of the others,’ Valia said with a glare. 
 
    ‘This poses no problem,’ Neurion said. ‘We already knew we were.’ 
 
    ‘Neurion, an entire forest has appeared outside!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Doesn’t that bother you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s magic,’ Neurion replied, shrugging. ‘We’ll just have to make do.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think you fully appreciate the power behind magic of this sort,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This is… well, it is very clever, I have to say. Something like this would have taken years and years of careful spell-weaving! But this does mean that we have to overcome Mesellanillian’s curse. If you know how to, then please feel free to share your idea.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘But don’t worry, I’ll find something useful in here.’ 
 
    ‘Just be sure you do,’ Archimegadon said. He wandered back over to the chair. ‘How is this search for books going anyway?’ 
 
    Neurion had his head deep in a particularly spacious cupboard, and his voice was muffled and echoed slightly as he responded. ‘I think that there’s a bunch of books in here, Master Archimegadon. Let me just see…’ 
 
    Neurion emerged, and he lugged out a pile of thick papers that had been tied together with string that was on the verge of collapse. Neurion dumped it on a table and blew over it, causing a hurricane of dust to whirl into the air. Valia waved it out of the way while Neurion sneezed, and leant over the pile. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s see what you have here,’ she said. ‘This writing is terrible. Old man, you probably write like this. What do you make of it?’ 
 
    Archimegadon pushed her out of the way with the Staff of Antagules. ‘Silence, knave. While you are incorrect insofar as my handwriting is concerned, this is indeed illegible. However, I can make out some of it.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘I’m a little wary of touching this, though. It hasn’t been bound together very well.’ 
 
    ‘I guess that our thousand-year-old sorcerer is a little useless in some areas,’ Valia said. ‘I mean, he did spend fifty years growing a mushroom.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Archimegadon said, kneeling to get a closer look. ‘Let me see. Mesellanillian’s Book of Spells to Ensnare the Unwary Traveller. That should just about solve our problems, I think.’ He smiled. ‘The man really was senile.’ 
 
    Archimegadon opened the first page and the entire stack of papers burst into dust. What had been a hurricane of dust became a maelstrom, and Archimegadon, Neurion and Valia were forced to retreat to a safe distance. Obdo had dozed off and noticed none of this. The remains of the book flew out of the door or into the fireplace, and soon the air was clear. 
 
    ‘Good work, mage,’ Valia said, scowling. ‘That was our solution, you idiot!’ 
 
    ‘Neurion pulled that thing out of the cupboard!’ Archimegadon said. ‘He must have weakened it! All I did was open one page!’ 
 
    ‘Never mind,’ Neurion said quickly. ‘It’s gone. There’s nothing we can do about it now.’ 
 
    ‘That’s precisely why I’m angry,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Did you catch any words?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘The first page was blank,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Great,’ Valia said. ‘More time wasted.’ 
 
    ‘That Mesellanillian is becoming an intense pain,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’m going to check upstairs. Perhaps the loon kept his diaries close at hand, if he kept any at all. He strikes me as too lazy for such work.’ 
 
    ‘He wrote all that magic stuff,’ Valia said. ‘Now he’ll have to rewrite it, thanks to you.’ 
 
    ‘Good, I hope he dies from the ink fumes,’ Archimegadon said, taking a step up the staircase, and pondering to himself if such a fate was even possible.  
 
    ‘Don’t bring the house down on our heads, mage,’ Valia called to him. 
 
    ‘I am sorely tempted, knight.’ 
 
    Mesellanillian’s room was virtually unused, and various giant spiders had taken up residence there, filling all available space with cobwebs. The spiders gathered together and glared at Archimegadon with hundreds of dark little eyes. Archimegadon took one look at the upstairs and ventured back downstairs again. 
 
    ‘There are giant spiders,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Great,’ Valia said. ‘Just what we need. Well, no worries. I have my legendary glaive to deal with them.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, is it magical?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Valia replied. She held it out for them to look at, and to Archimegadon’s eye it did indeed appear to have been lovingly crafted. The shaft had faint carvings of soldiers fighting intermixed with runes, while the blade had decorative (yet potentially impractical) patterns along the sharp edge. ‘It was used in one of the old founding wars of Valanthas. It’s called Uldraxios.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was getting a little irritated that there were all these impressive names being bandied about. Soon enough he would have to devise a greater name for himself, or he was going to fall behind. Then again, he could simply steal Uldraxios for himself. 
 
    ‘You’re using a historical artefact to fight?’ Obdo asked, waking up suddenly and unsettling all the dust that come to rest on him. He sneezed. 
 
    ‘It’s as sharp as the day it was forged,’ Valia replied. ‘Well, what does everyone think? Time to show these spiders how powerful we are as a group?’ 
 
    ‘How big are these giant spiders?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    Archimegadon held his hand at about waist height. 
 
    ‘Giant spiders?’ Obdo repeated. ‘What are you all going on about?’ 
 
    ‘If we want to search the upstairs bedroom, we are going to have to clear out the current residents,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘They happen to be large spiders.’ 
 
    ‘That’s going to get a little sticky,’ Obdo said, looking at his club. ‘There’ll be spider juices everywhere if I have to splat them with my club.’ 
 
    ‘That was a thought I didn’t really want to consider,’ Valia said. Neurion looked to have taken it rather worse, from the slight green shade he’d gone, though he made no comment on it. 
 
    ‘Come on, we shall burn them down,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We are four adventurers! They cannot hope to defeat us!’ 
 
    Nobody decided to dispute this, but not out of faith in the statement. Archimegadon led from the back, since he needed to keep at a distance in order to cast spells without interruption. Or so he said, anyway. Neurion and Obdo were at the front, while Valia, wielding her long glaive, stuck herself in the middle. They ascended the stairs and took up positions in front of the web fortress. 
 
    There was a moment of calm before the battle, in which the spiders and the companions sized up their foes. The spiders didn’t look all that impressed, but then they didn’t have the capacity to display any emotions, so from that perspective it was alright. However, the spiders were thinking that their opponents looked a little rubbish, which was a fair point really. 
 
    Then battle was joined as Archimegadon fired off a flamebolt, which missed and burnt away a small portion of the web wall. Neurion started to cast his Spell of Holy Fury while Obdo splatted a spider and its gooey innards drenched everyone within a few feet. Valia, who was now dripping with ooze, slashed out irritably and took down another spider, while Neurion reached the closing stage of his spell and looked up. 
 
    Unfortunately Obdo, who had lunged forward to strike a spider between its many eyes, was in the way, and Neurion’s sword lashed out at the Thug for Hire. Gathering his wits in a flash Neurion wrenched the sword so that he only struck Obdo with the flat of the blade, but it was powerful enough a strike to daze the farmhand. 
 
    Obdo crashed to the ground as another flamebolt hit a spider full in the face and made it sneeze. Valia’s glaive slashed it apart moments later, while Neurion’s Holy Fury spell took him into the fray properly at last, and the sword sliced apart many an arachnid foe. Archimegadon divided his flamebolts between the webs and the spiders, not entirely by design, while Valia took up the duty of removing Obdo from the front lines. She leant him against the wall and turned back to the spiders. 
 
    Neurion’s sword had now started spinning in circles, and, from what Archimegadon could make out on Neurion’s whirling face, the paladin was starting to feel a little ill. Spider goo was flying everywhere, but more and more spiders were emerging from the web fortress. Hundreds of tiny spiders started to drop from the ceiling all over Valia and Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Blaah!’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Aagh, retreat!’ Archimegadon said, turning tail and running.  
 
    Valia offered no arguments on this point, grabbing Obdo and tugging him down the stairs. Neurion spun about for a few seconds and then the light around his sword died out. He stumbled this way and that and then reached the stairs. Valia and Archimegadon rushed back to get him and they caught him as he fell.  
 
    The spiders did not relent on their enraged chase, and Obdo woke from his daze to see the spider hordes approaching at full speed. He let out a yell and disappeared out the door. Archimegadon followed, with Valia and Neurion hot on his heels. Once they were all outside Archimegadon turned to shut the door on the spiders, only to find that there was no door and no house.  
 
    Only pine trees remained. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell,’ Obdo said. ‘We’re really lost now.’ 
 
    ‘That went well,’ Valia said, wiping some of the remaining goo from her arms. ‘I hate spiders.’ 
 
    ‘For once I must agree,’ Archimegadon said, before letting out a yell as a giant spider crept over his shoulder. 
 
    Obdo, Neurion and Valia dived behind trees while Archimegadon did the only thing he could think of at such short notice. He fell backwards, putting all of his weight on the spider. With a horrendous yet highly satisfying splatch noise the spider erupted into a spray of yellow, pink and black goo, which left a quite impressive pattern on the forest floor. 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds, and then Archimegadon coughed and wiped spider filth from his robes and hands. Neurion ventured out first, closely followed by Valia and Obdo. 
 
    ‘They’re all gone, right?’ Neurion asked. ‘No more hiding on people’s backs?’ 
 
    ‘Nope,’ Valia replied, and Obdo shook his head.  
 
    They sat down miserably and Archimegadon poked at the ground with the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘These robes are ruined,’ he said, ‘and we’ll never find a tailor shop for me to replace them.’ 
 
    ‘I just hope we can find a stream or something so we can at least drink,’ Valia said. ‘And especially so we can wash! That spider filth is going to stink like hell in an hour or so.’ 
 
    ‘It stinks like hell now,’ Obdo said. 
 
    The companions lay back and all looked very sad at their predicament. 
 
    ‘Are we ever going to get out of this forest?’ Obdo asked after five minutes had passed. 
 
    ‘I’ll let you know,’ Valia replied, staring up at the distant treetops. 
 
    ‘How are we even going to tell what direction we’re going in?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Easily solved,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Climb up a tree and look for those big white mountains above the Forest of Nalius. That is sort of north from where we were. If we’re still there, we should be able to see them.’ He coughed. ‘I mean you should, Obdo. Get climbing.’ 
 
    ‘I’d argue, but it beats lying here,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Obdo climbed the nearest tree, taking the opportunity to scrape some of the hardening spider goo off his clothes. Climbing was not one of his fortes, but sheer desperation kept him going, and despite the fact he’d never really climbed a tree before, he managed to eventually make his way to the very highest point of the tree. Above the trees it was cloudy and had reached sunset, so that the clouds appeared to be burning in the distance. While that at least told him that they were still heading south for the moment, it did not tell him much else, for there were no mountains or landmarks of any variety to tell him where they were. 
 
    ‘Any luck?’ Archimegadon asked as Obdo arrived near the bottom of the tree and fell the last two feet. 
 
    ‘We’re still going south,’ Obdo replied, pointing from where he had landed on his backside. ‘Or was it that way?’ He looked in the opposite direction and pursed his lips. ‘Uh… well, there’s no mountains, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Impossible!’ Archimegadon said. ‘There must be something.’ 
 
    ‘I’m telling you, there’s nothing,’ Obdo said. ‘Just a bunch of clouds overhead. Red sky, so a good sign for tomorrow, I think.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care whether the weather will be fine!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You’re welcome, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘You can climb the tree next time.’ 
 
    ‘It would serve us better. Which way is south?’ 
 
    ‘Pass.’ 
 
    Archimegadon rapped on Obdo’s head with the Staff of Antagules. ‘Let’s go in the first direction he pointed and see where it takes us.’ 
 
    ‘First, let’s test that we aren’t going in circles,’ Neurion said, drawing his sword. He slashed at the tree Obdo had climbed and marked an X. ‘I hope we never see this mark again.’ 
 
    Archimegadon took the lead, and the companions ventured off into the endless forests. As the journey wore on Archimegadon’s mind turned to the two thousand relorans waiting for him in Aldrack. Out of anger at that setback he had refused to even look at the amulet Sen Delarian had told him to deliver, but now he pondered what it was. For a start, wasn’t Bartell trying to get all the magical items out of Aldrack? Oh well, that didn’t matter to him. 
 
    Besides, all of that only mattered if he was able to escape the trap by Mesellanillian. It looked to him as though they were heading pretty straight anyway, at least. 
 
    That was when he saw the X again. 
 
    ‘Oh great,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Circles it is.’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry!’ Neurion said. ‘We’ll just have to tie a rope to the tree and head straight. So long as we have the rope we will be able to see if we are veering off course.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but nobody has any rope,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘We could scrape a line in the earth,’ Neurion said. ‘Same theory.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea, let’s do it,’ Valia said.  
 
    They set about carrying out this plan, but every time they started to draw a line the soil fell back together automatically, or pine needles dropped from overhead and concealed their lines. Obdo suggested sticking twigs up at intervals and following that method, but whenever they tried that the twigs were mysteriously sucked underground. 
 
    After trying seven variations of the same plan Archimegadon and the others sat down and sulked. There was a flash and Mesellanillian appeared, looking a little flushed but cheerful. He cast his gaze over each of them in turn and grinned. They all scowled back at him. 
 
    ‘Not having much luck here?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No thanks to you,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Too bad,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘You really messed up my home, you know. Those spiders have gone crazy.’ 
 
    ‘Your storage stinks too,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘And your magic book just fell apart,’ Valia said. ‘Is that any way to treat your own writing?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Well, I had a suspicion that people might try to find out about my curse, so I popped a little spell on it to stop anyone but me from peeking. And what do you know? I guess it worked.’ 
 
    ‘Leaves you in the lurch for future cursing, though,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t use that book anyway,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘I have the main copy in my bedroom.’ 
 
    ‘How do you sleep, with all those spiders there?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Terribly!’ Mesellanillian replied, and he cackled at his own joke. 
 
     Archimegadon cleared his throat. ‘Well, you’ve done a good job with this spell. We’re all quite lost.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, about that,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Since I like you all a tiny bit, I thought I’d help you out.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you’re going to lift the curse?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘No, sadly,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘I don’t really know how, per se. I know how you can break it, of course, since Vortagenses did it. The swine.’ 
 
    ‘Could you tell us how?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Mesellanillian replied, and Valia had to restrain Archimegadon before he attempted to throttle the sorcerer. ‘No, you’re quite the interesting bunch. I want to see if you can solve this problem.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘Things get a little boring by yourself for a thousand years. This is the most fun I’ve ever had.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet,’ Obdo said. ‘So what are you actually going to do to return the favour?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to give you a hint,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘A clue. A torch to light your way.’ 
 
    ‘Go on, then,’ Archimegadon said, fed up of waiting. 
 
    ‘Well, no matter which direction you go in, you’re going to end up going in a circle within a very small radius,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Now that you’re out of the clearing, anyway. The first bit of the curse is my favourite… the whole disappearing clearing bit!’ Everyone glared at him. ‘I suppose you didn’t appreciate it all that much. Oh well. Anyway, the clue… and here it is! Only Vortagenses was clever enough to reverse the spell. I’ll be watching.’ He disappeared with a flash. 
 
    ‘That stupid imbecilic old corpse!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Valia said. ‘He said he was going to watch, you idiot.’ 
 
    ‘She’s right, you know,’ Mesellanillian’s disembodied voice rang out. 
 
    ‘Oops,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That was the worst hint I’ve ever heard,’ Neurion said. ‘He already told us about Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘So what can we do?’ Obdo asked. ‘Maybe we should climb the trees and hop between them, using the stars and the sun as guidance.’ 
 
    ‘It’s an idea,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘No, it would be simpler than that,’ Valia said. ‘Can you imagine the warrior mage Vortagenses climbing trees and jumping between them?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    Archimegadon frowned. Things were starting to click together in his mind. A faint shadow of an idea… 
 
    ‘Perhaps Vortagenses cut down the entire forest,’ Obdo said. ‘That would make it easy to see where he’d been.’ 
 
    ‘They would grow back,’ Mesellanillian informed him from the ether. 
 
    ‘So that rules that one out,’ Obdo said. ‘I don’t know. Sir Mage, why don’t you flatten the forest with your magic?’ 
 
    ‘Let me think,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘That can only spell trouble,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘You’re right!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Absolutely right!’ 
 
    Valia took a step back. ‘No need to overdo it.’ 
 
    ‘No, no,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Come on. Follow me.’ 
 
    He strode off and the others followed, but suddenly Archimegadon started to veer left. Obdo was surprised to notice this, since they had been certain that they were going straight ahead every other time. Archimegadon either didn’t notice or didn’t care, for he kept going, and Valia and Neurion looked a little concerned. 
 
    ‘What are you doing, old man?’ Valia asked. 
 
    There was a sudden crash and a green barrier appeared behind them and shattered, its shards drifting harmlessly to the ground. They heard a yell and Mesellanillian appeared before them, looking furious. 
 
    ‘How?’ he asked. ‘How could you do it so quickly? Vortagenses at least spent the night here! This is… it’s an outrage, I tell you!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Valia said. ‘What’s going on? Did we escape?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed we did,’ Archimegadon replied, and he smirked at Mesellanillian. ‘I have outwitted you, oaf.’ 
 
    ‘Damn you!’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Next time I’m not giving away any hints, I promise you!’ 
 
    ‘So what was it?’ Neurion asked. ‘How did you break the spell, Master Archimegadon?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been discussing it all day,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Valia had it right when she said that thinking was the problem. We were all thinking, and that is what led us away from the simple truth.’ He spread his arms. ‘I, my friends, was so stupid that I was clever. We know that Mesellanillian here likes poor jokes. Obdo said we were too stupid to come up with a bad pun, but the sorcerer was able to, weren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh shut up,’ Mesellanillian replied. 
 
    ‘Get on with it,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘He gave it all away with his clue,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It was all a prank. He said we’d go in a circle if we followed a certain direction, and then said, no doubt believing himself very clever and funny, that only Vortagenses was able to reverse the spell. Well I reversed it too. I went in a circle, and we ended up travelling in a straight line. The spell only covered a small area… we broke through the barrier soon after.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, how ridiculous,’ Valia said. ‘Only one other person figured that out?’ 
 
    ‘Vortagenses had a bad sense of humour too,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘I never reckoned on your stupidity. I hope I never see you all again.’ 
 
    ‘The feeling is mutual,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Be off with you. Begone.’ 
 
    ‘I could curse you again,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘You don’t know any other curses though, do you?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I saw the very first page of your supposed book, and it was blank. The book was set to fall apart to conceal your own incompetence. This was your only trick, and from the looks of it you must have spent centuries on it! That’s why you’re so miffed.’ He tapped a finger on his chin. ‘Although admittedly I liked all the little touches. The whole empty horizon thing was nice.’ 
 
    If the sorcerer had listened to this comment, he didn’t show it. ‘You win this time, Archimegadon,’ Mesellanillian said, and he faded away into the air. 
 
    ‘Good riddance to him too,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now then, shall we head onwards?’ 
 
    ‘Thankfully, we can now,’ Valia replied. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve: Outskirts of Dusk 
 
      
 
    With the pesky sorcerer Mesellanillian Altabranorius out of the way, the companions’ journey through the Forest of Nalius was not too eventful. Archimegadon was very proud indeed of his victory over the curse, and for a long time he ensured that the rest of the party knew it. Eventually Obdo grew as fed up of the mage’s gloats as Valia, and Archimegadon was forced into silence for the last day of the voyage. 
 
    ‘I’m bored of all this traipsing about,’ Obdo said on the third afternoon of their journey. ‘It’s been a week since I left the farm, and I bet my cousin has pillaged all my stuff by now.’ 
 
    ‘You should have thought of that when you signed up for this quest,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Five relorans ought to cover the losses and then some,’ Obdo said. ‘But still… it’s the principle of the thing, you know? 
 
    ‘Thankfully, my relatives have never robbed me,’ Valia said, ‘so I wouldn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a point,’ Obdo said. ‘We don’t know very much about you, Miss Harpy. What were you up to before all this kicked off?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know anything about you either, farm boy,’ Valia replied. ‘I intend to keep it that way, and I suggest you return the favour.’ 
 
    Obdo pondered it for a moment. ‘No, I want to know. What were you doing until now?’ 
 
    ‘I am a Knight of the Order of Endless Skies,’ Valia replied. ‘I trained and then was posted in and around Aldrack for a few years, until I was put under the command of the High Captain of Melethas, who in turn is under the command of Lord Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, your master,’ Obdo said to Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Bah,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I did a quest for him. He owes me a big favour. That’s where it ends. He is certainly not my master, Obdo. Why, the man has no knowledge of the magical arts! Mages do not learn from non-magic people.’ 
 
    ‘Sir Mage, you only know one spell,’ Obdo said. ‘I bet even Lord Bartell knows more.’ 
 
    ‘He most certainly does not,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Bartell hired you?’ Valia asked, looking disgusted at the very thought. 
 
    ‘He did indeed, milady,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘To flummox the Dusk Alliance, no less. He required me to deliver an amulet to Sen Delarian without letting them steal it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care about the mission,’ Valia said. ‘I just wonder why he would hire you, of all people.’ 
 
    ‘I am a Mage for Hire,’ Archimegadon said, drawing himself up. ‘I offer the best service for miles around. No doubt he heard of my reputation.’ 
 
    ‘Bartell’s no fool,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Well, it wasn’t Lord Bartell himself who hired me,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It was Elsim Redrock, his clerk.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know him,’ Valia said. ‘The closest person to Lord Bartell I’ve dealt with is my superior, Sir Mortyn, though Bartell does sit in on the knighting ceremonies. What I do know is that Bartell became a hero thirty years back, when Valanthas was at war with Tel Ariel. You remember the necromancer, right? A few years after the war Bartell was made a general and later granted lordship of Aldrack in return for his services.’ 
 
    ‘A necromancer, Obdo,’ Neurion said. ‘And he didn’t get a very good reception. So just you watch it in future. There isn’t a future, you see, in necromancy.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but he ruled an entire army,’ Obdo said. ‘That doesn’t sound too shabby to me.’ 
 
    ‘Tel Ariel was burnt to death over the period of three days,’ Valia said, ‘by the mages of Valanthas. It took three great battles to get to that stage, too, and defeating him when he turned into a Bone Dragon – it was the Bone Dragon’s possibly-living bone-corpse that they burned. Your friend, Sen Delarian, was one of the mages who finally took him down. Sen’s one of the most respected mages in the country. Didn’t expect him to end up in Melethas. Well, I hope you were respectful when you delivered the amulet.’ 
 
    ‘You listened after all,’ Archimegadon said, a little surprised. ‘Yes, I was perfectly respectful, as he was to me, I might add. Quite right too. It isn’t often that pen-pushers get to meet mages who quest for a living.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, even without his service in the Tarmunath war, Delarian did a lot of questing years back,’ Valia said. ‘He killed off a gargantuan demon overseas when some Valanthians were looking for a new home and opened a demon’s nest by accident. He also quested with Bartell, before Bartell joined the army.’ 
 
    ‘Whoa, everyone is an adventurer,’ Obdo said. ‘How could I have missed out on this way of life?’ 
 
    ‘You were necromancing,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes,’ Obdo said, nodding. ‘I was so close to making an army when you ruined my plans, Archimegadon! If only I hadn’t hired you to defeat my demon everything would have gone smoothly.’ 
 
    ‘Well, indeed,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You were clearly complacent.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes you act like he really was a necromancer,’ Valia said to Neurion. 
 
    ‘Don’t be tricked by his foolish exterior,’ Neurion said. ‘Within him beats a heart of darkness.’ 
 
    ‘Terrible, isn’t it?’ Obdo said. ‘Can’t help what you’re born with, though.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes we cannot choose our demise either,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Neurion, I think it may be time…’ Archimegadon began. 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ Neurion said. ‘He still has a chance at redemption.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    Their wanderings took them to the edge of the trees, and light greeted them like a great wall of magic power, blinding them and making their eyes water. Days in the forest had done little for their day vision. Once they had become accustomed to the light again they beheld a small valley, and there, filling the very centre, was a great wooden construction crawling with little figures moving this way and that. Bridges spanned great gaps between rickety towers, smoke rose from forges and armed soldiers manned the walls. 
 
    This was the less-than-subtle base of the Dusk Alliance. 
 
    ‘We made it,’ Neurion said. ‘Our enemy stands before us.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said, feeling a little ill. This was no regular thieves’ base. It was a fortress, and it looked as though the Dusk Alliance was arming itself for war. He had fooled himself into thinking that this thief alliance might be fairly small in scale, despite the threat they posed, but from the look of things sneaking in would be a bigger problem than anticipated. 
 
    ‘Question,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Go ahead,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘How are we going to get in, kill their assassin leader and get out again unharmed?’ Obdo asked. ‘Just a thought. Security looks kinda tight.’ 
 
    ‘That’s no problem for us!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘We couldn’t beat a bunch of spiders,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Minor hiccup,’ Neurion said. ‘This time I will not have you in my way when I cast the Spell of Holy Fury. With that alone I could defeat the entire base.’ 
 
    ‘I hope we don’t have to rely on that,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Why don’t we just burn it down?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘If it was that easy then Lord Bartell would be here with an army of knights,’ Valia replied. ‘Our target is Akarith. She’s the foundation of this entire thing. Without her they’re just a bunch of thieves and mercenaries out for themselves. That’s why only a band of adventurers was sent to deal with this. We cannot afford to scare Akarith off. We need her dead, not alive to fight another day.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not really all that comfortable with killing people,’ Obdo said. ‘Can’t we just capture her or…’ 
 
    ‘Silence, oaf!’ Archimegadon said. ‘You’re a Thug for Hire, not a weakling! This is how life goes when you take up the sword… or club, or whatever weapon you choose. Did you miss out on the last war?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, since it was before I was born,’ Obdo replied. ‘I guess that was the one against Tel Ariel. I forget these things. Why, were you there?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed I was,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Albeit not as a mage, in those days.’ He frowned. ‘Nor as a soldier, really. I delivered food and all sorts to troops.’ 
 
    ‘So you took the coward’s job?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Armies cannot function without food,’ Valia cut in. ‘Cargo transports are big targets, too. Wagon runners were brave people.’ She glared at Archimegadon. ‘I cannot see you being a wagon runner.’ 
 
    ‘Ever a charmer,’ Archimegadon said. ‘However, that was back in my handyman days. I was indeed a wagon runner, delivering to people all across Valanthas. They even sent things to attack us.’ His conversational tone faded a bit at this last comment. 
 
    ‘I’m surprised you don’t have more backbone, old man,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Bah, you don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Archimegadon said, looking surprisingly irritated. ‘But my handyman days are over. I am Archimegadon, Mage for Hire, not some useless, gullible fool.’ 
 
    ‘Uh… anyway, the thieves,’ Valia said, changing subject quickly. ‘Yes, Obdo, we do have to kill Akarith. She has committed treason by raising an army against the King, and rulers rarely forgive that sort of thing.’ 
 
    Neurion blinked. ‘Does anyone get the feeling that we’re being watched?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Just me, I guess,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Right, let’s have a look at this base,’ Valia said, searching through her backpack and pulling out a little spyglass. She lay down on her stomach at the edge of the forest and looked through. ‘Akarith will probably have a big central building to act as her quarters. Knowing our luck, her real quarters will probably be underground well out of sight and reach.’ 
 
    ‘The way of thieves,’ Neurion said, hiding out of sight with the others behind a tree next to Valia. 
 
    ‘It’s something to look for, anyway,’ Valia said, ducking behind the tree to join the others. ‘We need to somehow find out where Akarith is. Who here could disguise themselves in order to fool these thieves?’ She looked at them all expectantly. 
 
    ‘Ah, well here’s the problem, Valia,’ Archimegadon replied, feeling very happy indeed. ‘The three of us were ambushed by Felick Broadblade and some of his men – the Barkers, did you call them? - in Salien. Therefore, it would be far, far too risky for one of us to adopt any sort of disguise. We would be spotted in an instant.’ 
 
    ‘Broadblade was imprisoned, you claimed,’ Valia said. ‘And his group is called Broadblade’s Breakers.’ 
 
    ‘By the Salien guards,’ Archimegadon said with a laugh. ‘A mercenary would break his way out of there within a matter of minutes.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been to Salien,’ Valia said, her eyes narrowed. ‘You might be right.’ 
 
    ‘But who of us four would be able to go in, then?’ Neurion asked. He was having trouble with numbers, but Valia probably didn’t realise to judge by the look she gave him. 
 
    ‘I am a noble knight,’ she said. ‘Such scum would notice that I was out of place.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll fit right in,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You can pretend to be a thief and sign up. Within minutes they will accept you into the very centre of their operation.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re being a little optimistic here, old man.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all!’ Archimegadon gestured at Uldraxios, which was leaning against another tree. ‘Offer the glaive as something they could auction off to one of their rich clients in Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not giving up this glaive,’ Valia said, grabbing it and hugging it to herself. ‘It’s a family heirloom! It’s the only thing I own that is actually worth something.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be able to buy something else,’ Archimegadon said, raising an eyebrow. ‘You have five relorans, for heaven’s sake! Besides, if we’re going to destroy this operation, we can just steal it back! It isn’t stealing if it’s from thieves, remember?’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t anywhere in my training,’ Valia replied. 
 
    ‘He’s right, you know,’ Obdo said to Valia. ‘There’s going to be rich pickings in there!’ 
 
    ‘All magical items are to be given into the hands of the Mage Schools,’ Neurion said. ‘Only Orgus Alhamis and the mages of Valanthas will be able to decide what needs to be done with these artefacts.’ 
 
    ‘Only who?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Orgus Alhamis,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Head of the Order of Mages, you imbecile!’ 
 
    ‘Wow, you actually know something,’ Valia said with a wry smile. 
 
    ‘I have a certificate signed by him personally,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘It probably isn’t actually signed by him, you know,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘What isn’t signed?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘He’s talking about his Mage School certificate he got when he “passed” his course,’ Valia replied. ‘Right, old man?’ 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We were talking about you becoming a thief, anyway. It will be entirely necessary for the success of our mission.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have to sneak in using a disguise, you know,’ Valia said. ‘That was just one suggestion. And I bet you were planning on having me do the assassination by myself too.’ 
 
    ‘Now, Valia, be reasonable,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You three have to earn your pay too!’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘We would never have escaped Mesellanillian’s curse without my help!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t have been caught in it without you either!’ 
 
    ‘Bah, that is entirely irrelevant,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Can we get on with this?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Archimegadon replied, glaring at Valia. ‘The basic bottom line is that Valia will have to disguise herself as a thief and infiltrate the enemy base. Once she has scouted it out she shall return here to report on the layout, and we shall then plan our attack accordingly. Of course, should an opportunity to defeat Akarith present itself beforehand, then it will be up to Valia to take this opportunity.’ 
 
    ‘Good plan,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Valia just looked at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon gestured at her with the Staff of Antagules. ‘Get going! There’s a mission to be carried out.’ 
 
    ‘I am not doing all your work, old man,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘I was assigned leader,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now do as you’re told.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Yes!’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Neurion, explain to her,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Come on, Valia,’ Neurion said. ‘The rest of us are known to the Dusk Alliance.’ 
 
    ‘To a handful of them,’ Valia said. ‘And stupid ones, it sounds.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you summon a great fire to burn the place down?’ Obdo asked Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘You oaf, I want to be sure to kill Akarith,’ Archimegadon lied. ‘If I used such a vast spell, we would never be able to see if the assassin was dead.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but the Dusk Alliance would be finished,’ Obdo said, shrugging. 
 
    ‘We weren’t hired to destroy the Dusk Alliance,’ Archimegadon said. ‘As such. We are here to defeat their leader.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve already been paid,’ Obdo said. ‘Let’s just destroy everything and move on.’ 
 
    ‘Silence, oaf!’ Archimegadon kicked Obdo for good measure. ‘Now then, Valia, disguise yourself and head in.’ 
 
    Valia looked from the Dusk Alliance base to Archimegadon and the other two. For a few seconds there was some defiance in her eyes, and then she wilted. She rested Uldraxios against a tree and folded her arms. 
 
    ‘Very well, mage,’ she said. ‘I know that I cannot place the fate of Aldrack in your hands. Nor Obdo’s.’ 
 
    ‘What about me?’ Neurion asked, looking hopeful. 
 
    ‘You’re stupider than them both!’ Valia replied. ‘But less corrupt, at least.’ 
 
    ‘How unfair,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘This is our only real way to proceed, I suppose, given what we have to work with,’ Valia said. ‘But I am not going to be killing Akarith, you understand. I am going in, finding out the base structure and getting out.’ She pointed a finger in Archimegadon’s face. ‘Then you can do your job.’ 
 
    ‘I am doing it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now go and do yours. We will await your return.’ Although he didn’t await it with any relish. 
 
    ‘My travelling clothes should do for now without much changing,’ Valia said. ‘I should probably get rid of the signets and sigils of my order though. All I need to do is look a bit like a ruffian.’ 
 
    ‘Well, get on and disguise yourself,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Don’t stand there yammering about it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to make sure you earn every one of those five relorans you got,’ Valia said. ‘And if you don’t… well, I have influence, old man.’ 
 
    ‘Balls,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now begone. Away with you.’ 
 
    ‘I have half a mind to join them for real,’ Valia said with disgust. 
 
    * 
 
    And so it was that half an hour later Valia, Knight of Valanthas, found herself approaching the great base of the Dusk Alliance. She held Uldraxios tightly, possibly in the hope that it would fly her out if things went wrong. The thieves guarding the base’s entrance watched her with a certain amount of distrust, but at the same time they dismissed any threat since she was approaching their base without much sign of fear. Nobody sane would walk up to their base like this if they were an enemy. 
 
    Unfortunately, they had not reckoned on the insanity of Archimegadon. 
 
    Nor had Valia, who, it had to be said, was not in the best of moods. She knew that Archimegadon was probably watching, and it aggravated her to know that he was probably laughing at her this very moment. If not, then he was probably lazing about without a care in the world, which aggravated her even more. 
 
    She stopped before the gates of the Dusk Alliance’s base. Although the base had been built in a rush, the workmanship was quite competent, and Valia imagined that the gates would withstand some moderate bombardment. There was quite a noise from metalworking coming from within, and Valia pondered whether this Akarith was in fact creating an army to assault Aldrack. If that was the case, then it didn’t really bode well for her or her hopeless companions. 
 
    ‘Who the hell are you?’ one of the guards asked. 
 
    ‘My name is Valia,’ the knight replied. She had debated at length whether to assume a different name, but since it was possible that Neurion would have to disguise himself too at some point she had decided against it. There was no way she was going to trust Neurion to remember an alias. 
 
    ‘And what are you doing here?’ The guard looked to the other to see if he had asked the right question, but the other just shrugged. 
 
    ‘I am here to join you,’ Valia replied. 
 
    ‘You want to what?’ 
 
    ‘Join you,’ Valia replied. ‘I’m a mercenary too. I want to help out. This is the biggest organisation for miles around, and I want in.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well…’ The guard paused to think of what he was going to say. ‘Uh, that is… I guess we could do with another hand on deck.’ 
 
    ‘If this was a ship,’ the other guard added. 
 
    Valia sighed. It was like talking to her companions. ‘Great. What, is that it? Isn’t there an induction ceremony or anything?’ 
 
    The guards looked at each other. The first one scratched his slightly fuzzy chin. ‘Dunno. We’ve never had anyone coming here an’ asking to be let in.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, let her in,’ the other guard said. ‘Welcome to the Dusk Alliance, missy.’ 
 
    ‘Less of the missy, please,’ Valia said, her eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    ‘Ma’am,’ the guards said as one. 
 
    ‘Here, I’ll open the gate,’ the first guard said, leading her towards the grand gateway. 
 
    For a moment Valia thought she was going to have the huge doors opened for her, but it turned out that there was a tiny little door in one of them that the guard unlocked and shoved her through. The entire Dusk Alliance opened out before her. This was it. Valia was inside, in the heart of the enemy. With her doing the work, nothing could go wrong. In a way, Archimegadon had been right. 
 
    Valia smiled to herself and headed towards the central building. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You’re a real hero, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Then again, so am I. Hey ho.’ 
 
    ‘Silence, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You are spoiling my enjoyment of this knight-free area. Now be off with you.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll be fine,’ Neurion said, staring across at the Dusk Alliance base. ‘Look, she’s going in.’ 
 
    Archimegadon turned and watched the distant figure of Valia approach the gates, and Obdo joined him. ‘Akarith’s fate is sealed,’ the mage said. ‘This plan is perfect.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite,’ said a voice, and the three companions turned as one. They also, as one, saw the brief image of Felick Broadblade and several of his Breakers holding clubs before everything exploded into pretty light and then rather bemusing darkness. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen: Oops and Ouch 
 
      
 
    ‘Wake up, Ardon,’ the voice called. ‘Wake up.’ 
 
    ‘Gaah, what the…’ 
 
    Archimegadon tried to stand up but his hands slipped on rough sand. He glared and looked around, only to see that he was no longer near the Dusk Alliance base, nor was he inside it. He knew this place. He’d been here before. 
 
    It was one of the dream islands of Filikis. That is, what he assumed his mind thought the Isles of Filikis would look like, since he had never been there. 
 
    His legs got tangled in his robes and it took a few efforts to stand up. The medallion of the King banged against his chest and made him jump. He cast his eyes about, but there was no sign of the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘Good,’ the voice said. ‘Here, Ardon. By the waterfall.’ 
 
    Archimegadon turned away from the beach and its endless blue horizon and beheld the very same waterfall that he had approached before, although that time he had been wearing a crown. He stopped at the edge of the pool and looked up at the rocky outcrop from where the water was falling. Atop it stood the mirror image of himself, although the doppelganger was wearing Archimegadon’s old red robes. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s you, knave,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That spirit. Why am I here again? For that matter, am I actually here this time?’ 
 
    ‘You are here,’ Archimegashade replied. ‘As to where here is, it is not for me to tell.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because it annoys you more this way,’ Archimegashade replied. 
 
    ‘Bah, fool,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now let me go.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ the shade said. ‘I cannot do that. Not just yet.’ 
 
    ‘Say what you want to say and begone!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I cannot abide all this cryptic nonsense. You brought me here, so you can tell me why.’ 
 
    ‘It was a mere whim that brought you here,’ the shade replied. ‘Don’t make more of it than you must.’ 
 
    Archimegadon picked up a pebble and threw it at the Archimegashade. ‘Clear off, then! I haven’t got time for this. As far as I can remember I was just captured by that dull mercenary.’ 
 
    ‘Broadblade is irrelevant,’ the shade said, waving a hand and stopping the pebble in midair. ‘Your enemy is more powerful than you may realise, and he comes in many guises.’ 
 
    ‘My enemy?’ Archimegadon repeated. ‘I’m a Mage for Hire! I don’t have enemies.’ 
 
    ‘All of Valanthas has enemies,’ Archimegashade said. ‘The enemies of Valanthas are your enemies, and they grow in power with each passing moment.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I have to go back,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Otherwise Akarith will kill us and the Dusk Alliance will prevail.’ He paused. ‘Not that any of that matters to me, aside from saving myself of course.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’  
 
    The shade floated down from the waterfall and stood before Archimegadon. Close up, Archimegadon was able to admire how impressive a figure he cut. Valanthas’s foremost mage indeed! 
 
    ‘This is a pleasant place indeed,’ Archimegadon said, ‘but we are still wasting time. Send me back.’ 
 
    ‘No, there is more that must be said,’ the shade told him. ‘For a start, the Dusk Alliance are a distraction. They have been fooled, and their purpose served.’ 
 
    ‘What purpose?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘They just sold off magic items to the highest bidders.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but they didn’t realise something crucial,’ the shade said. ‘Although there were many names, there was only one buyer. The thieves found everything this enemy needed. The Dusk Alliance has served its purpose.’ 
 
    ‘I think you talk a lot of balls,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Well, you’d be wrong, then, wouldn’t you?’ the shade said. 
 
    Archimegadon tried to strike the shade with the Staff of Antagules, but annoyingly it wasn’t there in any physical sense. ‘Clear off. I won’t tell you again.’ 
 
    ‘The Dusk Alliance is a powerful organisation,’ the shade said. ‘They do have the occasional dolt, but for the most part they are a formidable force. However, you must destroy them and move on to what must follow.’ 
 
    ‘And what must follow?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You will see.’ 
 
    ‘I will s… now look, give me a proper explanation, you half-wit spirit fool!’ Archimegadon yelled, but already the air was shimmering and giving way to another scene, a darker scene. The Isles of Filikis disappeared… 
 
    * 
 
    …And Archimegadon was inside a small room with wooden walls that had apparently been put together with great haste, for half the nails were sticking out at angles and there were various holes, through which little daggers of light were stretching towards Archimegadon’s legs. As for the mage himself, he had apparently been stripped down to his underpants and a shirt, and his hands tied behind his back to a horizontal wooden pole. His feet had been tied to the pole too, and his efforts to free himself were naturally unsuccessful. He tried to cast a spell experimentally, but found himself unable to do so at all, and he suspected that the thieves had used some sort of anti-magic bindings. 
 
    ‘Damn this nonsense,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Enjoying yourself?’ asked a female voice behind him. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s quite splendid,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Now, if you’d just let me down, we can sort out this misunderstanding and nobody will need to get hurt.’ 
 
    The woman walked into view. Her clothes were non-descript, but she carried herself with a regal confidence and Archimegadon noticed that there were knives sheathed all over her. He only hoped that this was not who he thought it was. If it was, she was older than he had expected, although she did cut a fine figure all the same. 
 
    ‘I have to cheer for you, my Mage for Hire friend,’ the woman said. ‘It is impressive indeed that you managed to elude the Breakers on your way to Melethas. Broadblade had an awful time explaining his failure, I can tell you.’ 
 
    ‘He’s been back here for a while then?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Straight after he escaped from Salien,’ the woman replied. ‘He didn’t waste time going to Melethas. No need to cross paths with Sen Delarian, eh?’ 
 
    ‘But you seem to have made that mistake with me,’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    ‘Ah yes, you are indeed an enemy to be feared,’ the woman said. She stepped up to Archimegadon and ran a finger lovingly over his throat. ‘A pig, hung up for slaughter. You don’t scare me, mage. I have killed hundreds of self-important fools like you. Magic or no, your guts look the same when I spread them across the floor.’ She smiled at him. ‘Now where was I? Oh yes, the matter of Broadblade. He was certainly an idiot to let himself be outwitted like that. He suffered for that infraction. It is lucky for him that he captured you for me.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Archimegadon said. ‘However, I can assure you that my delivery of the amulet was in no way an insult directed towards yourself. We are both people who understand the value of money in Valanthas. Let us keep that understanding.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, old fool,’ the woman said. ‘Assassins are a much more noble breed than you and your mercenary brood. For one thing, successful assassins actually need skill to get by. Successful mercenaries and mages are thugs and wasters who got lucky.’ 
 
    ‘I will have you know that I myself have conquered a demon!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Would this be the creature known as the Shadow?’ the woman asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed so.’ 
 
    ‘So I am informed, it was the knight named Mortimyr and his friends, the mages Gelenn and Terrill, who dispatched that.’ The woman smiled. ‘Although you are reported to have been on the scene in some small part.’ 
 
    ‘I killed it, I tell you!’ Archimegadon said. ‘If your spies were in any way competent, they would have told you this.’ He paused to think. ‘For that matter, why were you spying on the demon?’ 
 
    ‘Demons can trouble thieves too, master mage,’ the woman replied. ‘And they aren’t all that common, I can tell you. Someone is up to something around Gale and Horan, and we of the Dusk Alliance shall need to suppress such activity if we are to continue our operations.’ 
 
    ‘You’re worried about someone making demons, eh?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Well, I am a Mage for Hire. Why not hire me to kill off whoever it is?’ 
 
    ‘Firstly, I don’t know who it is,’ the woman replied. ‘Secondly, you’re an idiot. I wouldn’t hire you to do my laundry.’ 
 
    Archimegadon eyed her clothes and laughed. ‘I don’t imagine anyone does it, to look at you.’ 
 
    ‘What about your robes, master mage?’ the woman asked. ‘They were covered in some sort of dried-up black goo that really stank.’ 
 
    The mage pursed his lips. ‘That was the fault of spiders. It was nothing at all to do with me. Besides, I intend to buy some splendid robes as soon as I reach Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, planning ahead, are you?’ the woman asked. ‘You might want to consider your options closer at hand. Of course, I’m not really sure what your options are. Delarian has what we want – namely, the Staff of Vortagenses. You got rid of it. This leaves you in an awkward position.’ 
 
    ‘Um… and what would that be?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you thwarted me,’ the woman replied. ‘I am Akarith, leader of this merry bunch. And since you have beaten me, I believe my only option now is to take revenge for this crime.’ 
 
    ‘A thief is complaining about crimes?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Rude to the last, Archimegadon,’ Akarith replied. ‘And it may indeed be the last.’ 
 
    Archimegadon paused in his retort to consider how things were now proceeding. This was indeed the woman he had been hired to kill, and not only was he in no position to kill her right now, but she was possibly about to kill him. Far from making two thousand relorans and a few bonus pickings along the way, he was possibly about to lose his life somewhat painfully. It was time to put his ingenuity to the test. 
 
    ‘Ah… well… I could give you some information… if you like,’ Archimegadon said, thinking on the spot (and finding it quite hard). 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Akarith asked with a smile. ‘Do tell.’ 
 
    ‘Well… it refers to my employer… Lord Bartell,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Since he did me over in a deal perhaps I need not be so loyal to him as he thinks.’ 
 
    ‘Did you over in a deal?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘He was going to pay me a thousand relorans for the delivery of the amulet,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘But… um… I never got paid.’ 
 
    ‘He is going to pay you double in Aldrack, though,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I read the letter in your pocket,’ Akarith replied. ‘I was testing you.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. But do you really think he is going to pay me when I get there?’ 
 
    ‘I highly doubt it,’ Akarith replied. ‘The rich never like to part with money. Except when it can be used to kill off their rivals. I should know.’ 
 
    ‘Well, quite,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But I should warn you now… Bartell’s forces are already on the move. He has an army heading here right now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, really? And I suppose I’d better get my forces moving far away.’ 
 
    ‘No, that wasn’t what I was going to suggest,’ Archimegadon said. As to what he was actually going to suggest, he didn’t know. In fact, he had no idea where this was going at all. But since he had started it, he decided to keep going. ‘Bartell is a bit angry with you. He has decided to lead as much of his standing army against you as he can muster. We are only a distraction, you see. A bungled effort to assassinate you while his actual forces move in to demolish you.’ 
 
    Akarith’s eyes flickered. ‘You are lying, mage. Although, admittedly, it would take a real idiot to send you against me.’ 
 
    Archimegadon mentally bowed his head to Neurion. 
 
    The assassin walked around the room a couple of times, spinning daggers idly in her hands. Suddenly she hurled them at the wall and they stuck in the centres of two knots of wood. ‘How many men, Archimegadon?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon hadn’t quite been prepared for this reaction. 
 
    ‘I asked you how many men he is sending!’ Akarith replied. ‘I want to know.’ 
 
    ‘Upwards of five hundred,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Upwards of a thousand, if he had any success with the King.’ 
 
    ‘The King?’ Akarith’s eyes darkened, and Archimegadon could no longer hold their gaze. 
 
    ‘Yes, the King,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Bartell went to the King for help.’ 
 
    ‘He thinks we’re that much of a risk?’ Akarith laughed. ‘But the King… that changes things. That could be more than merely problematic. Archimegadon, you will remember every detail of this for me. Every last one, you hear me? In the meantime, I have some arranging to do.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, milady,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I shall recall everything I know.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that won’t take long,’ Akarith said, her smile a little unstable. ‘Is… is the King himself coming?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so,’ Archimegadon replied. Better not to push a lie too far. 
 
    ‘Makes sense, old coward,’ Akarith said. ‘But if they were to deem me enough of a threat… bearing in mind what I tried before…’ 
 
    ‘Milady?’ 
 
    ‘Never you mind,’ Akarith replied. ‘You hang there and remember everything. I will return for you when everything is prepared. Make sure you know some good details, mage, or I may yet be unforgiving!’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Archimegadon said, bowing his head.  
 
    Akarith tugged the knives out of the wall and blew dust off them. She made a sound of irritation – perhaps the blades had scratched or blunted or something like that – and slipped out of the room, swinging the door shut behind her. 
 
    ‘Milady my arse,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Just you wait until these accursed bindings are gone, milady. Then we’ll have a real debate, I assure you.’ 
 
    It was very cold, Archimegadon suddenly realised. His fear had warmed him, but now the offending assassin had left he calmed down and the temperature dropped too. He could hear the vague sound of voices raised in command, and footfalls on unstable wooden floors surrounded him. Whether the base was usually this busy or whether this little lie had been quite successful Archimegadon did not know, but he felt a little amusement nonetheless. Thanks to him, Valia would probably have an easier time of it. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Bloody hell,’ Valia said under her breath, sitting by herself in the base’s tavern, which was a grotty little shack shoved under the cover of one of the mountains against which the base had been built. A multitude of unwashed thieves surrounded her, muttering in tongues or shouting, and all idiots. Much like Archimegadon, she was quite adept at finding hiding places for herself in plain sight in pubs and taverns. 
 
    Remaining unnoticed in crowds was rarely a problem for her, and at the moment it was no issue at all. Apparently, it seemed, an entire army was heading here, and the base had locked down. Guards were everywhere, and checks and double-checks had been implemented so that even going to the latrines required permission. All alcoholic drinks had been banned (drunk troops were no good to Akarith), and virtually all movement was being tracked at all times. 
 
    Whoever had sent that army on its way had really buggered Valia’s plan. 
 
    She only hoped that Archimegadon, Obdo and Neurion had not managed to foul things up on their end. Sitting in the forest and waiting for her was hardly a difficult task, though, but even those idiots could mess it up, she was sure. They would be waiting a long time, however; without the ability to do any searching, Valia was next to useless right now. 
 
    There was a loud noise at the bar, and Valia looked up. It was a red-bearded thug who looked more than a little annoyed. She smiled and leant back to enjoy the show. 
 
    ‘I don’t believe this!’ the thug said. ‘You try doing what I did today without having a celebratory drink.’ 
 
    ‘You can still have a bloody drink, Broadblade,’ the barman said. ‘But it’ll have to be water, eh?’ 
 
    Broadblade? Not Archimegadon’s notable mercenary friend? Valia sat back up and paid closer attention. 
 
    ‘Water?’ Felick spat. ‘I’ll have you know I defeated, in single combat, a bloody mage, that I did! And by heaven, I’ll have my drink! Or I’ll have it by hell!’ He waved a dagger at the barman. 
 
    ‘Hell is where we’ll both be if I serve you a drink, Broadblade,’ the barman said, apparently unfazed by Felick’s threat. ‘Akarith don’t take kindly to those who disobey her orders, eh? Now shut it.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you hear me?’ Felick poked the barman in the centre of his chest. ‘I beat a mage. A good mage. Maybe the best.’ 
 
    ‘Best my arse,’ the barman said. 
 
    ‘Oh aye, he was,’ Felick said. ‘Arkermechadon, I tell you. Mage for bloody Hire! A dark, evil mercenary, I tell you.’ 
 
    Valia went cold. Was Archimegadon dead? She didn’t like the man, but dead… 
 
    ‘What did you do?’ the barman asked. ‘Bet you went an’ killed him while he was fighting some dragon, eh? Snuck up behind like a good coward.’ 
 
    Felick scowled. ‘You watch your mouth, Prond. As long as you don’t serve real drinks, you can watch it. I took him down an’ brought him here. He’s probably chatting to our leader right now.’ Broadblade put a hand to his heart and bowed his head piously. 
 
    This was even worse! Archimegadon was probably, right now, telling Akarith that Valia was sneaking about right here in an effort to save his bony behind. Valia considered her options. She could continue this charade, in the hope that Archimegadon would do the right thing, or she could run away as quickly as possible. Which would be tough in itself, thanks to all the security that had slammed down on the base. She hoped that the security was nothing to do with Archimegadon. In any case, there was one option opening to her now. 
 
    ‘So if this Arkamekidun is the best mage ever, how did you outwit him?’ Prond was asking. 
 
    ‘I was able to dodge his spells, you see,’ Felick replied. ‘I’m the quickest bastard in the world.’ 
 
    ‘Not when it comes to thinking, eh?’ Prond asked. 
 
    ‘Bah, you’re no good for telling stories to,’ Felick said, dismissing Prond with a wave of his hand. ‘Get me some bloody water and hurry up about it.’ 
 
    ‘Say… Broadblade?’ Valia called. He looked round, and she smiled flirtatiously. ‘I’d looove to hear your story.’ 
 
    Felick looked astounded, and then he grinned. ‘Ah, make that two beers.’ He frowned. ‘Two waters, barman,’ he amended with a scowl. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen: Preparing for War 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon was fed up of hanging here, in this uncomfortable position. Somehow he had managed to doze off again despite the fact that it was immensely unpleasant here, but his reawakening had brought back exactly how painful it was. Perhaps it had even made it worse, since the comfort of sleep was so close to mind. 
 
    Well, what mattered was that he wanted to get out as quickly as possible. Whether Akarith believed his little story or not was hardly very pertinent since the idiot assassin had not come back for ages. Maybe she had forgotten he was even there. If so, that would work in his favour. What he needed to do now was get himself out of these bindings and then find the Staff of Antagules – if it hadn’t already been sold to some greedy over-rich man or woman… or the supposed single buyer that the shade had warned him about. 
 
    First things first. The shackles round his wrists. With his hands free, he would have an easier time getting rid of the ropes round his feet. Theoretically. Archimegadon pulled down on the shackles to test whether there was any give at all, but his hands didn’t seem overly eager to let him slide them through the bindings. 
 
    Next he tried to somehow get the ropes to come off the wooden pole, but that was similarly hopeless. Perhaps it would be best to free his feet first, then. A few attempted kicks later, Archimegadon sighed and gave up. 
 
    For the first time ever Archimegadon wished that Neurion, Obdo or Valia would turn up. Not that they were very dependable, but then once upon a time he had known friends who were dependable… right up to that last day. Fleeting images of that icy wasteland, the spires of silver light to his back, shot through his head. The trail of wagons… the explosions from atop the great altar… and then that slight whistle. That familiar whistle.  
 
    ‘Too busy playing the hero, Archie,’ Berus had said with the ghost of his old smile. ‘Just goes to show, eh? Finish the delivery for us, Archie. Please. So it wasn’t all for nothing…’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Berus,’ Archimegadon said, and the images disappeared.  
 
    ‘Talking to yourself, mage?’ Akarith asked, sliding into the room, and Archimegadon flinched as though she’d slapped him. ‘Has this imprisonment been that hard on you? Usually takes a bit more than that to drive our detainees mad. But then, you were already most of the way there.’ 
 
    ‘I was singing,’ Archimegadon lied. 
 
    ‘Tuneful as a dead rat,’ Akarith said. ‘Speaking of which, you might resemble one in more than just singing voice if you don’t give me answers that I like.’ 
 
    ‘Fire away, milady,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I won’t bother with the obvious threat there,’ Akarith said. ‘Even so, remember that your life is most certainly in peril right now. Why has Bartell decided to move against us?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know?’ Archimegadon asked with a frown. ‘Your magical items caused a fair bit of havoc in Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘One item,’ Akarith said. ‘A pub was damaged. The man in question was found to be a guard from Castle Aldrack, apparently mad enough to buy said item with the only money he had left. Executed soon after. Problem solved.’ 
 
    ‘There’s been more trouble than that,’ Archimegadon said, his voice a tad weak as he remembered Akarith tended to keep herself well-informed. 
 
    ‘No, there hasn’t,’ Akarith said. ‘I have people everywhere telling me everything, mage. If you aren’t lying, I suggest that you spit out whatever unpleasant knowledge you are hiding.’ 
 
    ‘Ah… well, it is a little embarrassing,’ Archimegadon said, wondering if perhaps somebody might come and rescue him at this opportune moment. He glared at the door but it refused to open and let his saviour through. 
 
    ‘What is embarrassing?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘Oh… well…’ Archimegadon let out a long sigh, as though he was very unwilling to let this information go. In the meantime, he tried to think of a suitable lie that would hoodwink this stupid assassin. 
 
    ‘Well what?’ Akarith asked. ‘By the heavens, mage, if you were any slower I would come back next week to hear your answer, if you would even have it ready by then.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon realised that he might have overstepped a touch. ‘Oh no, milady, it’s just… even despite telling you what I have… to break this bond of trust…’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it turns out Lord Bartell himself bought one of your items,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Bartell wouldn’t have the wits,’ Akarith said. ‘He’s a swordsman, not a thief. He plays by the rules.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he couldn’t play by the rules in the bedroom, if you understand,’ Archimegadon said with a wink. Silently he cursed this whole stupid act and wished some great lightning strike would blast Akarith on the spot. 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t surprise me,’ Akarith said with a shrug, although there was a glimmer of amusement. 
 
    ‘Put it this way… he thought one of the items could… you know… augment something,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Increase his…’ He froze at the look on Akarith’s face. ‘You know what I mean. Right. Well, it didn’t. So I hear, it kind of… removed it.’ 
 
    Now Akarith really did laugh. ‘You’re joking?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly, no,’ Archimegadon replied with another sigh. ‘He wanted to get an heir, but instead he lost his… you know.’ 
 
    ‘So well-spoken, mage,’ Akarith said. ‘I lost him his favourite toy and he wants revenge. How sweet. How delicious, too.’ She ran a finger across her lips. ‘How I would love to meet up with him now.’  
 
    ‘He might try to kill you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Bartell may have been a hero once,’ Akarith said, ‘but he’s a fifty-year-old slob these days. Besides, I’ve always bested swordsmen.’ She threw a dagger up in the air and caught it. ‘Well, that’s question one answered. Now for question two.’ 
 
    Archimegadon’s curse, had it been spoken rather than thought, would probably have shaken the Dusk Alliance base to the point of collapse. 
 
    ‘Now, what I need to know next is when the attack will take place.’ 
 
    ‘What day is it?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘The fifth.’ 
 
    Archimegadon thought things over. On the one hand, he wanted to be out of here quickly, so he needed to tell her that it was happening soon to give himself the cover needed to run for it. Then again, this flaw-filled plan needed some thinking over. He decided to hedge his bets. 
 
    ‘It will happen on the seventh,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘And what?’ 
 
    ‘A day is a long time, mage,’ Akarith replied. ‘As you should know, hanging there so pleasantly.’ 
 
    ‘I do indeed know,’ Archimegadon said, a trace of irritation forcing its way through. 
 
    ‘Are they going to attack at night?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    Night would be the most useful time for an escape, but other than that hopeless for a supposed military campaign in most cases. ‘No, not at all. They know that night is an assassin’s favourite time of day.’ 
 
    Akarith smiled. ‘Sad but true.’ 
 
    ‘They want to attack at dawn… from the east,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘The east?’ Akarith asked. ‘Why there? Aldrack is south, for a start.’ 
 
    ‘Because then the light will be at their backs.’ 
 
    Akarith slapped her forehead. ‘Oh, of course. Silly me. Well, well, isn’t this fun? All this bother just for me.’ 
 
    ‘And your friends,’ Archimegadon added, trying to gesture around with his arms to indicate the entire base. Then, after his arms jarred and refused to move in the slightest, he recalled his predicament and attempted the same gesture with his eyes.  
 
    ‘It’s a shame, really,’ Akarith said. ‘I wanted to cause more trouble than just unmanning Bartell. I wanted Valanthas to really feel how angry I am.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t really… look all that angry,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘We’re trained to lie with our faces,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand, though,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The King eluded you… but you’re still the best assassin in the kingdom. Why would it matter that the biggest target of all managed to escape?’ 
 
    ‘Because my employers killed my sister when I failed,’ Akarith replied, and now she did look angry. Her eyes, in particular, became so icy that Archimegadon could no longer meet their gaze. Perhaps because that gaze had once stared out of his own eyes, back then. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said. Because he did. A truth in the midst of all this deception. 
 
    ‘You have any brothers or sisters, mage?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘None,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Never did, never will.’ 
 
    ‘Better that way,’ Akarith said. ‘Mercenaries cannot afford to get attached. Assassins, thieves, Mages for Hire… it’s the same whatever you are.’ She stared at the wall for a few seconds. ‘How did Bartell get the King involved?’ 
 
    ‘He told the King that he had foiled one of your plots,’ Archimegadon replied, speaking, as ever, on the spur of the moment. ‘Well… he said that you had disguised a deadly magical orb as a present for the King, and that he had managed to stop the gift from reaching its destination.’ Archimegadon thought for a moment before plunging on. ‘He wanted to make a fool of you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, did he now?’ Akarith asked. Creases were breaking out across her face as her frown became deeper and deeper. ‘Well, I think I will indeed have a few surprises ready for our friend Bartell, mm? Then we will see who is the fool. And perhaps, after that…’ She laughed. ‘Look at me. Planning to take on the King himself. Madness.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You certainly seem to be organised.’ 
 
    ‘You would know, I suppose,’ Akarith said, eying Archimegadon’s bindings. ‘Still… that old fool…’ 
 
    There was silence for several seconds. Archimegadon spent that time trying to work out whether the assassin actually believed him, or whether she was toying with him out of malice. 
 
    ‘Is that the end of this questioning?’ Archimegadon asked after he grew tired of waiting. 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Akarith replied, looking a little distracted. ‘Hmm. I cannot think of anything else to ask you. You answered well today, mage. Keep it up and you may yet live.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Archimegadon said. He couldn’t really think of anything else. 
 
    Akarith left the room as silently as she had entered it. The Mage for Hire glared after her and went back to looking for a way to free himself. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Now, there was this one time that I caught a really, really big fish,’ Obdo said. ‘It had something like six fins, it was so big.’ 
 
    ‘Please be quiet, Obdo,’ Neurion said. ‘I don’t care how many fins it had. I just need silence.’ 
 
    Archimegadon’s former companions were sitting in cells next to each other in some grim dungeon that the Dusk Alliance had specially prepared for them. They were surrounded on three sides by bars, and a dripping, mossy stone wall on the fourth. For the last day or so Obdo, unable to be cowed even by this situation, had decided to regale Neurion with his fishing tales. Neurion, as a polite paladin, had lent a willing ear out of courtesy. Unfortunately, Obdo’s tales never seemed to end… and they weren’t very interesting. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ Obdo said. ‘Six fins! It’s amazing.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s boring,’ Neurion said. ‘Where is Master Archimegadon? He could get us out of here in a second.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he could,’ Obdo said. ‘As I have said every other time you said that. And, just like the other times you said that, I doubt he will be coming to rescue us. He’s a coward, that old mage. If an army was to appear, then fine. He’d be right in the front row yelling blue murder and firing off a few flamebolts in his usual manner. Our cell doors would be torn open and he’d say something like “Aha, saved by the great Archimegadon! Be grateful, knaves!”’ Obdo poked at some moss that had grown in the shape of a fish on the wall. ‘But if there isn’t an army he’ll be off to Aldrack saying something like “Bah, I warned those fools!”’ 
 
    ‘And if he hasn’t escaped?’ 
 
    ‘Then he’ll be in some cell complaining that the furnishings do not befit such a great mage as he,’ Obdo replied.  
 
    ‘You really don’t like him, do you?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘It’s not that I don’t like him,’ Obdo replied. ‘But Archimegadon is Archimegadon. He isn’t a person, you see. He’s this great big glowing blob of cowardly ego that leaves a trail of ruin behind it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t follow you,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘You never usually do,’ Obdo said. ‘No need to change now, eh?’ 
 
    ‘We need to escape.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think the Dusk Alliance will let us go after a bit?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think that’s how they run things, Sir Rusty.’ 
 
    Neurion sat back as though he was sulking. Obdo hoped that the paladin was instead thinking deeply about their problem instead of throwing a childish tantrum. Sadly for the farmhand, sulking was indeed what Neurion was doing. 
 
    ‘Say, Sir Rusty,’ Obdo said after a bit. ‘You know your Spell of Holy Fury?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Do you know any other spells?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right.’ 
 
    The paladin got to his feet and stretched. He paced around the cell, looking through the bars on three sides and at the stone wall on the last side. All the while he seemed to be muttering something. Obdo wasn’t quite sure what Neurion was up to. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Neurion responded by raising his right hand and letting a bright glow fill it. Despite his cynicism about the paladin, Obdo was still mildly impressed by this. Even so, a little light was worthless against the threat of an army of thieves putting them to death for trespassing. 
 
    ‘And what is that?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘This, necromancer, is Light,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Well observed. Uh… anything unusual about it?’ 
 
    Neurion stared at it. ‘It’s the Pure Light… able to purify anything it touches.’ He frowned. ‘Well, at my level of training it isn’t all that effective, but…’ 
 
    ‘So you’re going to clean us out of jail?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Perhaps the purifying light can cure the thieves of their malady,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    Obdo looked to either side. ‘Um… you want to try cleaning them with that? They’d sort of kill you if you even tried to go in their direction with that thing. It was a nice idea, you know, but… well, it was rubbish. Put it away and think of something else.’ 
 
    ‘All I’d have to do is shake their hand,’ Neurion said. ‘I could cure any diseases they have… that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Could work, I guess,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Neurion froze. ‘Wait. What was that? Did you sense it?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Obdo replied. ‘Sense what?’ 
 
    The paladin held the Pure Light aloft, and suddenly the air in front of him darkened until it took on the shape of Mesellanillian, the mad old sorcerer. Obdo let out a cry and scrabbled away from Neurion’s cell. 
 
    ‘Sorcerer,’ Neurion said. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Aha, you got me,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Just having a little nose around, young one.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit of a worrying trick,’ Obdo said. ‘Just how much could you spy on doing that?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly, nothing,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘You see, when I do that little trick I can’t see… I can only smell. Like a dog, you know.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It’s a nice little thing that allows me to move about in a kind of spirit form. You two wouldn’t understand. Anyway, I have to sacrifice my sight to do it, you see.’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Obdo said. ‘Now that you’re done spying on us, could you explain what exactly you are doing in our prison cells?’ 
 
    ‘Ooh, yes,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘I have a little score to settle, chaps. With your noble leader. Trouble is, I can’t find the wily bastard here. You don’t know either, I gather.’ 
 
    ‘You can still hear when you’re in that spirit form, then?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘That’s right, farm boy,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘Forgot to say. Ooh, I want done with the Dusk Alliance fellows too. They’re starting to annoy me a lot. So I thought I’d pop over and see if I can convince them to move.’ 
 
    ‘You aren’t going to lay a finger on Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Oh, but I am,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘The finger of death.’ 
 
    Obdo and Neurion glanced at each other. 
 
    ‘Don’t look like that,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘I mean it. You think I couldn’t just kill you both here and now?’ 
 
    ‘I think you’d have trouble, Mr Mushroom,’ Obdo replied. ‘Neurion here is a master in the holy arts. Show him, Neurion.’ 
 
    ‘Oooh,’ Neurion said. ‘Which spell should I do?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know,’ Obdo replied. ‘Shake his hand or something.’ 
 
    Mesellanillian glared at the two of them. ‘I’m right here, you know. You don’t have to talk over my head.’ 
 
    ‘Accept my apologies,’ Neurion said, offering his hand. 
 
    The sorcerer skipped away from it, towards Obdo’s cell. ‘Oh no. I just heard you say that was part of your plan. How stupid do you think I am?’ 
 
    Obdo grabbed the sorcerer through the bars and held him fast around the neck. ‘Stupid enough to get in my range, old man. Now then, about killing poor old Sir Mage.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Archimegadon?’ Mesellanillian asked, his voice a little strained. 
 
    ‘That’s the one,’ Obdo replied. ‘He’s our companion, regrettably, and I wouldn’t be too happy with you endangering his life in any way. Understand?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘The mage is a fool. Why you would want to save him I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Nor do I, but there you are,’ Obdo said. ‘If you promise not to kill him, I’ll let you go. Then we can bargain about getting us out of these cells.’ 
 
    ‘I only meant it as a joke,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Yeesh. I won’t kill the old fool, alright? Now let go of my neck before it snaps, farm boy.’ 
 
    Obdo did not. ‘Neurion… show him what might happen if he doesn’t keep his end of the bargain.’ 
 
    Neurion summoned the Pure Light and grabbed Mesellanillian’s hand. The sorcerer let out a yell for several seconds before stopping suddenly and giving Neurion a suspicious look. The paladin released his hand, and Mesellanillian investigated. 
 
    ‘Good heavens, you cleaned it up a treat!’ Mesellanillian said. ‘I could never get that blood stain out, but now look!’ He held up his hand so Obdo could see. ‘Beautiful. Just beautiful. That’s a real skill you have there, boy.’ 
 
    ‘Nice one, Sir Rusty,’ Obdo said with a sigh. ‘Try threatening him next time.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it would purify his dark heart,’ Neurion said, looking confused as ever. 
 
    ‘You washed his hand for the first time in a thousand years,’ Obdo said. ‘Good job.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind him,’ Mesellanillian said to Neurion. ‘You did good, boy. Tell you what. If you could clean up my face I’ll get you free of these cells. My treat.’ 
 
    ‘How is it your treat if we have to do something in return?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Well… never mind that,’ Mesellanillian replied. ‘The important thing is the bargain. I’ll be a hit with the ladies all over again. What do you say?’ 
 
    ‘Firstly, can you even open these cells?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Let me go and I’ll show you,’ Mesellanillian replied. 
 
    ‘If I let you go you’ll run for it,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing risked, nothing lost,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I hate you, farm boy,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘Good,’ Obdo said. ‘Open my cell first, then Neurion will cast that spell on your face.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, farm boy,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘But you’ll still have to let go. I can’t cast spells like this.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ 
 
    ‘For a start, I would have gone invisible and slipped away ages ago if I could,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘Good point,’ Obdo said. He let the sorcerer go and hoped for the best. 
 
    Mesellanillian drew himself up to his full height. ‘That dratted mage said I couldn’t cast any spells other than the curse. Well, this should show him!’ A bolt of green light flew from the sorcerer’s finger to Obdo’s cell door, where it popped and made Obdo’s hearing go fuzzy. 
 
    ‘Forgot about the noise,’ Mesellanillian said, rubbing at his ears. ‘Well, never mind. Go on, open it.’ 
 
    Obdo pushed the door and yelled as tremendous heat shot up his arm. 
 
    ‘Oh, forgot about the heat too,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Sorry!’ 
 
    ‘Stupid bloody sorcerer,’ Obdo said. ‘Right, get Neurion out before everyone comes to see what we’re up to.’ 
 
    ‘First that light thingy,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘Whatever you want,’ Neurion said, and he waved the Pure Light in Mesellanillian’s face.  
 
    Obdo was more than a little surprised to see that the sorcerer’s face looked a lot younger once the grime had gone, but aside from that nothing really changed. He had almost expected to see Mesellanillian’s beard return to brown or black or whatever colour it had originally been, but no luck. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Mesellanillian said, apparently quite satisfied despite being unable to check the results. ‘Hold your ears, boys.’ 
 
    Neurion’s door swung open automatically once the sorcerer had cast his spell, and the three of them gathered in the foul corridor outside the cells. Obdo thought that Neurion’s spell would be welcome here to make the place a tad less vile, but sadly other matters took precedence. 
 
    ‘Now we’re out of there, what are we going to do?’ Obdo asked. ‘Oh, and why haven’t any guards come to check?’ 
 
    ‘Because I knocked them all out,’ Mesellanillian replied. 
 
    ‘Nice one!’ Obdo said. ‘You really must hate Sir Mage if you’d go to all this trouble just for revenge.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he did outwit me,’ Mesellanillian replied. 
 
    ‘Don’t be such a baby,’ Obdo said. ‘Say, we could help you deal with the Dusk Alliance, you know. We’ll need Sir Mage… possibly… if he’s still here, and we have to find that silly knight. She’s still in disguise, I hope.’ 
 
    ‘She was getting flirty with a man called Broadblade at last check,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘I was nosing around the “pub” here earlier.’ 
 
    ‘Not Felick?’ 
 
    ‘That’s him.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t credit her taste,’ Obdo said. ‘Oh well, up to her what she does…’ 
 
    ‘We need Akarith Kellason,’ Neurion said. ‘She’s the bandit leader.’ 
 
    ‘The assassin,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘Need her in what way?’ 
 
    ‘Preferably dead.’ 
 
    ‘The best way,’ Mesellanillian said. ‘I cursed you all, so I suppose I could lend you a hand to make up for it. Not every day you get to take on an army with five people, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t remind me of the odds,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    Neurion was about to say something when there was a very loud yell of anger nearby, and the sound of many footsteps heading in their general direction. 
 
    ‘From the sound of that,’ Mesellanillian said, ‘I would estimate that the unconscious guards have just been found.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen: The Firestorm 
 
      
 
    ‘I tell you,’ Felick was saying, ‘this base wouldn’t run at all without me.’ 
 
    Valia’s shoulders slumped and she began to fall asleep. She knew that she needed to stay fully alert and learn where the others had been taken, but some great force too powerful for her was taking hold. That force was Felick’s bragging, which was possibly even greater than Obdo’s fishing stories.  
 
    From when she had met Broadblade to now, a day later, she had been putting up with the mercenary’s foolish tales to the extent that Felick had run out of stories and was now starting to run through the first ones again. Every so often Valia noticed inconsistencies or the odd story crossover, but for the most part she daydreamed while he went on. 
 
    Fortunately for Valia, but maybe not for the Dusk Alliance, a gargantuan explosion interrupted Felick’s latest tale. One moment Valia was standing near the gates watching the odd thief slip through the tiny entrance door, and the next her vision went bright yellow and spots appeared in the air, while the ground gave a lurch and she wobbled dangerously, nearly stumbling and falling. The only thing that saved her from an embarrassing landing was Broadblade, strangely enough, as he reached out and seized her shoulder to hold her steady. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, what was that?’ Felick asked.  
 
    Valia hadn’t made out much more than a near-blinding light, but she had certainly heard a terrible explosion. Felick’s words, which had been yelled at the top of his voice, reached her only as a slight whisper. Despite his bumbling manner, Felick had seen his share of conflict, and was a touch more used to explosions than Valia, but even so his own hearing had been impaired and he backed up against the wall to limit the number of directions from which he could be attacked. 
 
    Valia’s vision started to return to normal, and as it did so she saw the beginning of the base’s destruction. The gates had been obliterated, and a huge hole yawned open where once the gates had held sway. What remained of the gates lay scattered across the sandy open space just inside the base, and fires were starting to spread from the blazing ruins. Thieves were running all over the place, while Felick’s Breakers tried to restore order. At least some members of the Dusk Alliance were efficient. 
 
    ‘Who’s attacking?’ Valia asked, hefting Uldraxios. 
 
    ‘Damned if I know,’ Felick replied, swinging with his sword to warm his arm up. ‘Must be bloody mages… if there are any left with that sort of power.’ 
 
    ‘Well, whoever it was attacked from outside,’ Valia said. 
 
    At the entrance a solitary figure stepped into sight, cloaked from head to foot. So much for finding out who it was. Valia glanced at Felick, who, for all the tedium of his tales, was at least trained in fighting.  
 
    ‘Think we can take him?’ 
 
    Felick’s eyes snapped this way and that, and Valia presumed he was looking for a way out. ‘If you want to, we can try. But damn, that must be one heck of a mage to have done that.’ 
 
    As if to prove Felick’s words true, the cloaked figure lifted a hand and a lance of crackling flame lashed out and one of the base’s many wooden buildings crumpled in the middle and then exploded, throwing debris everywhere. Valia and Felick ducked behind some crates and peeked out at the figure, who was about to be surrounded by a handful of mercenaries. 
 
    ‘Got him,’ Felick said. ‘Hope he doesn’t have any backup.’ 
 
    Felick’s words were somewhat premature. The figure drew a sword and beckoned for the Breakers to attack. Ever good citizens, the mercenaries obliged and attacked all at once. The first Breaker lost his head to a clean sword cut, while the second fell as the sword whipped about gracefully, looking for all the world like a brush painting a deep red design across the mercenary’s midriff. 
 
    ‘I’ll be damned,’ Felick said. 
 
    ‘He’s a warrior mage?’ Valia asked. ‘Didn’t think any mages were strong enough to use a sword properly.’ 
 
    ‘Not very often,’ Felick replied.  
 
    Another mercenary had fallen during this exchange, and finally the last, standing at a distance trying to nock an arrow to his bow, died as the figure resorted to a simple blast of power. Nobody else was going near him, so the figure took this opportunity to destroy another building, and screams rose from it briefly before they were silenced forever. 
 
    ‘Retreat,’ Felick said. He sighed heavily and jumped out from cover. ‘Retreat!’ he yelled. ‘Retreat, all of you! Now!’ 
 
    Valia pondered momentarily whether Akarith would appreciate this command being given without her permission, but she could see the sense in it. This stranger was far more powerful than she could believe, and certainly ground Archimegadon’s feeble abilities into the dust. She also cast a thought out as to whether any of the others were already dead, killed in the buildings the stranger had destroyed.  
 
    All of it was whisked away as Felick tugged her after him. It was time to retreat, and swiftly. With a quick, worried glance back at the inferno behind her, Valia gave up and ran for it. 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon was dozing and murmuring about giant seagulls when the first explosion rocked the base. He snorted involuntarily and coughed, before opening his eyes and looking around to see whether he was dead yet. 
 
    Nope, still alive. Good. 
 
    ‘What in blazes is going on?’ he asked. No response. ‘Damned rude.’ 
 
    The Mage for Hire returned to his pastime of trying to escape his bonds, which had so far succeeded in giving him a few rope burns and a splinter. He was so busy trying this that he almost didn’t notice the second explosion, until a great flaming wooden beam crashed through the wall in front of him and set the room on fire. 
 
    ‘Oh hell,’ he said. ‘Help! I need a little help here! There’s a fire!’ 
 
    For once fortune favoured him as Akarith burst into the room, looking very panicked indeed. Archimegadon took a moment to savour her fear before taking in the fact that she was carrying a dull grey robe, a couple of shoes, his bag of belongings and the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘Right, Mage for Hire, whether you’re on my side or not, I need to hire you,’ Akarith said. ‘Let’s see if you’re as good as you claim.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the quest?’ Archimegadon asked, all business despite the flames that were closing in on him. 
 
    ‘Some mage has just broken in and is blowing everything up,’ Akarith replied, clearly out of breath. ‘You’re Valanthas’s foremost mage, right? Go and kill him.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said. ‘How many others are with him?’ 
 
     Akarith stumbled as the third explosion ripped through another building, but she managed to keep hold of everything and remain upright. ‘It’s just him.’ 
 
    ‘With that much power?’ Archimegadon asked. He would have gone on but he noticed that his feet were starting to warm up. ‘Incidentally, could you let me down? Those flames are making it a little hot here.’ 
 
    ‘Five relorans, mage,’ Akarith said. ‘That’s my fee. Do you accept?’ 
 
    ‘Ah…’ On the one hand, he would die fighting this all-powerful mage. On the other he could die right now in the flames, without any chance of fleeing. ‘Yes, yes, I accept! Now get me out of here!’ 
 
    Akarith smiled and cut the ropes around his hands and feet, removing a set of anti-magic bindings as well, and whisked him away from the encroaching flames. She shoved the robe, shoes, bag and staff into his hands all at once, and he stumbled as he nearly dropped the lot. ‘Get spruced up and get out there, mage. Both of us will die if he isn’t stopped, and some idiot told everyone to run away. I mean… one mage… together we would all slaughter him, but they’ve all gone.’ 
 
    ‘Sacrifice a few for the many, eh?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘That’s the way it works,’ Akarith replied, and there was another explosion. This one seemed further away, but it was still far too close for Archimegadon’s liking. ‘Now hurry up!’ 
 
    The assassin disappeared, leaving Archimegadon to whip on his new (and most certainly temporary) clothing. Still, with the Staff of Antagules back in his hands, he felt he could do anything. For now, though, he needed to find a useful direction in which to run. The flames decided to give him little time for consideration, and he darted out of the door as they began to flare up. 
 
    Akarith was already gone. That was good. Foolish assassin. She had loosed her arch-nemesis fully-armed into the very heart of her base. 
 
    Archimegadon intended to deal with his quests, oh yes he did.  
 
    But he intended to carry them out in the order they had been given to him. 
 
    * 
 
    Obdo, Neurion and Mesellanillian drew their weapons as one just in time to greet the Dusk Alliance soldiers as they hurtled into the dungeon. Obdo clubbed one who came too far, Neurion began to cast the Spell of Holy Fury, despite the fact that he had no weapon to use it with, and Mesellanillian blasted the other three thieves. A nice silence settled over the dungeon. 
 
    ‘Ha, that showed them,’ Obdo said. ‘Looks like we’re out of trouble already!’ 
 
    ‘Help!’ yelled a thief who had apparently hidden just out of sight behind the others. ‘Help, prisoners have escaped! They have a mage with them!’ Obdo could hear the man’s footsteps grow quieter as he fled. 
 
    ‘Damn,’ Mesellanillian said ‘Well, boys, up for some fighting? Looks like we may have to fight this army with just the three of us now.’ 
 
    ‘The Power of Light will never succumb to vermin,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Obdo glared at him. ‘Stuff your power of light. We need to get out of here fast!’ 
 
    ‘Keep your necromantic opinions to yourself,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Mesellanillian pursed his lips. ‘If you are a necromancer, then it might be time to use some of those powers, boy.’ 
 
    ‘Firstly, I am not a boy,’ Obdo said. ‘Secondly, I am not a damn necromancer! Now let’s get moving!’ 
 
    Obdo decided not to bother waiting for the others, so he ran for it while there were no thieves blocking the way. Halfway up the stairs he suddenly discovered that there were indeed some of the Dusk Alliance thieves, presumably called there by the other one.  
 
    ‘Uh… Sir Rusty… Mushroom Man,’ Obdo said, backing away. ‘Might need a touch of help here.’ 
 
    Neurion appeared at his side, glowing rather impressively. The paladin had taken one of the thieves’ weapons, and Obdo wondered whether Neurion would actually be able to cast the Spell of Holy Fury on the enemy this time. Mesellanillian followed a moment later, stumbling on his robes. 
 
    ‘Halt!’ the lead thief said. ‘One step further and you will die.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to execute us anyway,’ Obdo said, shrugging. 
 
    The thief paused. ‘Oh yeah. Well, this way will be more painful.’ 
 
    ‘But it will be glorious,’ Neurion said, bowing his head as though in prayer. 
 
    ‘No, it really won’t,’ Obdo said. ‘But anyway, let’s kill them.’ 
 
    ‘After you,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘You’re the bloody sorcerer!’ Obdo said. ‘You start.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll need you to hold them back so I can cast the spell, you nincompoop,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘I’ll need you to kill a few so I don’t get surrounded and killed before you can even cast it,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Shush, you two,’ Neurion said. ‘I will use the Spell of Holy Fury and that will keep them back.’ 
 
    ‘Are you done?’ the lead thief asked. 
 
    ‘Wait a minute,’ Obdo replied. ‘We just need to sort out our strategy.’ 
 
    The thief would wait a whole lot longer than that, though, for at that very moment the cloaked mage blew open the gates and thanks to the resultant tremor the badly-made ceiling began to collapse on top of everyone. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that?’ the thief asked. He headed for the exit and beckoned the other thieves to follow. ‘Come on, we’d better go look. These guys are too stupid to worry about right now.’  
 
    The thieves left, and in their wake came the noises from outside – lots of yells, screaming and feet running all over the place. 
 
    ‘Sounds like something’s up,’ Obdo said in an impressive understatement. 
 
    Neurion, who had nearly been crushed by a chunk of the ceiling, looked a little shaken. ‘Let’s get out of here anyway,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I second that,’ Mesellanillian said as more of the ceiling lower down began to collapse. 
 
    The three of them emerged into total chaos, but before they could get their bearings the second explosion rang out right next to them, and one of the great wooden structures began to collapse on top of them. Obdo whacked Neurion on the back of his head and pushed Mesellanillian. 
 
    ‘Get moving now!’ he said. ‘Or we’re all dead!’ 
 
    Neurion glanced up and saw their predicament. He muttered some words and a bright light surrounded their feet. Obdo didn’t bother to consider this in his rush, but it didn’t matter. As he was running he noticed the effect instantly, for he suddenly sped up, and so did his two companions. The remains of the building crashed into the ground behind them and flaming debris and dust flew past them and scattered all around. Neurion ended up with a small shard of burning wood in his hair, and his spell faltered and snapped out of existence. The three of them slipped over as their speed changed drastically and they lost control, rolling into a heap on top of each other. 
 
    ‘Ouch,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘What is going on here?’ Mesellanillian asked. ‘Is it an army?’ 
 
    ‘Whoever it is, they have mages with them,’ Obdo replied. ‘Or something similar.’ 
 
    ‘We sorcerers are good at casting fiery things,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Obdo said. ‘Now let’s…’ 
 
    Explosion number three rang out, and they all scrabbled for cover. Luckily, though, this time it wasn’t so close, so they stayed put near the ruined building. Presumably the attacking force wouldn’t be tempted to attack the building twice, but Obdo still wasn’t willing to stay still for long. 
 
    ‘Let’s have a breather and then let’s get out,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I’m with you on that,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    The fourth explosion took out part of the wall, and a large group of fleeing thieves was caught underneath it as it fell. As for the other thieves, they didn’t seem to be much in evidence. Apparently most of them had escaped already, or had been killed. Obdo wondered whether Akarith was still alive and kicking. It seemed likely, since he could see that the main building was still standing. 
 
    ‘We’d better give up on Akarith for the moment,’ Obdo said to Neurion. ‘I don’t fancy taking on an assassin in this chaos.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Mesellanillian asked. ‘It’s the perfect cover.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not the only enemy we may have to look out for,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘You might be right about that,’ Neurion said. ‘We still have to find Master Archimegadon, though.’ 
 
    ‘Then look no further, knave!’ Archimegadon said, emerging from the dust behind them. ‘It is I, Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘How I didn’t miss you, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon struck him soundly with the Staff of Antagules. ‘I seem to have caused quite a stir with this firestorm,’ he said. ‘I believe it is time for us to depart.’ 
 
    ‘You did this?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed so,’ the mage replied. ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    Another building exploded. 
 
    ‘Cast that one, did you?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Silence, you oaf,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Clearly there are some people who cannot help but try to emulate me, no doubt to capture some small essence of my greatness.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Obdo said. ‘Maybe you should punish them for it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, much as that is called for,’ the mage said, ‘perhaps we should be off instead.’ 
 
    Archimegadon cast his eyes about as he looked for the nearest way out when his gaze fell upon Mesellanillian Altabranorius.  
 
    ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Well, actually…’ Mesellanillian began. 
 
    ‘He came here to kill you, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘He was a bit miffed that you beat him.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo,’ Mesellanillian said. 
 
    ‘Well, isn’t that familiar,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Came here to kill me, eh?’ Archimegadon asked, looking a bit wary despite his lofty tone of voice. ‘I advise you not to try. At this moment in time I am in a very bad mood, so it would be in your best interests to stay on my good side.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry yourself,’ Mesellanillian said with a growl. ‘I’ve already agreed not to try.’ 
 
    ‘I am not worried, sir!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Why, I could smite you on the spot, you overblown windbag!’ 
 
    ‘That’s it, I’m off,’ Mesellanillian said, drawing himself up. ‘If I am not allowed to kill him, then I cannot remain here any longer.’ He glared at Archimegadon. ‘Otherwise I may get tempted too far. Good day!’ 
 
    The sorcerer disappeared and the three companions looked at each other for a few seconds. 
 
    ‘Now what did you do that for?’ Obdo asked. ‘He was being nice. Besides, he can cast some pretty good spells. He may not know many curses, but he’s got a nifty explody spell.’ 
 
    ‘Silence,’ Archimegadon said. ‘He does not control the full power of Flamebolt as I do. Besides, the man is a fool. We do not need him.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so,’ Obdo said with a shrug. ‘Can we get going?’ 
 
    ‘What about Valia?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    Archimegadon sighed. ‘We’d better find her. The imbecile won’t be able to survive by herself, I fear.’               
 
    The explosions wracking the base now were smaller, but they still made quite a noise. Luckily it seemed they were still far away, so the three adventurers ventured further into the base. Archimegadon kept a vigilant eye out for the unknown aggressor, who, it seemed, was by himself… or herself, possibly. Whoever it was seemed to be as powerful as an entire army. Certainly they had made a huge mess of the Dusk Alliance, which was probably all but sundered now.  
 
    ‘What do we do if we run into Akarith?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘It depends, naturally,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘If the opportunity is good, then we take it. If not…’ 
 
    ‘You have a masterful way of stating the obvious.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Right you are, sir.’ 
 
    Neurion had lit up his Pure Light again, and he was pointing it at every shadow he could see. ‘Can’t see Valia anywhere,’ he said. 
 
    ‘What is that thing there, Neurion?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘It’s the Pure Light,’ Neurion replied. ‘Can cleanse the soul and make you look much cleaner.’ 
 
    ‘How useful,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If that is the case, why did you never try it on Obdo before?’ 
 
    ‘I… sort of… forgot it,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘How did you manage that?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Well… it was one of my first lessons,’ Neurion replied.  
 
    ‘How many lessons did you take?’ 
 
    ‘More or less fifty,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Fifty?’ Archimegadon frowned. ‘No wonder you don’t know anything, Neurion. Did you never think of specialising?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Neurion looked puzzled. ‘Isn’t it better for me to know everything?’ 
 
    Archimegadon ran his hand through his hair. ‘Daah! You idiot! You’re rubbish at everything! Why didn’t you simply learn a few things and become a master at them? Rather than wasting your money on doing the basics of everything?’ 
 
    ‘When you put it like that…’ 
 
    Obdo put out a hand to hold them both back. ‘Wait… I see someone trapped over there. I think it’s a woman.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, Valia, looks like we’re here to rescue you in time,’ Archimegadon said, striding over. 
 
    It wasn’t Valia, though. It was Akarith, stuck underneath a wooden beam. Archimegadon’s first thought was that she must be dead, but on closer look she was still breathing. Her eyes opened at Archimegadon’s voice.  
 
    ‘Who is Valia?’ Akarith asked, her voice weaker than before but still with a backbone of iron. ‘I see you found your friends, mage. Still going to carry out my quest?’ 
 
    ‘Well, perhaps,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Then again, now that we’ve reached this point, perhaps we’d better have a little chat first, eh?’ 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ Obdo asked. ‘You know this lady?’ 
 
    ‘This lady is Akarith Kellason,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Leader of the broken Dusk Alliance.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t broken!’ Akarith said. ‘I… just need to get… this blasted thing off me… then I can gather everyone and we’ll strike back!’ She pushed at the wooden beam, but it was hopeless. 
 
    ‘How the mighty have fallen,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Akarith said. ‘You have never been mighty, nor will you ever be.’ 
 
    ‘Right now I’m better off than you, milady,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Quiet, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Quite right,’ Neurion said. ‘We must be magnanimous in…’ 
 
    ‘Shush,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now then, as I was saying…’ He laughed mockingly at Akarith. ‘Such a shame, milady. And the poison was working so well with you too.’ 
 
    ‘Poison?’ Akarith looked a little worried. 
 
    ‘Only in terms of words, milady,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You were feeding out of my hand. There was no attack planned. All that stuff about the king was garbage. And you lapped it up.’ 
 
    ‘I did not!’ Akarith said. ‘I was suspicious of you all the time.’ 
 
    ‘Pssh, you can tell yourself that but you won’t believe it deep down,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Well, fine then, Mage for Hire,’ Akarith said. ‘But do tell where that plan was going.’ 
 
    ‘Ah… well…’ Archimegadon paused. ‘It was to delay you. Yes. Until our inside agent freed me and my friends.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Akarith said, smirking.  
 
    ‘Enough of this babble,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What is important is that I have single-handedly defeated Akarith Kellason, and we can now kill her and deliver her to Lord Auber Bartell as planned.’ 
 
    Akarith’s smirk faded and true concern filled her eyes. ‘Wait, wait! I can make you rich, mage. Really rich! Think of it… all that money. Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, balls to that,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Compared to the legitimate money I will make? Tush.’ 
 
    ‘Not as much as what I can offer,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘Money is worthless if I am an outlaw who cannot spend it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I will stick with the original plan.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to kill me, you know,’ Akarith said. ‘You could take me there alive.’ 
 
    ‘Admittedly it would save me the displeasure of bloodying these robes,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I gave you those robes,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘Well, you stole my last lot, thief,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Want us to free her?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Get some ropes and bind her hands,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘After checking she doesn’t have any knives to hand, of course.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather you bound my hands than killed me,’ Akarith said. ‘I won’t try to stab you.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh, ooh, can I carry her?’ Obdo asked. ‘I carried the Shadow’s head… I’d be ideal.’ 
 
    Archimegadon narrowed his eyes. ‘She’s probably three times your age, Obdo. Furthermore she is our prisoner. Clean up your mind at once.’ 
 
    Obdo’s shoulders fell. ‘Come on…’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me, I am not that old!’ Akarith said. ‘Yes, I’ll be brushing my fifties in a couple of years, but…’ She glared at Archimegadon. ‘Besides, people always tell me I look very young for my age.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you do, but that doesn’t change the fact that you and he are an unsuitable match,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t arguing for that reason,’ Akarith said, her eyes flashing. 
 
    Neurion set about binding her hands while Obdo sized up the wooden beam. ‘It’ll take all three of us to move it, I think,’ he said. ‘Might be a little tough, even then.’ 
 
    ‘We shall manage it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘To work, men.’ 
 
    Fortunately for Akarith, who would have been the first to suffer had they dropped it, the three companions managed to lift the beam clear without any trouble whatsoever. Until Neurion’s grip slipped and it landed on Archimegadon’s and Obdo’s feet. Neurion, who knew for an instant that it was going to drop, was able to dodge out the way. Akarith laughed at them. 
 
    ‘Divine justice, Mage for Hire,’ Akarith said. ‘Do you have a rating system? I have a bad report to make about you.’ 
 
    ‘Fortunately I have no such foolish system,’ Archimegadon said, ‘but psychotic women who string me up and threaten me wouldn’t be allowed to leave feedback anyway.’ 
 
    ‘What about Valia?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Well, she didn’t string me up but the rest fits,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I meant should we look for her?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘She probably escaped long before us,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Let’s get out and wait, and if she doesn’t show we’ll check the ruins after the… ah… the copycat has gone.’ 
 
    ‘Did anyone see who it was?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘He was wearing a great big cloak,’ Akarith replied. ‘I’m guessing he didn’t want anyone to know who he was.’ 
 
    ‘Who asked you to speak?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘That little man there,’ Akarith replied, pointing at Obdo. 
 
    ‘Leave me out of this,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I can see what this journey is going to be like,’ Akarith said. 
 
    * 
 
    The cloaked man wiped his hands and surveyed the base. Not a soul moved. It had been a perfect test. Everything had worked according to plan, and the power he now wielded was far beyond what even he had expected.  
 
    Perfect. That was all that needed to be said. 
 
    The air next to him shimmered and a strange old man appeared. 
 
    ‘My, my, what a mess you have made,’ the old man said. 
 
    ‘I tried,’ the cloaked man said with a smile. 
 
    ‘Problem is, I can’t be letting you live, fellow,’ the old man said. 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t spoil it,’ the cloaked man said. ‘I don’t want to have to kill you. I was here for the Dusk Alliance.’ 
 
    ‘I let that fellow Vortagenses go, and he founded a bloody kingdom of you fools,’ the old man said. ‘Nope, sorry old chap. This is it for you.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ the cloaked man said. He turned to face the old man. ‘Kalahd!’ 
 
    The old man raised a hand and then froze in shock. ‘Wait, my powers! What…’ 
 
    It took the cloaked man just a second to draw his sword and run the old man through. He watched the light in the old man’s eyes fade away to nothing before kicking the man off his sword. Too bad. What a waste. 
 
    Now then, there was more work to be done, and not too much time left. He decided to set out straight away. After all, it was still a few days to Aldrack. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen: Round the Campfire 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon could honestly say that he had never felt better. Standing there, looking across the vastness that was Valanthas, whole and well, he was perfectly content. When he had left the Mage School in Melethas he had doubted Sen Delarian’s word that he would receive the two thousand relorans for the delivery of the first amulet and now the delivery of this second one. Certainly, he had not even considered the possibility, which was probably why he had allowed himself to be dragged on this ridiculous quest to battle the Dusk Alliance’s leader. 
 
    Now, though, everything had changed. Thanks to the intervention of that strange cloaked fellow, he had Akarith in his custody. Not only that, but the Dusk Alliance was finished. The survivors had gathered in the nearby forest and few remained, a fact which Obdo had been sent to investigate. Obdo had returned and confirmed it. The Dusk Alliance thieves had decided to disband and go back to the easier way of life. 
 
    They had also confirmed another thing – Valia was alive and well, and apparently she had developed an interest in Felick Broadblade, for she had last been seen running off into the woods with him. Archimegadon had dismissed this last news, since he had expected little else of the foolish knight. Especially since their band was now better off without her. 
 
    So nobody would be pursuing him for vengeance, Akarith was ready for delivery to Bartell, and the red amulet was still in his hands, along with the letter. He had earnt the five relorans, and soon he was going to be two thousand relorans richer. That would buy more than a lordship! He could purchase a vast swathe of land, and servants to run it for him. A castle to reign from! And that holiday to the Isles of Filikis, of course.  
 
    Since first running into Obdo he had grown richer by quite a significant amount, which was more than he had earnt over the last few years. Archimegadon debated hiring Obdo to run one of his farms as a mild way of showing gratitude, but no need to be too nice, eh? 
 
    Lord Archimegadon. Soon enough, he thought to himself. Mage for Hire no longer. Not even a hired mage. Maybe not even a mage… just Lord Archimegadon of Melethas and its environs. Would he be sad to hang up his mage’s robes and live it up as a lord? Perhaps a little. His journeys over the last few years had certainly been amusing from time to time, barring the occasional slip-up or dangerous encounter. Even despite the immeasurable rudeness of many people, Archimegadon had commanded a certain amount of respect as a Mage for Hire. He had even, on the very rare occasion, actually helped people with his own abilities. 
 
    Bah! Such sentimental nonsense was for fools. He could pay someone to be miserable in his stead in just a couple of days. He could hire a troupe of players to write a tragedy about it and perform the whole thing for him. What did he have to be miserable about? Nothing! Everything was at last on an upturn, and there was nothing that could bring a halt to the stampede that was Archimegadon, soon-to-be Lord of Melethas. 
 
    Archimegadon smiled indulgently one last time on that rock, overlooking the land he had once worked for, before turning and heading back towards his companions and the camp they had set up. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So tell me straight,’ Gelenn said. ‘The entire base is destroyed?’ 
 
    ‘Some of the walls are still standing,’ Mortimyr replied. ‘The entire inside has been burnt to ashes. We came a long way for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘What are we going to do now?’ Terrill asked. ‘I mean, we didn’t actually do anything. I don’t think we can lie that we destroyed everything, can we?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, I’m a good mage,’ Gelenn replied, with one of her familiar swift smiles, ‘but I can’t take out armies yet.’ She folded her arms. ‘I’m working on it, though.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind that,’ Mortimyr said. ‘What are we going to do? We’re already low on money since that weaselly clerk went missing. We just spent a week walking across the forest for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘I think it means we’ll be sleeping outside for a bit,’ Terrill said. ‘Imagine that, though. I wonder which army blew the Dusk Alliance up.’ 
 
    ‘I hope it wasn’t Bartell’s, unless he forgot he hired us,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘He’s not very reliable,’ Gelenn said. 
 
    ‘I blame the clerk,’ Terrill said. ‘He’s the one who  hired us without Sen knowing in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Though Sen gave us the second to pay for all,’ Gelenn said. ‘Double or nothing.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been had,’ Mortimyr said. ‘I just know it.’ 
 
    ‘How’s the money from the Shadow faring?’ Terrill asked. ‘Surely we haven’t got through fifty vallins yet?’ 
 
    ‘Since we’ve been wandering around forests we’re still fairly well off,’ Gelenn replied. ‘But we spent a whole load on food supplies.’ 
 
    ‘Still, fifty vallins was a lot of money for killing a demon of that sort,’ Terrill said. ‘But we could have done with those thousand relorans for the wand, not to mention the bonus thousand relorans for killing off the Dusk Alliance.’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t seen any relorans for a long while,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘Things’ll pick up,’ Terrill said. ‘Just you wait.’ 
 
    ‘So where next?’ Gelenn asked. ‘Aldrack? Shall we knock on Bartell’s door and get those thousand relorans?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what that mage told us to do,’ Mortimyr replied. ‘“Oh, just drop by and he’ll be sure to pay you, if his clerk doesn’t have the cash”. Mages are criminals.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, watch it,’ Gelenn said. 
 
    ‘Not you two,’ Mortimyr said. ‘But that Mage School bunch… either they’re money-grabbers running it, or they’re idiots who “trained” there. You remember that joker we ran into when we killed the Shadow?’ 
 
    ‘Vaguely,’ Terrill replied, grinning. ‘I think he actually believed he killed it, too.’ 
 
    ‘Waster,’ Mortimyr said. ‘I have half a mind to teach him a lesson if we run into him again.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, be nice,’ Gelenn said. ‘He’s only like that because they didn’t bother training him. It’s expensive too – he needs to make the money back somehow.’ 
 
    ‘His fault,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘Anyway, Sen Delarian isn’t a crook,’ Terrill said. ‘Did you see how excited he was when he saw we were actually trained mages? I feel sorry for guys like him.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Mortimyr asked. ‘He gets enough money for what he does.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but he used to be a hero,’ Terrill said. ‘Imagine it. One day you’re the saviour of a kingdom, victor of the greatest battle the land has ever seen. The next day you’re running a crappy Mage School just so the Mage Academy can make back some money.’ 
 
    ‘That’s life,’ Mortimyr said. ‘One minute you’re making a good business out of questing, the next you’ve been swindled by a strange little clerk and a former hero.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah, I guess,’ Terrill said. ‘Shall we go to Aldrack anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Might as well,’ Gelenn replied. 
 
    ‘We aren’t going to get paid,’ Mortimyr said. ‘Trust me on it.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon and his companions had settled down in a small clearing in the midst of some tall pine trees, and the moon overhead was casting a pleasant light down over them. The campfire threw out a dome of red light that made Archimegadon feel a little uneasy, for some reason. Akarith had been tied to a nearby tree, and Obdo had been assigned to sit near her and ensure she did not escape. Neurion meanwhile was tending to the fire, using various items that Obdo had thieved from the Dusk Alliance refugees when he had infiltrated their camp. 
 
    ‘Who’s for soup?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘I’ll have some,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘If it isn’t poisonous,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ Neurion said. ‘It isn’t.’ 
 
    ‘I’m hungry too,’ Akarith said, although by the tone of her voice she didn’t feel too hopeful about getting anything. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon?’ Neurion asked, looking over at his leader. 
 
    ‘Not a drop,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Do you think I was fed during my stay at that base?’ 
 
    ‘We gave you some water,’ Akarith said.  
 
    ‘When you remembered,’ Archimegadon said, ‘which was rare.’ 
 
    ‘I was running a large base,’ Akarith said. ‘Come on, things get forgotten.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I have forgotten you, then, milady,’ Archimegadon said, smiling. ‘No food for you. Obdo, pour some water on her.’ 
 
    ‘To drink?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘That too.’ 
 
    Obdo offered the assassin a bit of water, deciding not to drench her as suggested, while Neurion filled two of their new bowls with soup and passed one to Archimegadon. After a moment’s thought Neurion prepared and delivered another to Obdo, although he looked very angry about having to do so. 
 
    ‘Well, isn’t this fun?’ Archimegadon asked, his spoon poised over the bowl. ‘From rags to riches, eh?’ He chuckled. ‘Oh except for you, Akarith. Never mind, though. I’m sure you’ll receive a warm welcome in Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be burnt at the stake,’ Akarith said. ‘Sure you won’t reconsider? I have a lot of money stashed away somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine it all burnt away with your base, my dear,’ Archimegadon said. ‘No, I like my money certain.’ 
 
    ‘You said you didn’t expect Bartell to pay up,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘Lies, milady, to fool you,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Nice to know you are still falling for them after I told you I was lying.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, shut up,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘You should get over your grudge with the King,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That’s what caught you, really.’ 
 
    ‘Well, none of that mattered anyway!’ Akarith said. ‘It was that strange mage who defeated me, not you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what Lord Auber Bartell shall know,’ Archimegadon said. ‘An incredible joint effort by us three. An incredible feat of teamwork and power!’ 
 
    ‘An incredible feat of lying,’ Akarith said. ‘Although it isn’t incredible, it’s completely transparent. I know Bartell of old. He wouldn’t be fooled by that rubbish.’ 
 
    ‘Oho, one of our old heroes?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Everyone else we’ve met has been.’ 
 
    ‘I fought against Tel Ariel with Sen and Auber, yes,’ Akarith replied. 
 
    ‘The actual fight?’ 
 
    ‘One of them,’ Akarith said. ‘The last one. There were loads of us anyway. But still, we had one good fight before he turned into the famous Bone Dragon. We needed loads of us.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, yes, I remember,’ Archimegadon said, sighing. 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me you fought there,’ Akarith said with a laugh. ‘You? Come off it.’ 
 
    ‘Who fed you before that battle, eh?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Who provided the meals that kept everyone going? Us wagon-runners, that’s who. No, I didn’t fight… but I did my part.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thank you, Mage for Hire,’ Akarith said. ‘Now will you please let me go?’ 
 
    ‘You’d just kill us if we did,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘I’m really very nice,’ Akarith lied. ‘If you let me go I’d be ever so grateful.’ 
 
    ‘Stuff that,’ Obdo said. ‘I don’t trust you for a minute, lady.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be rude, Obdo,’ Neurion said. ‘However, we are bound by law to retain you in our custody, madam. You have broken the law, Akarith Kellason. I hope you feel suitably ashamed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, just dreadful,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘Hey, Sir Mage, think we’ll get a little bonus for delivering her?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Well, one can hope,’ Archimegadon replied. But still, what was a little bonus compared to two thousand relorans? Ha! 
 
    ‘Isn’t it a bit hypocritical to take credit for my capture when you were just lucky?’ Akarith asked. ‘That’s thieving too.’ 
 
    ‘But we did capture you,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The means and manner of it are not important. The fact that we will lead you into Castle Aldrack ourselves will be testimony to the fact that we captured you.’ 
 
    ‘This sort of reputation could really get my Thug for Hire business off the ground,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘“Thug for Hire”?’ Akarith repeated with a snort. ‘You’re joking, right?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly, he isn’t,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘He thought he would inch in on my territory.’ 
 
    ‘Run him out of business,’ Akarith said to Obdo. ‘Nothing would please me more than to see this lying bastard penniless.’ 
 
    ‘How could you have expected me to be honest?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘You tied me up and threatened to kill me! It is hardly the best way to cultivate friends.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the way things work,’ Akarith said. ‘Hey, wait a second. You were there to assassinate me anyway!’ 
 
    ‘You set Broadblade on me before!’ Archimegadon returned. ‘Just because I wanted to deliver a little amulet.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well…’ Akarith frowned. ‘Oh, forget it. This argument is going nowhere.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because you just lost,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Oh shut up, mage, you…’ 
 
    ‘Hey, calm down, everyone!’ Obdo said. ‘Besides, nobody’s tasted Neurion’s soup yet.’ 
 
    ‘With good reason, probably,’ Akarith said. ‘I wouldn’t touch that stuff for all the magical amulets in the world.’ 
 
    ‘Then you would be missing out on a great deal,’ Neurion said, sipping some of his soup. 
 
    Archimegadon had a mouthful too, and to his great surprise found that it wasn’t bad after all. Well, well, Neurion had a purpose at last. Perhaps the paladin knave would be employable as a cook in Castle Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Not bad, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Not bad at all. Let Akarith have a sniff, Obdo.’ 
 
    Obdo did as directed, and Akarith began to look very hungry indeed. She watched Obdo’s plate without blinking, wilting noticeably when the farmhand finished his share. Archimegadon finished his own and filled up his bowl again. 
 
    ‘What a wonderful night it is,’ he said. ‘So peaceful, at last. No thieves to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully they’ll be along to rescue me soon,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘They think you’re dead, milady,’ Obdo said to her. ‘And those that think otherwise hate you for bringing ruin to them.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t bring ruin to them!’ Akarith said. ‘It was that damned mage! Oh, I wish I could get my hands on him.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t be getting your hands on much of anything,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Not so long as you’re in our care.’ 
 
    ‘This is so unfair!’ Akarith said. ‘I was a queen! I don’t deserve this treatment.’ 
 
    ‘Oh boo bloody hoo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You should have thought about this when you strung me up, eh?’ He walked over to her and poked her nose. ‘Like a pig hung up for slaughter?’ 
 
    ‘You’re no different!’ Akarith said. ‘Look at you, lording it up! At least I was nice to you… on at least one occasion.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but I am different,’ Archimegadon said. He showed her the bowl of soup. ‘Here, milady. A little soup for you.’ 
 
    Akarith gazed hungrily at the soup, and then her eyes flicked up to his, suspicious of his actions. ‘You’re going to pour it over me, aren’t you? I’m just a little bit of sport to be mocked before you get me killed in Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think so little of me?’ Archimegadon asked. He held a spoonful of soup out and she took a tentative sip. 
 
    ‘Ooh, that’s nice,’ she said. She had some more soup and then glared at him. ‘What are you up to, mage? Kindness isn’t your style.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true, I suppose,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The reason, my dear, is because I can. Because I had the choice of punishing or feeding you, and I decided to be nice this once.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope the dice keep rolling my way, then,’ Akarith said. ‘The soup is very nice, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘You’re welcome,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘It’s certain death for me in Aldrack,’ Akarith said after a moment. ‘You sure you want to take me there?’ 
 
    ‘That fate you made for yourself,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘If we let you go we cannot guarantee that you won’t try this again.’ 
 
    ‘Words are worth nothing these days, eh?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t think they ever were,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Still, I had a good run,’ Akarith said. ‘Wish I could find out who ruined me, though.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a little worrying,’ Neurion said. ‘I don’t think there are any mages around that powerful that I know about.’ 
 
    Archimegadon thought briefly about the single buyer mentioned by the shade. What if this was whoever that was? Certainly, with various magical items one could hope to attain a level of power unmatched by any other. Well, that was none of his concern. If there was such a person, then it would be up to the King and his men to deal with them. 
 
    ‘Maybe he was on our side,’ Obdo said. ‘We never found out. Not like we spoke to him. Perhaps he was one of Bartell’s men or something. Maybe it was Sen Delarian, back to save the world like he did in the old days.’ 
 
    ‘He isn’t reliable enough for that,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Anyway, enough of this chatter. It’s high time we thought about sleep.’ 
 
    ‘We only just ate,’ Neurion protested. 
 
    ‘Aye, but he wants to get to Aldrack for his reward,’ Akarith said. ‘Isn’t that right, Mage for Hire?’ 
 
    ‘True enough,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Well, wake me for my watch. Until then, I’m going to sleep.’ 
 
    ‘Night, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon dozed off, and soon images of golden fountains filled his head. The world was going to become the perfect place. Just a small distance to Aldrack and everything he had ever wanted would be his. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen: Welcome to Aldrack 
 
      
 
    South of Archimegadon’s little campfire, which had now been covered by falling leaves since it had been deserted three days before, was the grand city of Aldrack. Some had labelled it the jewel of Valanthas, the heavenly star that had fallen to earth in all its glory. Most of these people had never actually visited the city, but had instead heard of it and presumed what sensible people would have snorted at. 
 
    This was not to say that Aldrack was not a pretty city. Indeed, the towering castle at its centre was a truly magnificent sight, and the rest of the city fanned out around it in an orderly fashion, finally merging with the forest at its outer edges as though one with the trees.  
 
    The thing was, Aldrack was none too pretty in terms of character. In the fallout of the war that hung as a spectre over the kingdom, many had turned to relorans as a source of solace. Rebuilding Valanthas after the necromancer left it in ruins made rich men of the builders, and the knights of course flourished once they were set amongst the thieves who had grown in business during the wartime. The mages, as you hopefully know by now, lost so much money that they had to open their useless Mage Schools. 
 
    Money. This was the lifeblood of the new Valanthas, and the pulsing vein that ran from one end of the kingdom to the other, that travelled down every lane and every stream, that ran up the legs of all the people of Valanthas and gripped their minds. Money was power, and power was everything. 
 
    Aldrack had little idea that just at its fringes was the man who sought both beyond all else, the man who, given the chance, would sell the entire world just to buy himself a throne. His good mood still firmly in place, despite the troubles of the last couple of weeks, Archimegadon approached the crest of a hill that overlooked the outskirts of Aldrack. 
 
    ‘Finally!’ Archimegadon said. ‘We have done it! We have reached Aldrack at long last.’ He glanced back at Neurion, Obdo and Akarith, who were trailing far behind. ‘Hurry up, you fools! Do you not want to finish this knavery at last?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘Didn’t you notice how steep that last hill was?’ Obdo asked. ‘Is your greed so powerful that you don’t even notice pain?’ 
 
    ‘Tush, it was but a minor slope,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Behold! Our salvation is at hand! And it has been far too long getting here.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t so bad for you, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘You didn’t go looking for madam here.’ 
 
    ‘Madam?’ Akarith repeated with a frown. 
 
    ‘I captured her myself!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Why should I have to capture her the second time?’ 
 
    ‘Because you were the one who let her escape,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Well… ah… if you hadn’t been snoring so loudly I might have heard her run away,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Do I snore?’ Obdo asked Neurion. 
 
    ‘I do not know,’ Neurion replied. ‘I sleep perfectly, unstirred by earthly matters.’ 
 
    ‘That’s one thing I’m looking forward to,’ Obdo said. ‘Getting rid of Sir Rusty in Aldrack. I never liked paladins before, but this one… well…’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well I have no love for necromancers,’ Neurion said. ‘Nor do I like lazy farmhands, before you start up with that lie of yours. I suggest that you stay far away from me in future, or there may be trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Cheer up, you oafs,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘How did I get caught by this lot?’ Akarith demanded of the sky. The sky gazed back at her with silent condescension. ‘This is more than just embarrassing. It’s also going to be fatal… unless you’d reconsider?’ 
 
    ‘Very well, I shall reconsider,’ Archimegadon replied. He paused in thought for many a moment, and the clouds passed o’erhead on their grand journey in the heavens. ‘Nope, I’ve considered the matter again. We’ll stick to the original plan.’ 
 
    ‘I hate you,’ Akarith said. 
 
    * 
 
    Neurion was astounded by the scale of Aldrack as they entered through the grand gateway through which the Central Way passed. Columns towered to either side, although Archimegadon noted that they were not in fact holding anything up or indeed having any purpose at all aside from looking splendid. Soldiers, presumably in the employ of Lord Bartell, strutted this way and that, oblivious to the fact that just a bit north of them the Dusk Alliance had sat in complete comfort, untroubled by these supposedly mighty warriors.  
 
    It did not take long for one of these men to notice that Akarith’s arms were bound, and that she was looking sullen and frightened indeed. That soldier quickly called over several friends, since it was also clear that the robed Archimegadon was probably a magic-user of some sort. Neurion, who had lost his silver armour to thieves again when he had been captured by the Dusk Alliance, and Obdo, who had thankfully lost his awful fancy clothes and had them replaced with prison garb, looked like down-and-outs who would probably stir up trouble. 
 
    ‘Ah, here comes our welcome,’ Archimegadon said to his companions. ‘Let us make our presence felt, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t do anything silly, Sir Mage,’ said Obdo, who was now way out of his depth in this city. He had never seen so many bricks in the same place, and it made him uneasy to be unable to see any greenery. Even the Dusk Alliance base had been ridden with moss. 
 
    ‘Bah, these knaves do not know what they are about,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Observe my technique in allaying their suspicions.’ 
 
    ‘You there!’ yelled the soldier who had first noticed them. ‘State your business and do not advance a step further!’  
 
    Several other people who were entering the city froze in place, unsure whether they too came under the mantle of ‘you there’. Others simply decided to watch. 
 
    ‘Silence, you oaf!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Watch your tongue when you address me!’ 
 
    ‘That isn’t helping,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Obdo is right, for once,’ Neurion added. 
 
    ‘You be quiet too,’ Archimegadon told them. 
 
    ‘State your names and business here, or die,’ the soldier amended. 
 
    ‘A fine welcome for such esteemed guests as us!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I have half a mind to turn around and leave after this!’ 
 
    ‘You aren’t going anywhere,’ the soldier said. ‘If you do we will kill you on the spot! Now tell us your name and business!’ 
 
    Archimegadon assumed a regal pose. That is, he rose to his fullest height, folded his arms and glared with the utmost fury he could muster. ‘I, fools, am Valanthas’s foremost mage!’ 
 
    ‘Oh really?’ one of the soldiers asked, rolling his eyes. 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ Archimegadon said. ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    His voice echoed all around them, ricocheting off walls and pillars and making quite a stir amongst the onlookers. Rubbish mage he might have been, but he certainly could look and sound the part when he wanted. 
 
    ‘Archi… what?’ the soldier at the front asked. ‘Never heard of you.’ 
 
    ‘I have,’ one of the other soldiers said. ‘He’s a mage for hire, you know. Sorts out stuff.’ 
 
    ‘He is?’ the lead soldier asked. 
 
    ‘Aye, he cleaned out me drains a few weeks back,’ the soldier replied. 
 
    ‘Hey, I hired you too,’ someone in the growing crowd said. ‘Must have been months back… you scared off some bats in my loft.’ 
 
    ‘Wow, mighty deeds,’ Obdo murmured. 
 
    Archimegadon, to tell the truth, was a little surprised that people were recognising him. Indeed, three other people stepped forwards with recollections of his aid. 
 
    ‘You burnt my barn down,’ said the last of these. 
 
    ‘I told you, it was entirely an accident,’ Archimegadon said. ‘How was I to realise that you had put all that gunpowder in your barn?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess that contributed to it,’ the man replied. ‘But what the heck were you casting flamebolt for when all I wanted you to do was get my cat down off the roof?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, it was necessary, I assure you,’ Archimegadon lied. ‘But enough of this! I am here on important business, business that cannot wait upon knaves such as you,’ he said, directing this last part at the lead soldier. 
 
    ‘Just tell us and we’ll let you through,’ the soldier said with a sigh that told of many such conversations over years of tedious guard duty. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, of course.’ Archimegadon drew himself up again. ‘I am here with my companions and a prisoner. This prisoner, ladies and gentlemen, is Akarith Kellason, ringleader of the organisation – ex-organisation, I might add – known as the Dusk Alliance!’ 
 
    The crowd began muttering, and several people pushed forwards to get a closer look at Akarith. To his credit, the lead soldier quickly deployed his men to guard Archimegadon’s prize against any attacks from angry people who may have been robbed by the Dusk Alliance. As for Akarith, the look of hatred she was giving Archimegadon at that moment could easily have matched the explosive power of the mysterious destroyer of the Dusk Alliance. 
 
    ‘This is really her?’ the soldier asked. 
 
    ‘Do you think I would have announced her as such if not?’ Archimegadon returned. 
 
    ‘It’s a bit stupid to do so,’ the soldier replied. ‘The Dusk Alliance have been stealing all sorts of stuff aside from these fabled magic talisman things that everyone got worried about. People hate her.’  
 
    Akarith looked a little proud at learning this. 
 
    ‘I can assure you that I too hate her,’ Archimegadon said. ‘However, for her humiliation to be complete, as it needs to be, she must answer to these people. After all, where is the lesson learnt if she is not confronted by those she wronged?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she’ll be confronted all right,’ the soldier replied. ‘When she’s just about to be executed.’  
 
    Akarith’s expression reverted to fear in an instant. 
 
    ‘Isn’t there going to be a trial?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Aye, but that’d only be to decide whether to cut her head off or hang her,’ the soldier replied, winking. He obviously did not know his audience, for Neurion looked a little scandalised by this talk. 
 
    The crowd was making quite a noise, and Archimegadon began to realise the mistake he had made in telling everyone who she was. Over in the Forest of Gale he hadn’t really heard all that much about the Dusk Alliance; indeed, it had been in Melethas that he had first heard their actual name. Apparently, here around Aldrack, things had been a lot worse. Ah well. Notoriety on Akarith’s part would only add to nobility on Archimegadon’s. 
 
    ‘Shall we… get moving or something?’ Archimegadon asked as some members of the crowd began to get a little violent. 
 
    ‘Looks like a good idea,’ the soldier replied. ‘Move out, everyone!’ 
 
    The soldiers moved into the city in their circular formation, and the crowd began to lose interest (or teeth, if they strayed too close to the soldiers). Archimegadon enjoyed the atmosphere. He had never before entered the city as a hero, and he had certainly not expected so many people to remember him from previous jobs. It was all rather heartening, and put this day firmly on his list of best days ever. 
 
    ‘How can a place be this big?’ Obdo asked, his mouth hanging open. ‘I mean, there are about six floors on that building!’ 
 
    ‘Tush, that is a pittance,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You have clearly never been to a civilised place before.’ 
 
    Obdo eyed the crowd, which was still following them, although slightly diminished. ‘I wouldn’t say it was civilised, but yeah, I haven’t been to a city like this before.’ 
 
    ‘Even the Holy Cathedral was smaller than the castle,’ Neurion said, pointing over at the towering walls of what was surely Lord Bartell’s palace. ‘How magnificent!’ 
 
    ‘Well, quite,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Tel Ariel’s dark tower was a sight to see as well, you know. Great spiky towers, not to mention huge blades sticking out everywhere. It must have killed half the workmen building it. He even had a load of crows circling the upper reaches of his tower.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve really seen some things, haven’t you, Sir Mage?’ Obdo asked, nudging him. ‘You could have been a hero too, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Pssh, heroics are for fools,’ Archimegadon replied, thinking back to Berus’s words that day before the final battle with Tel Ariel. ‘Just think, Archie. We could have been fighting up there, and they could have been sitting here on the wagons all day. Who would have been the heroes then?’ Archimegadon’s answer now was the same as then, but these days he meant it. 
 
    ‘Didn’t Tel Ariel have trouble being a giant Bone Dragon in his tower?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘You idiot, the necromancer flew off from his tower long before he turned into that,’ Akarith replied. ‘We caught him in the ice plains of Malthair, at a huge great altar he had built. That was where the final fights with him took place.’ 
 
    ‘How many times did you fight him?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Delarian challenged him in his tower,’ Akarith replied, apparently clinging to this as a way of forgetting that she was approaching her death pretty soon. ‘That was just one-on-one. Sen killed him, but he came back to life and flew away on an undead dragon.’ 
 
    ‘How are they different to Bone Dragons?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Undead dragons have skin,’ Neurion replied.  
 
    ‘They’re a lot smaller too,’ Akarith said. ‘We caught up with Tel Ariel in Malthair a few weeks later, and that’s when I got to fight Tel too. Me, Auber and Sen, us three versus the necromancer. What a time that was.’ 
 
    ‘Get on with it, madam,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Those were our glory days,’ Akarith said with a glare. ‘Allow me to remember them while I can.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t blame me for your crimes,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yes, well…’ Akarith turned to Obdo again. ‘We killed the bastard and broke his staff, which should have stopped him in his tracks, but the altar went all crazy and his dead body rose in the air and transformed into the Bone Dragon.’ 
 
    ‘As you do,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘We held him off just long enough to get a load of mages up to help out,’ Akarith went on. ‘Eventually we had near enough an army fighting him, and we were still losing. It was thanks to Sen, I think, that we stuck with it and won.’ 
 
    ‘Hooray,’ Archimegadon said. ‘And you left all those wagons unattended too.’ 
 
    ‘We needed everyone we could get,’ Akarith said. ‘Who cares anyway? We won.’ 
 
    ‘You are aware that undead dragons swooped in and killed half the wagon-runners?’ Archimegadon asked, his eyes darkening with each moment. 
 
    ‘No, actually, I wasn’t,’ Akarith replied, looking suitably surprised. ‘Well, I am sorry for your loss, if that is so.’ 
 
    ‘Oh tush,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What does it matter now anyway?’ 
 
    The shadow of Castle Aldrack edged ever nearer, and the group fell silent. They gazed up at the fluted towers and somewhat grimmer iron railings that surrounded the outer perimeter. Soldiers clad entirely in dull grey armour circled the gardens that led up to the entrance, brandishing all manner of weapons that made Akarith look a little sick. The regular soldiers accompanying Archimegadon and his friends, wearing only leather armour, looked distinctly less impressive when put alongside these others. Whether the castle guards were as good at fighting in all that heavy armour was a debate for another time. 
 
    ‘Here we are,’ the lead soldier said. ‘Castle Aldrack, where I presume that you will be wanting to go.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, indeed,’ Archimegadon said, and a thrill rushed through him again at the thought of those two thousand relorans and the possible bonus for defeating the Dusk Alliance. Next time he entered Aldrack people would be sure to bow. ‘We must take this prisoner directly to Lord Auber Bartell himself, for it was he who charged us with this mission.’ 
 
    ‘You may have to wait a day or two,’ the soldier said. ‘Lord Bartell is currently away on business, although I understand that he is expected back either tomorrow afternoon or the day after at the latest.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I can afford to wait,’ Archimegadon said, although it was annoying nonetheless. Even so, he would be able to afford much more than waiting when Bartell did return, and that knowledge alone prevented him from raising a fuss. 
 
    ‘You don’t know how happy this is going to make everyone,’ the soldier said. ‘Things were starting to get a bit worrying with the Dusk Alliance. Are they really gone for good?’ 
 
    ‘Blown apart,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We three fought through thick and thin to tear down every part of their base.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t you, it was some other guy!’ Akarith interrupted. 
 
    Archimegadon had been prepared for this. ‘Oh yes? So who was it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I didn’t see his face, he was wearing a hood!’ Akarith replied. 
 
    Giving the soldier a look, Archimegadon patted Akarith condescendingly. ‘Of course he was, my dear,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I’ll remember your name, Archimerradon,’ the soldier said, stumbling over the name and flushing crimson as he did so. ‘Uh… yes. You’re for hire, didn’t you say?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t,’ Archimegadon said, ‘but my satisfied clients certainly did. I am Archimegadon, Mage for Hire! And don’t you forget it.’ He poked the soldier’s shoulder sharply with the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘Oh, I won’t, sir,’ the soldier said, although he now looked terrified. ‘I’ll just hand you over to the guards, and then they should see to getting you heroes some rooms.’ He smiled darkly. ‘And a special chamber for milady.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen: Bartell’s Bad Day 
 
      
 
    Lord Auber Bartell was once a tall and dashing swordsman, clean shaven with wavy brown hair that girls had sighed over. His later years as a general had changed his appearance quite considerably, and he now looked his senior part. Fairly stocky, Bartell was large without being fat and while he still had his brown hair, it no longer waved in quite the same way. He had also grown a thick auburn beard that clung to his round chin and surrounded a mouth that either scowled or smiled cynically. 
 
    The thing was, Bartell had once had dreams. Dreams of being a hero, naturally, but also what would come after that. His original idea had been that he would, maybe, be shown the secrets of the universe by some wise spirit, in the manner of many a campfire tale. Perhaps the kingdom would be saved and the people would be enlightened, and thus the age that would follow would be a golden one, where the only battles waged would be in duels between friends, to remember that sport they once called war. 
 
    But no such thing. After his brief time as a questing hero, Bartell had become General Bartell, and he had coordinated the Knights of Valanthas in their battle to take back the kingdom from the thieves. In the meantime the people of Valanthas had settled back to the way it was before, and nothing changed. No amazing revelatory visit from the heavens, no golden age… just… peace.  
 
    It wasn’t peace, though. Peace in this sense meant ‘Not Wartime’, but the kingdom was still troubled. Nobody had really learnt anything. His efforts, and those of his friends, had apparently gone to waste. 
 
    Bartell heaved a sigh as he rode into Aldrack, but before he could continue to muse on these things he noticed that his return had elicited a rather excited reaction from the people. There was a lot of dancing going on, and great banners had been stuck across the streets overhead. Jesters and all sorts were capering to and fro, nearly getting themselves trampled by Bartell’s warhorse. 
 
    ‘What is going on here?’ Bartell asked of the air, but no answer came to him. 
 
    He approached the gates of Castle Aldrack and dismounted, handing his horse’s reins to the nearest guard. He repeated his unanswered question to the other soldier. 
 
    ‘Haven’t you heard, milord?’ the soldier asked, barely able to conceal his shock. ‘The Dusk Alliance is no more! It’s been defeated, and the leader’s sitting in your dungeon waiting for you! Milord.’ 
 
    Bartell was not a man to be surprised by just anything, but news of the Dusk Alliance’s leader alive in his castle certainly gave him a moment’s pause. And why were the people so happy? Didn’t they know how it had happened? 
 
    ‘Well, all to the good,’ Bartell said, unable to gather a suitable response in time. ‘And… and who did this great thing?’ 
 
    ‘Why, milord, it was Valanthas’s foremost mage!’ the soldier replied. 
 
    ‘Sen Delarian?’ Bartell asked, immediately suspicious of his old friend. ‘Or Orgus Alhamis, perhaps?’ It wouldn’t surprise Bartell if the old windbag had taken credit. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, milord,’ the soldier replied. ‘It was Archimegadon, the Mage for Hire!’ 
 
    Now this really did throw Bartell back a few paces. The mercenary mage? The man who couldn’t cast a spell if his life depended on it? He couldn’t have dared… 
 
    ‘How does anyone know this Archimegadon was responsible?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘Why, he brought Akarith herself right here,’ the soldier replied. ‘I was one of the ones who took them into the castle, milord. Yesterday, it was.’ 
 
    ‘He captured Akarith?’ Bartell asked.  
 
    This was insane! How could she have let herself be caught by Archimegadon, of all people? Besides, Bartell had presumed her long gone; she tended to have a good sense for when to run. Perhaps the Mage for Hire had simply brought in a look-alike. Knowing Archimegadon’s reputation to a certain extent, Bartell theorised that the impostor probably didn’t even look remotely like Akarith. The mage had likely presumed that nobody knew what the assassin looked like, little knowing that Bartell had been very well acquainted with her, many years ago. Time to put this charade to rest, then. 
 
    ‘Aye, she weren’t too happy neither,’ the soldier replied, and Bartell momentarily had to get his bearings in the conversation, having slipped off into his thoughts. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ Bartell said. ‘Well, high time I met this hero, then. Let him be truly honoured for his great actions as he deserves.’ 
 
    The soldier, oblivious to the obvious double-edge on Bartell’s words, smiled and opened the gates. Various soldiers peeled off their patrol routes to guard Bartell as he approached his castle, and he bade a number of them to go and bring Archimegadon to the throne room. Better to nip this stupidity in the bud at once. 
 
    * 
 
    Bartell was just about to enter the throne room, freshly garbed in his most resplendent finery, when a shadow detached from the wall and cringed its way over to him. He frowned down at it. 
 
    ‘Well, well, Elsim Redrock,’ Bartell said, motioning for his guards to stand at a distance. ‘Haven’t we been elusive over the last few weeks?’ 
 
    The clerk wrung his hands, looking very dishevelled indeed. His glasses seemed to have obtained a few new cracks since he had last been before Bartell, and his chin was now covered in uneven bristles. ‘My lord Bartell, I am most sorry. They took me prisoner and tried to make me tell them about the Staff of Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘They, Redrock?’ Bartell asked. ‘Which “they” are these?’ 
 
    ‘Mercenaries, my lord,’ Elsim replied. ‘Led by Felick Broadblade.’ 
 
    ‘I have heard of him,’ Bartell said. ‘So, did you tell them anything?’ 
 
    ‘No, I told them lies,’ Elsim replied. ‘Then I slipped away and made my way back here. I would have been back sooner… but some old sorcerer cursed me.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Bartell said, not bothering to pursue the truth of this. He didn’t keep Elsim around because the man was reliable about excuses. 
 
    ‘As long as the green amulet was delivered, Sen Delarian should have all the pieces now,’ Elsim said. ‘The first delivery boy is dead.’  
 
    ‘Anyone I know?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘Just another self-professed hero,’ Elsim replied. ‘Called Prentor. Long gone now, unless you’d care to swim to the bottom of Lake Trevine.’  
 
    ‘I will trust your word on that,’ Bartell said, with a quick smile. ‘And the others? Who else did you rope into the job?’ 
 
    ‘A knight named Mortimyr,’ Elsim said. ‘I sent him off by himself, but he came back for payment with two mages. They’d just killed a demon! So I hired them to destroy the Dusk Alliance, with the promise of double the reward.’ 
 
    ‘And they accepted?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘The mages convinced him, although they would have done well to listen to his advice instead,’ Elsim replied. He let out a very unpleasant giggle, a kind of snorting sound that was funny from someone you could mock with friends, but was sinister from one who deals in death. Even Bartell felt uneasy at the sound. 
 
    ‘They may or may not be dead,’ Bartell said. ‘Quite a few of the fools in the Dusk Alliance base died when it burnt to the ground. If they had made it inside by that time, of course. Either way, they cannot collect on the bounty, for it was not their hand that did the deed.’ 
 
    ‘Good, good,’ Elsim said. ‘The third was some mage. I had to hand it off to him because he was the nearest mercenary available aside from Broadblade, who was about to catch me.’ 
 
    ‘The mage’s name?’ Bartell asked, getting a dark feeling. 
 
    ‘Oooh, he shouted it at me so loud my ears broke, they did,’ Elsim replied. ‘Archimegadon, he said. Must be mad! A name like that, I ask you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, well, our hero,’ Bartell said. ‘Are you aware that Archimegadon is now here in my castle – and that he has brought a woman he claims to be Akarith?’ 
 
    ‘He is?’ Elsim gulped. ‘I thought he was an idiot!’ 
 
    ‘He is,’ Bartell said. ‘He is probably pulling a big con job, in which case he is going to find himself in deep, deep trouble, believe me. I have heard of him before. He does useless jobs for people and pretends they are great magical acts. He has picked the wrong person to fool this time.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I hope so, sir,’ Elsim said, hopping from foot to foot like some horrendous dancing puppet on strings. 
 
    ‘Would you like to sit in on this?’ Bartell asked, gesturing at the throne room doors. ‘I am about to meet this esteemed hero, and you may be amused to see how things turn out.’ 
 
    ‘What if he recognises me?’ Elsim asked, his eyes bulging behind the yellow lenses. 
 
    ‘You hired him for a job,’ Bartell said. ‘Whatever would matter about him recognising you?’ 
 
    ‘I told him he would get a lot of relorans from Master Delarian to ensure his loyalty,’ Elsim replied. ‘I doubt he got them.’ 
 
    ‘Sen must be pleased with you,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen him,’ Elsim said. ‘I daren’t, I daren’t!’  
 
    ‘Oh, be quiet and calm down,’ Bartell said. ‘Look, we’ve been trying to get that thing together for ages now, with Akarith’s men pestering us for the pieces. Now that Sen has all the parts – I hope – and the Dusk Alliance is no more we can move on with things. Sen should be grateful to you for getting them there. I did say at all costs, after all.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, thank you, my lord,’ Elsim said. 
 
    ‘Don’t crawl, if you can help it,’ Bartell said. ‘Now, I’ll need to send a message for Sen to come over at once with the staff, once he’s used it to set things up over there. Since the Dusk Alliance is out of the way, rather sooner than I expected, and apparently that arse Alhamis is touring suspiciously close by, we should move on with the plan. When Sen arrives we shall have a feast, and once everyone is drunk we will carry it out. I want everything in place for then, all right?’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, my lord,’ Elsim replied. ‘Very exciting, very exciting!’ 
 
    ‘Certainly things will be taking a swift change for the better,’ Bartell said. ‘But that will only be the start, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, my lord,’ Elsim replied. ‘When word gets here from the tomb…’ 
 
    ‘Hush!’ Bartell said, hearing footsteps close at hand. ‘We have guests. Come on. We shall await them inside.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon was no longer the drab mage in grey that he had been ever since Akarith had tried to hire him to kill the mysterious fellow at the Dusk base. Now he was clothed in the finest items he could afford with the money he had on him, which was not too inconsiderable since he had recovered his five relorans from Akarith’s room. He had chosen a fine white silk undershirt, and a splendid soft violet sleeveless top. About his shoulders and down his back flowed a silk cape of deep purple, which blended in with leggings of a similar hue. To Archimegadon’s mind, he now looked every bit the lord he deserved to be. 
 
    To Obdo, he looked a fool, as ever. Of course, Obdo had replaced, almost exactly, his dreadful clothing from before. Neurion had been given free silver armour by the nearest branch of the School of Paladins, since he was possibly the only paladin in the world from one of the schools to be associated with something heroic. The others tended to run away a lot and write bad poetry. 
 
    Archimegadon’s mind was not entirely on his fine clothing right now, though. Just moments away was the grand reward that he had been reaching for over these last weeks. Money, oh yes, money beyond his wildest dreams! Who would have thought, five years ago, that the down-and-out handyman Ardon Forseld would become Archimegadon, Mage for Hire and hero of the nation? Delicious! 
 
    ‘You look very happy, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘What did you get up to last night?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, you oaf,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Anyone with any sense would be delighted in my position! We are about to be exalted, Obdo.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care about any of that,’ Obdo said. ‘What I want is a bed just like that one for the rest of my days. A man could die in that bed.’ 
 
    ‘I am sure it can be arranged,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now hush, I believe these grand doors must lead to our benefactor.’ 
 
    Archimegadon had it right this time. The oak doors, resplendent with carvings of Valanthas’s history, opened and a long red carpet stretched out ahead of them, leading up to the throne of Lord Auber Bartell himself.  
 
    There were a fair few nobles gathered outside the throne room, and they all barged past Archimegadon to get seats first. One of them knocked Obdo onto his backside, while another nearly lost his eye to the Staff of Antagules, which was sticking out on Archimegadon’s back. Seeing an opportunity that he could only have dreamt of before, Archimegadon put a foot out and watched with a great deal of satisfaction as some overeager nobles stumbled and splatted all over each other. 
 
    ‘Watch your feet, you idiot!’ said one of them, trying to muster his dignity despite his skewed wig. 
 
    ‘How immeasurably rude,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You show them,’ Obdo said, supporting the mage for once following his own ignoble tumble. 
 
    ‘The knaves have never been in such a grand presence before,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I imagine it will take them a while to adjust.’ 
 
    ‘Off you go,’ a soldier said. 
 
    ‘Ah, and the moment of truth,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If you ever learned to walk properly, Obdo, prove it now.’ 
 
    Thus the band of three set off down the carpet, Archimegadon leading the way with the most arrogant stride the kingdom had seen in a long while. Next to Obdo, who was limping a little after being barged onto the floor, Archimegadon looked like a king. Neurion was marching with the solemnity of a true holy knight, and for all the assembled nobles could see, he was a great paladin indeed. 
 
    All the while, Bartell’s eyes stared down upon them. 
 
    Behind the Lord of Aldrack a great window displayed the mountains and forests of Valanthas beyond the walls of the city, and above them the clear blue sky. Archimegadon could not believe how perfectly all of this was proceeding, and wished that he could walk down this hall for ever, encapsulated in this perfect moment. 
 
    Unfortunately, the hall was not infinite, and the three of them came to a halt before Lord Bartell, who for the moment was wearing a smile. 
 
    ‘So, you are the ones I have heard so much about!’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Remember the story,’ Archimegadon whispered one last time to the others. 
 
    Bartell either did not notice this whispered command or chose to ignore it, for he went on. ‘I was away for just a few days, and now I return to find the city in celebration, for the Dusk Alliance, our growing enemy, has been conquered! And who, I asked, did this? So I am told, it was you three! Is this so?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed it is, my lord,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The three of us were hired by the High Captain to capture the Dusk Alliance’s leader, one Akarith Kellason, and we have carried this out. Although one of our allies went missing, Valia Relassis, she did her part in aiding us to infiltrate the base.’ 
 
    ‘As far as I have been informed, the base has been burned to the ground,’ Bartell said. ‘Presumably you three were not the ones who did this?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but we were,’ Archimegadon lied. Bartell’s eyes were fixed on his. ‘They caught us, and we had no option but to fight back. It took our combined efforts to summon a great firestorm to devastate the base.’ 
 
    ‘You cast this spell yourselves?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed, my lord,’ Archimegadon replied. Suddenly he felt uneasy, although he had lied in this way many a time in the past. No time for stupidity, this was business! ‘But Akarith Kellason came at us in the flames and we were forced to fight for our lives against her, and believe me the battle was hard-fought.’ 
 
    ‘And you say you have brought her here, alive?’ Bartell asked. ‘The legendary assassin? Is this true?’ 
 
    Bartell was certainly full of questions. Archimegadon began to develop a dislike for the man. ‘Indeed so, my lord! She is currently residing here, in your splendid dungeon.’ 
 
    ‘If so, then I don’t imagine you will mind me asking for her to be brought here,’ Bartell said. The Lord of Aldrack smiled inwardly. This was the moment that would break Archimegadon, that would have him begging forgiveness for his lies. If not now, then when the prisoner was brought before him. He fired off his devastating words. ‘I knew her myself before she became an assassin, you see,’ he added, looking to see Archimegadon’s artifice crumble. 
 
    ‘So she tells us, my lord,’ Archimegadon said, oblivious to what Bartell had been hoping would happen, and to the man’s obvious surprise at the mage’s bland reaction.  
 
    ‘Ah, excellent,’ Bartell said, a little put out. He waved at a few soldiers. ‘Go and bring Akarith to me at once! I wish to speak with her.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was still riding on his soaring confidence, unaware of Bartell’s misplaced certainty (at least in the matter of Akarith). This meeting was going well, he felt. Well, time to bring out the real important matter. 
 
    ‘My lord Bartell,’ Archimegadon said, ‘while we await Akarith, may we deal with another matter?’ 
 
    Bartell waved a hand lazily. ‘Very well, go ahead, mage.’ 
 
    Although miffed at being treated so lightly, Archimegadon kept the feigned respect in his voice as he drew forth the red amulet and the letter of introduction. ‘I have here an amulet for you, sent by Master Sen Delarian of the Melethas Mage School,’ he said. ‘Here is a letter of introduction from him, and the amulet in question.’ He held forth the items. 
 
    Bartell covered his irritation at this. He didn’t want anyone getting the slightest whiff that he and Sen were trading magical objects, nor that they were hiring idiots to do the delivering. Furthermore, what was this amulet, and what had Sen written on the letter? He took the proffered items and opened the letter up. 
 
    ‘Two thou…’  
 
    Bartell stopped quickly and re-read the message. Sen had clearly not been happy about Elsim promising away a lot of his relorans for each delivery. Well, he had said at all cost, but to give such riches to this fool before him was madness!  
 
    ‘Well, mage, you have certainly earnt yourself a fair bit of money this day.’ Bartell’s forced smile nearly sent his face muscles into spasms. He set aside the amulet, which looked and felt worthless, and the letter too. ‘We shall deal with that after our notable guest reaches us, eh?’ Hopefully, the false Akarith would save him from handing over this sum of money. 
 
    ‘Of course, my lord,’ Archimegadon replied, feeling his exultation begin to give way to the dread fear that Bartell was going to stiff him as well.  
 
    A very unpleasant silence followed. Bartell was far too angry to even consider speaking, and Archimegadon suddenly felt too small in that grand room to start up any conversation. Everyone set to examining the room’s decorations in that supposed-to-be-subtle-but-actually-quite-obvious way people adopt whenever something very awkward is taking place right in front of them. 
 
    When the soldiers pushed Akarith into the throne room everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief, except for Bartell, whose face muscles not only went into spasm but threatened to jump ship altogether. He rubbed his eyes in an effort to change what he could see, but all he did was make his eyes go red. This was a complete and utter disaster. 
 
    ‘Well met, Lord Bartell,’ Akarith said, trying to curtsey despite the fact that her arms and legs had all been bound. The guards to either side of her had to lift her by the arms and carry her down towards Bartell. 
 
    ‘Akarith… isn’t this a change of fortunes?’ Bartell asked, feeling worse by the second. ‘And there you thought you could outwit me, for reasons I cannot quite fathom.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t personal, Auber,’ Akarith said. ‘Just a shame it had to hit you so hard, mmm?’ She winked. 
 
    Bartell couldn’t understand what on earth was going on. Had the entire world gone mad? One minute he was in control of everything, the next he finds that some worthless mage for hire has had himself declared a war hero in his absence, has somehow captured Akarith against all the odds, and now Akarith was winking at him for no apparent reason whatsoever. He decided to open up that vintage bottle of wine that was gathering dust in his desk the moment he got out of here. 
 
    ‘Whatever are you talking about?’ Bartell asked. ‘Nothing has hit me hard at all.’ Had Bartell not been waiting for Akarith’s response so attentively, he might have noticed Archimegadon assuming a poker face. 
 
    ‘Oh, I see,’ Akarith said, smiling quite inexplicably to Bartell. ‘Don’t want anyone to know, do you? I can understand, Auber.’ 
 
    Lord Bartell searched every part of his mind for what she was alluding to, but nothing came to him. She surely wasn’t talking about his plans with the Staff of Vortagenses, since she had clearly not managed to get hold of it.  
 
    ‘Let us drop these meaningless riddles,’ he said, losing his cool disposition. ‘You have led a rebellion against the kingdom and thus committed high treason. Therefore, I have but one recourse. You will be executed. I am sorry it has come to this.’  
 
    He was particularly unhappy that it had come to this. After all, he and Akarith had shared some wonderful times in their glory days. Now, though, too much time had passed, and this whole thing with the Dusk Alliance had left him little choice. So be it. 
 
    ‘Oh come on, Auber, that isn’t why you’re putting me to death,’ Akarith said. 
 
    Archimegadon here debated whether to put a stop to this, but as in the case of the curious child seeing a disaster coming and keeping silent to observe what will happen, he decided to let the events proceed. 
 
    ‘I have no idea what you are getting at, Akarith, and I do not care,’ Bartell said, his face reddening. 
 
    ‘At least be brave enough to admit it,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘Admit what?’ 
 
    ‘That thanks to me, you no longer have a…’ Akarith stuck out her tongue and wiggled it suggestively. 
 
    ‘A tongue?’ Bartell asked, very confused indeed. Unfortunately for him, the nobles around him had caught on. 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t really be using magical items down there anyway,’ Akarith said. ‘It’s your own fault it went wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Oooh dear,’ Archimegadon said, although this was perhaps the best entertainment he’d had in years. He only hoped it did not rebound on him. 
 
    The nobles erupted into laughter at the same time that Bartell realised what she was saying. This really was beyond the mark. He rose to his feet instantly. 
 
    ‘Silence!’ he yelled. ‘Be quiet, all of you! She is lying! I have not used any magical items for anything! It is a lie!’  
 
    He surveyed the room to see if anyone believed him, but their eyes were all fixed on one thing. The red amulet at his side. The bloody amulet Archimegadon had just specifically delivered to him.  
 
    ‘Now look,’ Bartell said, trying to regain control of his court, ‘this amulet here is simply an item Master Delarian saved from the Dusk Alliance’s thieving hands. I did not intend to use it for any personal purposes.’ 
 
    ‘Well, isn’t this a development?’ Obdo whispered to Archimegadon, grinning like a fool. 
 
    Archimegadon remained very quiet. 
 
    ‘Something up?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you later,’ Archimegadon replied, trying to keep from laughing. 
 
    ‘Out, all of you!’ Bartell yelled. ‘And if you speak a word of this lie, I promise that you will be stripped of your lands and riches! Now get out!’ He sighed. ‘Except for you, mage, and your friends. Stick Akarith somewhere unpleasant,’ he told the guards. 
 
    The room cleared in no time at all, and Archimegadon wondered whether any of the nobles would actually keep quiet. Unlikely. Poor Bartell was going to have quite the reputation soon. Ah well. 
 
    ‘Come here,’ Bartell said, his voice empty and exhausted. ‘Let us deal with this matter of payment.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t worry about that, my lord,’ Archimegadon lied. 
 
    ‘Promises are promises,’ Bartell said. ‘Two thousand relorans, it says.’ 
 
    Obdo and Neurion stared at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage!’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I shall have the money for you in a matter of days,’ Bartell said. ‘We will have a feast in honour of your victory, and then I shall present you with the money. You will be a hero, mage. What say you?’ 
 
    The lure of fame sold Archimegadon there and then. Besides, Bartell’s defeated manner did not suggest the capacity for treachery. ‘Very well, my lord, and thank you.’ 
 
    ‘I shall arrange it, then,’ Bartell said. ‘Now go and enjoy your time in my castle.’ 
 
    Archimegadon, Neurion and Obdo bowed as one and turned to leave, but Bartell cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘You… don’t believe her lie, do you?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘I tell you truthfully,’ Archimegadon replied, ‘I believe that what she is saying is nothing more than a falsehood. Trust me on that one.’ 
 
    That didn’t stop him from sniggering all the way back to his room. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen: Heroes of Old 
 
      
 
    Bartell opened his second bottle of wine before finally deciding on a course of action. He summoned a knight and sent him down to the prison cells with clear instructions and then drained another glass. Bloody nobles. Who needed them? 
 
    Lord Bartell’s personal chambers were ridiculously over-decorated, but this suited the former hero perfectly. Just as Sen’s study had been all dark browns and greens, so were his chambers, furnished with the finest desks and chairs produced by the most skilled craftsmen in the kingdom. Bartell had spared no expense in arranging his chambers to reflect the very essence of top nobility, so that anybody who went to see him, peasant or king, would be impressed. 
 
    Elsim Redrock was the first to knock on his door, and Bartell invited the man in with a quick glance to check that nobody had seen the clerk. Elsim’s true role was known to just a handful of people in the kingdom, mostly his enemies, and Bartell did not want anyone to know how often he was plotting with the little man. If so, they might get defensive, and that would foul matters up. 
 
    Although not that much. Really, there was nothing anybody could do to foil his plans. 
 
    To the left of Bartell’s desk a grand window opened up on the kingdom of Valanthas, showing much the same view as the throne room, which was a couple of corridors across from him. Now, though, dark clouds had swooped in, and rain lashed at the windows, gathering in pools at the bottom. 
 
    ‘My lord, what did you want to see me for?’ Elsim asked, his voice strangely loud despite the storm outside. Bartell was a bit worried about the clerk, to be honest. He had come back rather strange, and he seemed to creep a lot more than usual.  
 
    ‘Putting aside the farce that took place earlier, did you notice anything important when that mage and his friends were there?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘They were all laughing along with everyone else,’ Elsim replied. ‘But not I, my lord, not I. No, I was very angry, sir…’ 
 
    ‘Enough of that,’ Bartell said. ‘I hate crawling. You noticed nothing of interest?’ 
 
    ‘The mage muttered to the others twice,’ Elsim replied. ‘Might have been plotting, my lord, plotting against you.’ 
 
    ‘That would be no surprise,’ Bartell said. ‘It matters little anyway. I have already plotted their downfall. We can fit it in with the rest of our business after the feast. I’m rather looking forward to it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh good, sir,’ Elsim said. ‘Shall I see to it?’ 
 
    ‘No, this shall be my duty,’ Bartell replied. ‘And Sen’s. After all, this mage comes from Melethas. I fear that Sen may be responsible for him, in which case the old mage can teach him another lesson.’ He smiled, and the shadows swallowed up his eyes. ‘There will be none of his kind anyway, once we have everything contained.’ 
 
    ‘I do hope so, sir,’ Elsim said. 
 
    ‘You need not hope, Redrock,’ Bartell said. ‘It is a certainty. I have decided it is to happen. Therefore, it will.’ 
 
    ‘Marvellous,’ Elsim said, and there was not a trace of sarcasm in his voice.  
 
    Bartell couldn’t bear the man most of the time, but circumstances had forced him to employ the fellow. After all, Elsim was excellent at ensuring the accounts were in order… and at settling accounts, too. 
 
    ‘Now then, I want to know about these reports I have been hearing from the Forest of Gale,’ Bartell went on, shifting some papers on his desk. ‘It says here there was a large demon sighted there, and I believe that you said that knight had killed one.’ 
 
    ‘That is so, my lord,’ Elsim said. ‘They called it the Shadow.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t care less about the name,’ Bartell said. ‘However, I will not abide demons on my land. Demons are often warning signs of dark magic, and after the trouble we had with the last necromancer, I do not intend to let one get a hold here. Especially when the barrier goes up in a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I had heard there were a couple of skeletons upsetting people,’ Elsim said. ‘I dismissed it as silly people thinking silly things.’ 
 
    ‘You probably weren’t wrong, but still…’ Bartell tapped a finger on his chin. ‘Gather some men together and send them up to scout the area. I do not want a necromancer fouling everything up.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, my lord,’ Elsim said. ‘Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t we eager today?’ Bartell said. ‘Very well, one other duty. I want you to set spies on every one of those nobles who were at the meeting today. If they say anything about that lie to anyone, I want them and the ones who heard the tale eradicated! The new dominion will not work if people are laughing at me.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody would dare,’ Elsim said. ‘Look at the Dusk Alliance. They aren’t laughing now.’ 
 
    ‘Well, indeed,’ Bartell said, smiling. ‘Even so, I want everything to run smoothly. This irritating mage has already interrupted our plans enough. There shall be no more surprises.’ 
 
    ‘My lord, everything shall be as you have commanded,’ Elsim said. 
 
    ‘Just make sure it is,’ Bartell said. ‘Off you go. I am expecting another visitor.’ 
 
    The little clerk bowed his head and scuttled out of the room. A cold draft whisked around Bartell as the door opened, and he shivered. So much was now at risk, everything gambled on this plan of theirs. Still, with what they already had, coupled with what they were due to obtain, they would be unstoppable. What was there to worry about? 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and shortly afterwards Akarith was shoved through. She flashed him a quick smile and he could not help but smile back. The soldier who had brought her looked as though he wanted to keep an eye on her, but Bartell motioned him out of the room. He was more than a match for her now, although it hadn’t always been so. 
 
    ‘Well met, Akarith,’ Bartell said. ‘Come over here and sit down.’ 
 
    The assassin, whose hands were still bound, did so with a certain amount of reluctance. At least Bartell had conceded to allow her feet to be unbound this time. Bartell waved at a chair and she sat herself down. The Lord of Aldrack eyed her up and down, and her eyes narrowed with mock anger at his lengthy perusal. 
 
    ‘Enjoying yourself, milord?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘As ever,’ Bartell replied. ‘You’ve certainly changed since the last time we met before today.’ 
 
    ‘So have you,’ Akarith said. ‘You’ve become fat, Auber.’ 
 
    ‘All muscle, I assure you,’ Bartell said, grinning. ‘You’ve certainly plumped up a little, my dear. You were a slip of a girl back then.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t lost your charm, Auber,’ Akarith said with a snort. ‘You still know just what to say to a girl.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, bah,’ Bartell said. ‘I never said you weren’t beautiful. Because you still are, Akarith. You always will be, too.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll never stop trying, will you?’ Akarith asked, rolling her eyes. ‘You know I will never settle down with anyone.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know for certain,’ Bartell replied. ‘How about it? Lady Akarith of Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t the people have something to say about that?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘The people won’t have any say soon enough,’ Bartell replied. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Akarith blinked. ‘Whatever are you up to, Auber? Planning a rebellion?’ 
 
    ‘More than that,’ Bartell replied, pouring two glasses of wine and pushing one towards Akarith. He walked around to Akarith and paused just before cutting through the ropes around her wrists. ‘Promise not to bite?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, all right,’ Akarith replied, grinning. 
 
    Bartell cut the ropes and dropped them on his desk. ‘We did have some times, eh? Just you and I.’ 
 
    ‘Those were the days,’ Akarith said. ‘You running around swinging your sword, and me stabbing anyone who was still standing… good times.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed they were,’ Bartell said. ‘If only they had never ended, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Heroes and lovers forever, is that what you want?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Bartell asked. ‘Heaven knows we fought for it.’ 
 
    ‘It could never have been,’ Akarith replied. ‘You were always too much of a nice boy. I had too many shady ties. Once everything ended we had to part.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps so,’ Bartell said with a sigh, dropping down into his chair. ‘But Akarith… I have to ask, why did you raise the Dusk Alliance against me?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so arrogant, Auber,’ Akarith replied. ‘I wanted revenge on all of Valanthas. It was just unfortunate that you were nearby.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to execute you, Akarith,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘You pronounced my sentence to everyone,’ Akarith said, her eyes darkening. ‘There isn’t any way out now, unless I escape.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t manage that,’ Bartell said. ‘In any case, what was said today matters not a whit. It was what one might term a stalling tactic. Big things are coming, Akarith. Perhaps I am no longer the nice boy I once was.’ He smiled into his wine glass. ‘Or perhaps it is because I am still the nice boy.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever are you going on about?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘Recently Sen uncovered traces of the lost tomb of Vortagenses,’ Bartell replied. ‘Legends tell of the incredible power that Vortagenses sealed there – the power to save the kingdom from some undefined threat.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Akarith said. ‘That’s why I wanted to get the staff.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, the staff is nothing by itself,’ Bartell said. ‘It is not the power Vortagenses left behind. But it is the key. Anyway, to go back a bit, I sent him a team of men to help him excavate the area in question. It happened to lie at the bottom of some old mines, and we entered to find some incredible caves filled with crystals, that Sen imaginatively dubbed the Crystal Caverns. Hidden deep within these caverns is the tomb.’ 
 
    ‘How exciting,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘You never cared much for magical history, did you?’ Bartell asked. ‘Ah well, leave that to me and Sen. We haven’t managed to find the entrance to the actual burial chamber itself yet, but we are working on it. The power within is said to grant the bearer the power of a creator. In essence, the one who obtains it will become a god!’ 
 
    ‘You sound like Tel Ariel,’ Akarith said. ‘I think you’ve had a bit much wine, Auber dear.’ 
 
    ‘Forget the wine,’ Bartell said, leaning towards her. ‘This is an incredible opportunity, Akarith. Don’t you understand? The Light created the world, yes? With this power, one could, in essence, recreate everything.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, wake up, Akarith!’ Bartell said. ‘When we won that war years ago we all thought it would create a perfect world, but it didn’t. Why else did you start stirring things up with your Dusk Alliance? Revenge on a kingdom that had wronged you.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘People went back to their own petty corruptions,’ Bartell said. ‘Even you did. You became an assassin, for heaven’s sake! And there I was trying to stop your kind right after the war. Did I succeed?’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Akarith replied, smiling. 
 
    ‘No, because nobody learnt anything from the war,’ Bartell said. ‘For the most part people stood together during the war, and once again there was trust. Yes, thieves grew in power, but they should have been the last of their breed. The world we won is a very cynical world, Akarith. Everyone deals in money purely for the sake of money. There is no desire to help one’s neighbour, no care for others at all.’ 
 
    ‘So what?’ Akarith asked. ‘That’s just the way it is.’ 
 
    ‘But it needn’t be,’ Bartell said. ‘Why should we let things continue as they are? When all of us fought in the war and sacrificed so much, why should we now roll over and let the rest of the world – those who came after – trample on us? People have become selfish, and that is where the problem lies.’ 
 
    ‘People were selfish before,’ Akarith said. 
 
    Bartell’s fist struck the desk, and wine slopped across the papers. ‘But they weren’t during the war! For that glorious time people knew the true value of life! Damn it, Akarith, don’t you remember? What dreams we had of the time to come, if we could just stop Tel Ariel! What I envisaged was the society that developed during the war, when people cared for each other, but without the war and without the thieves.’  
 
    He held out his forefinger and thumb. ‘People were this close to perfecting it, Akarith. But they slipped back. They let it go. They lost what could have been true enlightenment.’ 
 
    ‘We knew our dreams could never be true,’ Akarith said. ‘The world doesn’t work like that, Auber, and it never will.’ 
 
    ‘Not with the world as it is,’ Bartell said. ‘But say this power does exist. Say we could reshape the world as we dreamt. What then?’ 
 
    ‘Another lovely dream, Auber,’ Akarith replied. ‘I need more wine.’ 
 
    Bartell fortunately had another bottle handy, along with several others that lived in his desk, and he poured a glass for her. ‘Magic is the province of dreamers, Akarith. Once, Sen was the only one of us three who was a true dreamer. Now, though… now, things have changed.’ 
 
    ‘Do tell,’ Akarith said. ‘Enlisted at the Mage School, have you?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Bartell replied. ‘No, I went to a different source for my “training”, such as it was. I went to the Dusk Alliance.’ 
 
    ‘I sold to a lot of people, Auber,’ Akarith said. ‘You would have only been able to buy one item at most.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite right,’ Bartell said. ‘In actual fact, every single buyer was me.’ 
 
    ‘Liar.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s true,’ Bartell said. ‘The soldier who went on a rampage was just a gullible fellow I tricked to lull you into a false sense of security. I got every last object you sold, and believe me, they have come in handy.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they have, Auber,’ Akarith said. ‘And how strong is this wine?’ 
 
    ‘You may mock,’ Bartell replied, ‘but perhaps you would like to tell me about the cloaked man who destroyed your base.’ 
 
    Akarith’s smile went in a flash. ‘No, you don’t mean…’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Bartell said. ‘You have to remember I was a little displeased at your rebellion at the time. It was me that day, destroying your little band of thieves. That was a test to see if these items would really do what your men told me they would.’ 
 
    ‘You bastard,’ Akarith said. ‘You ruined everything!’ 
 
    ‘Calm down, your rebellion was due for a bit of payback from the army anyway,’ Bartell said. ‘You didn’t think that such a crude display could really trouble the kingdom? Valanthas is more powerful than you understand. Certainly I do not intend to pull my punches when I turn on it.’ 
 
    ‘We could have done it,’ Akarith said. ‘We were growing fast… we would have…’ 
 
    ‘…Been killed just the same,’ Bartell said. ‘Although maybe less would have died. Ah well. That was the price for crossing me. We are even now.’ 
 
    ‘We’re even if I say we are,’ Akarith said, her eyes dangerous. 
 
    ‘Don’t be so hostile,’ Bartell said. ‘It doesn’t suit you.’ 
 
    ‘I hate you,’ Akarith said, a grin breaking onto her face despite her best efforts. ‘You always were out for yourself above all things. And you always wondered why I wouldn’t…’ 
 
    ‘Enough of that,’ Bartell said, a momentary shadow passing across his face. ‘What is important is that already I am powerful enough to take down groups of mercenaries alone.’ 
 
    ‘Only when you take them by surprise,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘You think it would have transpired any differently?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    Akarith thought about this for a moment. ‘Hmm, maybe not. Go on then, Auber. Tell me this brilliant scheme of yours.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll come round to my point of view soon,’ Bartell said. ‘Some of the other items have another purpose, which I will put into play in just a handful of days.’ 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Bartell felt a flash of anger grip him at the interruption. He cast it aside for the moment and called for the knocker to enter. He laughed when he saw who it was. 
 
    ‘Ah, Sen, you have arrived just in time!’ he said. 
 
    ‘It looks to me as though you might want to be alone,’ Sen said, eying Akarith as he wandered over to the desk. ‘And who is this ravishing beauty here?’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t forgotten me, have you?’ Akarith asked, beaming. 
 
    ‘Could I possibly forget you, Akarith?’ Sen returned, bending and kissing her hand. ‘It has been a long while.’ 
 
    ‘Too long,’ Akarith said. ‘Auber was just telling me about some mad scheme of his.’ 
 
    ‘Of his?’ Sen asked, frowning. ‘I came up with most of it.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon me,’ Bartell said. ‘You know how it is. One must always impress the ladies.’ 
 
    ‘You two should have got together years back,’ Sen said, drawing over a chair. ‘I never understood why you didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘She was a thief, I was a mighty general,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t have worked,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘It would have worked just fine,’ Sen said. ‘Still could. Pass me a wine glass, Auber.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t promise any wine,’ Bartell said. ‘She’s already drunk most of it. In fact, looks like she drank these last bottles by herself.’ He opened a drawer and grabbed a fresh bottle. 
 
    ‘Oh rubbish,’ Akarith said. ‘That was you. I bet it was because of what I said in front of all your real friends.’ 
 
    ‘Those idiots will be the first to suffer when things are set in motion,’ Bartell said, pouring Sen a drink. ‘I despise them all. But why did you make that nonsense up anyway?’ 
 
    ‘You were about to put me to death,’ Akarith replied with a shrug. ‘What did you expect? Anyway, I didn’t make it up. You mean it isn’t true?’ 
 
    ‘Yes!’ Bartell replied. ‘It certainly is not true. You can check if you like,’ he added with a grin. 
 
    ‘Might take you up on that, Auber, if you’re nice to me,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘So who told you that rubbish?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘What rubbish?’ Sen interrupted. 
 
    ‘I thought Auber had managed to remove his you-know with one of my magical objects,’ Akarith replied. 
 
    ‘Oh, too bad, Auber,’ Sen said. ‘I imagine that went down a treat in front of the entire court.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Sen,’ Bartell said. ‘It was dreadful. They’ll pay for it in due time. But where did you hear this rumour, Akarith?’ 
 
    ‘It was that mage who brought me in,’ Akarith replied. ‘I shouldn’t have trusted a word he said.’ 
 
    ‘Archimegadon?’ Bartell asked. ‘That bastard is really starting to annoy me! I shall make sure his punishment hits home to the core!’ 
 
    ‘You were captured by Ardon?’ Sen asked Akarith. ‘How embarrassing for you. The rumour about Auber doesn’t come close.’  
 
    ‘He caught me trapped under rubble,’ Akarith said. ‘It wasn’t exactly fair.’ 
 
    ‘Even so, you escaped worse things,’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘I was eighteen then,’ Akarith replied. ‘A little younger and thinner… as Auber has already reminded me.’ 
 
    ‘Your body has developed and blossomed,’ Bartell said. ‘You are quite perfect.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, shut up,’ Akarith said. ‘You’re as bad at complimenting a lady as you always were.’ 
 
    ‘I take it Archimegadon is here at the moment, then?’ Sen asked, a little too innocently. 
 
    ‘I don’t appreciate the two thousand relorans you promised him, if that’s what you’re getting at,’ Bartell replied with a scowl. 
 
    Sen laughed. ‘You sent three men to me demanding vast sums of money. The first one I kicked out – he was a little weedy fellow anyway. The second I sent back to Elsim. I sent you the best of them.’ 
 
    ‘The one who would most annoy me, you mean,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Your fault,’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘Redrock’s, actually,’ Bartell said. ‘He’s the one who went around making those promises. I just told him to get it done.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder when Ardon cracked,’ Sen said. ‘Does he really think people are impressed by him?’ 
 
    ‘I imagine so,’ Bartell replied. ‘He certainly thinks a lot of himself. He struts, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I know,’ Sen said. ‘He was prancing around the Mage School when he delivered the amulet.’ 
 
    ‘You’re responsible for him,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Actually, I didn’t teach him,’ Sen said. ‘The blame for that lies elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘He’s the least of our problems, anyway,’ Bartell said. ‘Our only real trouble will be Orgus, if he has any decent mages left.’ 
 
    ‘Hold up there,’ Akarith said. ‘You haven’t finished telling me about Sen’s plan.’ 
 
    ‘It was a joint effort,’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘Just tell me the damn plan.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Sen said. ‘Auber, go ahead. I don’t know how much you have said already.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Sen,’ Bartell said, pouring himself more wine. ‘So gracious of you. Now then… ah yes. Once word comes through that the burial chamber has been located I will head down to the tomb to claim what lies within.’ 
 
    ‘That could be a little risky,’ Akarith said. ‘What if it’s covered in curses?’ 
 
    ‘Hence all these magical amulets and such things,’ Bartell replied. 
 
    ‘Why doesn’t Sen go there?’ Akarith asked. ‘He’s a natural magic-user.’ 
 
    ‘We rolled for it,’ Sen replied, with a sour side glance. ‘I lost.’ 
 
    ‘You rolled on who was to become a god?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘Well how else were we supposed to do it?’ Bartell asked. ‘Anyway, once I have my divine powers I will surely be able to bestow divinity upon my closest friends.’ 
 
    ‘Even me?’ Akarith asked, suddenly appearing a lot more eager. 
 
    ‘If you want me to I shall,’ Bartell replied, shrugging nonchalantly. ‘Once I have the ultimate power that lies in the burial chamber I will reshape the world according to how it should have been.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ Akarith asked, her expression somewhat cynical. 
 
    ‘Look,’ Bartell replied, gesturing at a painting on his wall. ‘The world is like a great painting, and over time the people of the world have got dirt all over the painting. Heroes across the ages have cleared away these stains repeatedly, but now the stains have become so much a part of the pattern that it is impossible to restore the painting. What we must do now is discard this old painting and begin it again – but this time, we will not allow anyone near it with anything that could stain it. 
 
    ‘The people of this kingdom were given freedom, and they abused it. In future, they will have their choices made for them. After all, who could possibly be ungrateful for having the right choices made for them all the time? That can only benefit them.’ 
 
    ‘How inspiring,’ Akarith said, looking more interested in the contents of her wine glass. 
 
    ‘You have to see, Akarith,’ Sen said. ‘Money is all that matters to people these days. People only take jobs for the money involved. Nobody assumes roles because those roles must be filled for the good of other people. They fill roles that are likely to benefit themselves. Not others. This is the world we bought. A world where the only thing that matters is oneself.’ 
 
    ‘I know it wasn’t what we wanted, but I never really expected anything else deep down,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘Didn’t you?’ Sen asked, his eyebrows drawing together. ‘Because I did. Auber did. We thought we had given Valanthas a wonderful gift – freedom from tyranny, the tyranny Tel Ariel had promised. But the people abused what we gave them. They spat on our gift. Just look at the money-grabbing Mage Schools I’m forced to oversee. They stand for all that is wrong with the kingdom. We must stop this disease now, or the world will have no hope. This is for the good of the people, Akarith. They don’t understand what they need.’ 
 
    ‘And you do?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed, or I would not even consider this,’ Sen replied. ‘This quest is unlike any other that has been undertaken before. We are taking the leap that other heroes dared not. We have to turn against popular opinion and do what we know is right. We are going beyond what any other hero has done. We are not content with status quo. Only this way can we achieve what that old war was for. We can restore true values to this cynical and bitter people.’ 
 
    ‘You certainly sound confident,’ Akarith said. ‘But I don’t know… it sounds like you want to kill everyone.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Sen said. ‘Not that. But people must be made to understand, if they are so intent upon blinding themselves. We need a leader who can do what must be done. There is no other way. Currently people’s loyalties can only be bought with money. That makes them all mercenaries or thieves. You really want to live in a country of mercenaries or thieves? Is that what you fought for back then?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, but then I was both just a few days ago,’ Akarith replied. ‘There’s honour amongst thieves, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Not true honour,’ Sen said. ‘We don’t want to let that sort of elitism flourish. We don’t want people isolating themselves to exclusive clubs where only those like them will be accepted. No, the kingdom needs change. The world needs change. And now that Vortagenses’s treasure is within our grasp, that dream is about to be realised.’ 
 
    ‘You’re both insane,’ Akarith said, although she was starting to sound slightly impressed. 
 
    ‘Come on, Akarith,’ Bartell said. ‘One final quest, eh? What else are you going to do? Go back to being an assassin? Take the lives of people who may be innocent to please evil men? You don’t want that life.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t tell me what I want,’ Akarith said. ‘But perhaps you are right this once.’ She looked away. ‘What about executing me?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t intend to,’ Bartell replied. ‘We shall have the feast tomorrow, Sen, I think. We don’t need to waste much time setting things up.’ Sen nodded. ‘Once that happens you are free to go, Akarith. I will be in total control of a wide area of land, away from the king’s jurisdiction.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘Never you mind,’ Bartell replied. ‘I’ll save the surprise. In any case, what we plan to do will take place soon after, with or without you. I would rather have you at my side, but if you choose to stand to the side I will not look down on you for it.’ 
 
    Akarith was silent, and she stared into Bartell’s eyes for all the answers she was looking for. Her wine was forgotten, and probably everything around her too. For that moment in time, there was only Bartell and Sen, two faces that promised everything at no cost. Such a dream… could it be true? 
 
    Bartell held her gaze and willed her to side with them. He suddenly came to understand how much he had missed her, and how much he had loved her. This life had been wasted without her, but perhaps now, as an immortal, he could achieve everything that he had lost. If Akarith would just choose right… 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Akarith said, throwing the word out as though afraid she might reach out and snatch it back. ‘This could be madness, but… you’re right. Something must be done. You win, Auber.’ 
 
    ‘We all win,’ Sen said. ‘I am glad you’re with us again.’ 
 
    ‘Just like old times,’ Akarith said, allowing herself to smile again.  
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Bartell said. ‘But just wait until you’ve seen the new ones.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty: The Etiquette of Life 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you both look so angry about?’ Archimegadon asked his two companions.              The Mage for Hire, Obdo and Neurion had gathered in Archimegadon’s room at Castle Aldrack on the next day, since both the farmhand and the paladin had turned up at the same time demanding to know about this fee Archimegadon was to receive. Archimegadon wasn’t exactly happy about it – his initial plan, after all, had been to tell them once he was a lord – but he supposed he would have to make do. He had refused requests for money before. This time would be like all the rest. 
 
    ‘Two thousand relorans for delivering two amulets, Sir Mage?’ Obdo asked. ‘How did you wangle that?’ 
 
    ‘It was an important part of defeating the Dusk Alliance,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘What do you expect?’ 
 
    ‘Bearing in mind we got five relorans for defeating the Dusk Alliance entire, I think we’ve been sold short,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Obdo is right this time, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘Those are riches.’ 
 
    ‘Tush, it is what you get when you reach my level of expertise,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If you two had as much reputation with Aldrack as I, you might be receiving a greater reward. As it is, you do not. Thus, you get little.’ 
 
    ‘Sir Mage, you wouldn’t have made it here without our help,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I fail to remember the moment at which you saved me,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘When I woke you up that night in Salien for one,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Bah, I would have managed to deal with that oaf Broadblade easily,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You expect payment for crushing me half to death?’ 
 
    ‘A lot of people would be willing to pay me for doing that,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I am sure they would,’ Archimegadon said. ‘However, that is hardly of interest to one such as I. Why should I share the quest with you, eh?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the polite thing to do,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Well, you know I am not polite when I have no call to be,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I am a Mage for Hire, not a walking charity money pot. Be off with you, unless you have something interesting to relate to me.’ 
 
    ‘I have something interesting to relate to your face,’ Obdo said. ‘It’s called my fist.’ 
 
    ‘That was nearly witty, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well done.’ 
 
    ‘Ignore him, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘Still, I think you should reconsider. We did help you where we could.’ 
 
    ‘And with your aid I was strung up in Akarith’s base,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘We were all tricked, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘You too. You have yourself to blame as much as us.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, but it wouldn’t make sense to refuse myself the money, now would it?’ 
 
    ‘That is true,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Let me do the talking, Sir Rusty,’ Obdo said, pushing the paladin aside. ‘Sir Mage, two thousand relorans is a lot of money. Surely you don’t need it all?’ 
 
    ‘Obdo, allow me to tell you some facts about life,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Life is the sort of game where one trusts other people to keep up their end of the bargain, only to find that they are not only not going to keep it, but they are going to steal as much from you as they can possibly manage. Those who profess to want to help you are merely after your money as well, and those who can help you with dealing with them also want your money. In the end, you end up with the same initial problem and no money – unless you go it alone and trust nobody else.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a little bitter,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Your parents left you out to dry, didn’t they?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘How was that for a lifetime of trust returned with betrayal?’ 
 
    ‘They were doing what was best for me,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘They let you go onto a farm so they didn’t have to fund you, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That is the truth of the matter. Now they have one less mouth to feed.’ 
 
    ‘That was quite a few years ago anyway,’ Obdo said. ‘I don’t really care any more.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there’s your first step,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Neurion, how did you end up in the paladin nursery?’ 
 
    ‘My parents ran out of money after some deals went wrong, so they sent me out to make it back,’ Neurion replied. ‘They aren’t too happy that I spent everything on becoming a paladin.’ 
 
    ‘There’s true familial bliss,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You’re their get-out clause. They ran out of money from bets and now send you to do their dirty work. In actual fact they probably still have a lot of money and are living the good life while you toil.’ 
 
    ‘They did raise me,’ Neurion said. ‘I sort of owe them.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ask them to spawn you?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Not exactly?’ Archimegadon repeated. ‘Did you somehow pre-exist to ask?’ 
 
    ‘Fine, so I didn’t ask,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Then there you go!’ Archimegadon said. ‘They created you and expect eternal servitude in return. Hardly a fair bargain.’ 
 
    ‘I think perhaps you should meet my parents before you decide their character,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Pssh, all people are the same deep down,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘They aren’t all like you, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘If they were, the world would be better off,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I think there are already too many people like you,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘You have no true vision, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Listen. This is the crux of the matter. There is no such thing as loyalty. There is no such thing as dependability. There is only yourself. Don’t bother trusting anyone else, because they’ll let you down in the end.’ 
 
    ‘Like you, you mean,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘If you trusted me in the first place then I am rather surprised at you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You’ve got me there,’ Obdo said. ‘So why does this mean that you won’t let us have some of the money for the quest we unwittingly helped you complete?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t help other people out because the return is usually zero,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘That’s very selfish, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Too bad,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What do you want, sympathy? I got the quest, and you didn’t. That’s life.’ 
 
    ‘You’re joking with us, aren’t you?’ Obdo asked, looking hopeful. 
 
    ‘No, I am not,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Not even a little?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Archimegadon struck him soundly with the Staff of Antagules. ‘Do not make me repeat myself, knave. Now be off with you both. I am weary of this discussion.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Just a couple of relorans. It’s not even about the money, it’s the principle.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Archimegadon rose to his full height. ‘Did you carry the amulet?’ 
 
    ‘No, but…’ 
 
    ‘Did you demand my money when you didn’t know the fee?’ 
 
    ‘No, but…’ 
 
    ‘Then you are clearly motivated by money alone!’ Archimegadon said. ‘You too, Neurion! So much for this balls about not caring about the money! You’re no different from me!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I want to leech off your reward,’ Obdo said. ‘Isn’t that familiar? Remember the Shadow?’ 
 
    ‘For the purposes of this debate I have forgotten it,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Ah well.’ 
 
    ‘We could retire from this money,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘You idiot, Neurion!’ Archimegadon said, suddenly angrier than he had been at any point in this debate. ‘Look at you both! You’re in the primes of your lives, imbeciles! I spent years of my life serving my country and I was rewarded with just enough money to afford the Mage School course, with a little left over for living expenses. Since I became Archimegadon, Mage for Hire, I made my riches! Since I forgot all that garbage about helping one’s fellow man I became the success I am now! But for you two to try retiring when the whole of your life is before you… well… madness!’ 
 
    ‘Steady on,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘No, I will not,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I wasted all those years of my life. I had no handy helper to point out where I was going wrong back then. You do now, and that helper is me. I suggest that you listen to me and get on with your lives as they should be lived, instead of wasting it with the foolish preconceived notions of a nation of people who actually only want to get their hands on the money you have earnt.’ 
 
    There was an awkward moment as Archimegadon glared at Neurion and Obdo, who both looked somewhat abashed. 
 
    ‘So… is that a no?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Gaah, you idiot!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Very well, I tell you what. For your aid in my quest I will grant you each a hundred relorans. Is that fair?’ 
 
    ‘No, I will not accept this after all,’ Neurion said. ‘I do not agree with all that you say, but perhaps it would be best to make my own money. I thieved the money for the Shadow… I should atone for it now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh tush,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This is a gift. Take it and be grateful.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Quite right,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You are learning well.’ 
 
    ‘I hope not,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Right, is that sorted out to your satisfaction?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘That is all,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘It is?’ Obdo asked, but they both ignored him. 
 
    Before Obdo could repeat the question there was a knock at the door, and Archimegadon opened it with a thunderous expression. The man who had knocked cowered and turned to flee when Archimegadon grabbed his tunic and dragged the man back. 
 
    ‘Redrock, you knave!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Come to apologise, have you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes sir,’ Elsim replied.  
 
    ‘This is that man you claimed not to know,’ Neurion said. ‘Felick had him.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, I was putting on an act to preserve the amulet,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘And that worked out great for you,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It nearly did not,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now then, clerk, perhaps you would care to explain why you promised me money that Sen Delarian did not have?’ 
 
    ‘It was an honest mistake, I promise,’ Elsim replied. ‘It won’t happen again. Ever.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right it won’t,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Fortunately I am soon to receive double what you promised, but I will never more accept any quests you are handing out.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but sir…’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Elsim fell suitably silent, and Archimegadon went on. ‘One thousand relorans is a lot of money to promise someone. Do not promise it in jest ever again!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t worry, sir,’ Elsim said. ‘You’ll get your reward.’ His expression became a little evil. ‘Oh yes, you’ll get your reward.’ 
 
    Archimegadon, Obdo and even Neurion shared a look. ‘What the hell’s that supposed to mean?’ the mage asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Elsim replied. 
 
    ‘If it meant nothing, then why did you say it?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, well, it meant you would get your relorans,’ Elsim replied, and he grinned. ‘Yes, the relorans…’ 
 
    ‘This guy’s creepy,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I don’t trust him,’ Neurion said. ‘Something about his manner makes me uneasy.’ 
 
    ‘Now don’t you fear little Elsim,’ the clerk said. ‘Don’t you fear him.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was momentarily lost for words. ‘Did Broadblade damage your head? I noticed that your glasses look worse than ever.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry for me,’ Elsim replied. ‘I will get better.’ 
 
    ‘Let us hold a celebration, then,’ Archimegadon said. ‘In the meantime, I presume there was a purpose to your visit?’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, sirs,’ Elsim replied. ‘Lord Bartell invites you to a feast tonight in your honour. Everyone will be there. It shall be a memorable night.’ 
 
    ‘Good heavens, he rushed that ahead a bit,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I thought he said it was to be in a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Master Sen Delarian arrived early,’ Elsim said. ‘Now we can have the feast.’ 
 
    ‘Why, do we need him to have a feast?’ Archimegadon asked, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. 
 
    ‘Don’t you fear little Elsim,’ the clerk replied, his eyes bobbing from side to side. 
 
    ‘What the…’ Archimegadon cleared his throat. ‘Now look, I am not one for games. If you are hiding something, I suggest you reveal it now. Excepting any hideous sights you are concealing.’ 
 
    ‘Elsim has no secrets,’ the clerk said. ‘None at all!’ He scuttled away before Archimegadon could snag him back. 
 
    ‘What the heck was that?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘That was Elsim Redrock, the clerk who hired me,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I do believe he has lost his wits since I last saw him. He was well spoken when last we met. Indeed, I was rather impressed since the last person I had spoken to (aside from that barmaid) was you, farmhand.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a barmaid near my old home?’ Obdo asked. ‘Might be time to head back.’ 
 
    ‘Thank heavens for that,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I was becoming a little worried that you would never leave.’ 
 
    ‘You’re all heart, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I do not like that man,’ Neurion said.  
 
    ‘Now, don’t you fear him,’ Obdo said, grinning. 
 
    ‘No, there’s something funny going on,’ Neurion said, looking very serious indeed. ‘I suggest we keep our eyes out for trouble.’ 
 
    ‘There’s only one source of trouble here,’ Obdo said, ‘and that’s Sir Mage.’ 
 
    ‘You are merely jealous,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘We still don’t know who destroyed the Dusk Alliance base,’ Neurion said. ‘Don’t you think we should let Lord Bartell know? He might be able to help us stop this threat.’ 
 
    ‘After we said it was us?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Madness!’ 
 
    ‘If we help prevent the threat, we could become even more renowned,’ Obdo said. ‘We don’t have to say we did nothing anyway, just that there was someone else there.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, this is true,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We blame the deception on Valia.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a little dishonest,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘So was running off with Broadblade,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I wonder why she did,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Young love,’ Archimegadon said with a sigh. ‘What knavery. Now onwards! Let us do Aldrack further service. But if this goes wrong there will be trouble.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Bartell was up on the highest tower trying to attach a large magical rod to one of the parapets and having considerable trouble. Nothing that he tried would hold the rod up in the correct place, and that would cause problems when it came to the casting tonight unless he could work out how to get this to stay in position. 
 
    ‘My lord,’ said a knight behind him. Bartell jumped and nearly dropped the magical rod over the edge. 
 
    ‘Do you mind?’ Bartell asked. ‘I nearly fell off! Don’t sneak up behind me.’ 
 
    The knight, who had not in fact sneaked in the slightest (especially since his armour was making dreadful creaking noises right now), shifted awkwardly. ‘I apologise, my lord,’ he said. 
 
    Bartell shook his head. ‘Oh, never mind. Anyway, what did you want?’ 
 
    ‘The heroes have come to see you,’ the knight replied. 
 
    Auber pondered whether he had been the cause of so much irritation to those in command back when he had been a hero, dropping in on castles and expecting free board. At least he had been a genuine hero, he supposed. Still, he didn’t want Archimegadon to be suspicious of him just yet, so he nodded. 
 
    ‘Very well, show them up,’ he said, and got back to tying the rod in place. 
 
    ‘Greetings, Lord Bartell,’ Archimegadon said a few moments later, and the Lord of Aldrack felt a shiver of irritation spread up from his spine to the crown of his head. 
 
    ‘Well met, mage,’ Bartell said. ‘And what brings you here?’ 
 
    ‘We have something to tell you,’ the paladin replied. Bartell tried to recall the man’s name, but it eluded him and he gave up. 
 
    ‘This doesn’t sound promising,’ Bartell said with a smile. He cast an eye over his various magical rings and touched a hand to his chest, where he felt the reassuring bumps of the various magical amulets. If they were wise to him, or if they were actually rather smarter than he had given them credit, then he at least had his means of defence if things got nasty. 
 
    ‘It is about the destruction of the Dusk Alliance base,’ the paladin went on. ‘You see, it was not strictly us alone who destroyed it.’ 
 
    Bartell confessed himself surprised at this. Was this the truth coming from them? How unlike what he knew of Archimegadon. Then again, it had probably not been the mage who suggested it. ‘Is that so?’ he asked. ‘So you lied.’ 
 
    ‘Not entirely,’ the paladin said. ‘We… uh… we left out a detail or two.’ 
 
    ‘Well, out with it,’ Bartell said. This was all rather amusing. 
 
    ‘There was a man… an extraordinarily powerful man… who did much of the damage,’ the paladin said. ‘He may have been a mage, but he was a lot more powerful than most.’ 
 
    ‘Was he indeed?’ Bartell asked. How nice, to be receiving such high praise. 
 
    ‘Nobody knows who he is, but I was worried that he may be a threat to you and Aldrack, if not the kingdom itself,’ the paladin replied. ‘It was wrong of us to leave this out just to make names for ourselves, and we are sorry.’ 
 
    That really did surprise Bartell, but then, like most apologies, it was probably made purely out of a need to save oneself rather than out of genuine repentance. He also noted that Archimegadon himself didn’t look too impressed at the level of honesty and humility his companion was displaying. 
 
    ‘Apologies accepted,’ Bartell lied. ‘I shall see what I can find out about this mysterious fellow. I would not worry. Master Sen Delarian is surely enough of a match for him.’ 
 
    ‘Does this mean… the feast is cancelled?’ the paladin asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, nonsense,’ Bartell replied. ‘You did the right thing in telling me. It may have taken you longer than it should have done, mm? But you told me in the end, before it is too late.’ He flashed a grin. ‘I hope.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so too,’ the paladin, looking heartened. Too bad for him, Bartell mused. Then again, the paladin was not to be the focus of tonight’s little punishment.  
 
    ‘Well, I’m a little busy right now,’ Bartell went on, returning to his work on the magical rod. ‘I will speak to you all more at the feast.’ 
 
    ‘Uh… one other thing,’ the paladin said. ‘Your clerk… Elsim Redrock… he’s acting a little strange. I think he may have been threatening us.’ 
 
    ‘Threatening you?’ Bartell asked. ‘He’s a little crazy. Damned good at adding up numbers though. Just ignore him, he doesn’t always know what he is saying.’ Bartell made a mental note to have a few choice words with Elsim before the feast. 
 
    ‘I see,’ the paladin said. ‘Well, take care, my lord. And thank you for being understanding.’ 
 
    ‘It’s my duty,’ Bartell lied. ‘I’ll see you at the feast.’ 
 
    ‘It should be quite an event,’ the paladin said. 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Bartell said. ‘My chefs will be sure to dish up a fine meal. And their desserts are the best in the kingdom!’ 
 
    ‘I will look forward to it,’ the paladin said. 
 
    So will I, Bartell thought. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘And you’re sure this is what the spell will do?’ Valia asked, riding at full speed towards Aldrack. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Felick said, his horse barely able to keep up with hers. ‘That’s what little rat man said. He was a bit crazy right then, though. I wouldn’t trust his word.’ 
 
    ‘I trust it enough,’ Valia said. ‘If he’s right, everyone is stuck in a death trap! We have to hurry!’ 
 
    ‘Damn, the horses can’t go any faster!’ Felick said. 
 
    ‘I only hope they are fast enough.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One: The Great Feast 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon did not bother to change for the feast, since the clothes he was already wearing were splendid enough. There was no need to spoil these city louts by showing them too much favour. After all, he would soon enough be among their number, so they would be grateful to him for bringing some much needed nobility to, well, the nobility. 
 
    ‘The essence of good breeding,’ Archimegadon said to Obdo and Neurion, who had both turned up afraid of going by themselves, ‘is to ensure that everyone knows how much lower they are than you.’ 
 
    ‘It is?’ Neurion asked. ‘We were always taught differently at the paladin school.’ 
 
    ‘You were taught a lot of things at the paladin nursery,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Very few of those things were useful or true.’ 
 
    ‘How would you know?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Let’s just say I have seen evidence of it,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘This feast,’ Obdo said. ‘Nobody’s going to talk to us, are they?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, I fear that these feasts are more about what comes out of the mouth than what goes in,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Fear not, farmhand. I shall do all of your talking for you. So we need not worry. So long as I am in control of this merry little band, there is nothing that could possibly go wrong. Nothing at all.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tempt fate,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Tush, I control my own destiny,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘But what if someone else’s destiny interferes?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Then I shall barge it out of the way,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Honestly, don’t you have a clue about how I deal with things by now?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I always hope there might be a glimmer of goodness somewhere inside you,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Bah, good and evil are knavish concepts for the uninitiated,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Merely differences of opinion, my boy.’ 
 
    ‘If neither good or evil exist, then what does that say for heaven and hell?’ Neurion asked, his forehead furrowed as he put all of his abilities to the task of working this conundrum out. 
 
    ‘Well, if heaven and hell exist,’ Archimegadon replied, ‘then I imagine that certain people favour one or the other.’ 
 
    ‘Good or evil people, you mean?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘No!’ Archimegadon tapped on Obdo’s skull with the Staff of Antagules. ‘Have you not been listening?’ 
 
    ‘I think you don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘You do not think, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Therefore that entire statement is inaccurate.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no point arguing with you, is there, Sir Mage?’ 
 
    ‘None,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘You know all of the solutions but none of the problems,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon wasn’t sure what that meant, so he decided to ignore it. ‘Now then, Lord Bartell seems to have given us a reprieve, so be on your best behaviour. Mention nothing about firestorms of any sort. Emphasise that we defeated Akarith, and remember – it was on a burning building about to collapse, and we only survived because I was able to create a solid walkway of ice.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure it would melt,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon could counter the heat,’ Neurion said. ‘I don’t think he would have any problem with it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re remarkably comfortable with lying, master paladin,’ Obdo said. ‘What happened to that wonderful code of the paladin order?’ 
 
    ‘Quiet, necromancer,’ Neurion replied. ‘It is a sacrifice I must make in order to keep an eye on you.’ 
 
    Obdo’s eyes narrowed as he looked between Neurion and Archimegadon. ‘You may not look like it yet, but you’re definitely starting to sound similar.’ 
 
    ‘Explain that at once,’ Archimegadon said, glaring. 
 
    ‘Using lies and lofty notions to justify money-grabbing,’ Obdo said. ‘That’s how you operate, Sir Mage. Although I think Neurion still believes the rubbish he spouts.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ Neurion said, ‘but I take offence at these insults. I am a paladin of the highest principles.’ 
 
    ‘Your head is in the clouds, no doubt about that,’ Obdo said. ‘But really, Sir Rusty, no matter how shiny your armour is, if it’s rusty underneath, that is the truth of it.’ 
 
    ‘Obdo, if you continue to regurgitate tedious philosophy I may be forced to demolish you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Oooh, touched a nerve, have I?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Archimegadon jabbed Obdo’s arm with the Staff of Antagules. ‘That is touching a nerve. What you were doing was sending me to sleep.’ 
 
    ‘How terrible for you,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Well, I hope you feel ashamed,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now then, enough of this foolery! It is time to go to the feast, and it is long overdue. I am starving, and what is to come afterwards promises to be excellent.’ 
 
    ‘Lord Bartell did say the chefs did good desserts,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I think Sir Mage was talking about the relorans,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Neurion said. ‘Mind you, I’m still a little suspicious about that clerk. Didn’t he seem weird to the rest of you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, I thought he was perfectly well adjusted,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Maybe it was just me, then,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Archimegadon slapped the back of Neurion’s head. ‘If you do not become aware of sarcasm soon there will be trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Who was being sarcastic?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    Obdo peered at the paladin. ‘Maybe he is being sarcastic right now. Maybe it’s all an act, Sir Mage.’ 
 
    Archimegadon frowned, having had such thoughts before. ‘If that is so, I trust you will stop trying to be funny and start helping out,’ he told Neurion. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you are both going on about,’ Neurion said. ‘Didn’t you think Elsim was suspicious?’ 
 
    After staring at Neurion for a considerable amount of time, Archimegadon shrugged. ‘He seemed mad, but then perhaps when Broadblade hauled him off they left him a little unstable. It would be a sad thing, for sure, but it is a possibility.’ 
 
    Obdo shifted and scratched his hair. ‘Wait, are we late for this party thing?’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes.’ Archimegadon once again struck his mightiest pose. ‘Let us be off then, to show these rogues what true splendour is!’  
 
    * 
 
    ‘You are sure it was attached perfectly?’ Sen asked. 
 
    ‘Good heavens, Sen, must you plague me with this every second of the day?’ Bartell returned. ‘Yes, I made sure it was perfect. I double… no, triple-checked it. Nothing is going to go wrong. I guarantee it.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get so tetchy, Auber,’ Sen said. ‘I am just making sure.’ 
 
    ‘We are moving great forces tonight, Sen,’ Bartell said. ‘Anyone would be tetchy right now.’ 
 
    Sen spread his arms wide and raised his eyebrows. ‘Do I look tense to you, Auber?’ 
 
    Bartell slumped back in his desk and picked up the nearest quill, and began brushing it back and forth as he ran through everything again in his head, the details blurring and merging into each other and leaving him thoroughly bemused. Something was surely going to go wrong at this rate.  
 
    Cold air brushed past his face and Bartell looked up at Sen, whose shadowed figure was looming over him, motionless and serene. The mage’s face cracked into dark lines as he smiled, while his eyes seemed to slip ever further into the void. Footsteps echoed in the halls beyond Bartell’s doors, the familiar clangour of armoured troops mingling with the hurried clamour of rushing servants preparing the last details of the meal. As the seconds passed Bartell felt a strange change in the air, as though perhaps fate itself had just altered direction. Calm settled over him, knowledge as Sen’s smile fell across him that there was nothing to worry about. 
 
    History was set in stone. So too was the future. 
 
    ‘You are right, Sen,’ Bartell said, casting the quill aside and sitting up, feeling a lot more certain. ‘We can do this.’ 
 
    ‘The difficult part is past, Auber,’ Sen said. ‘You know this as well as I do. Distracting the King’s gaze was a risky business, but it has served us well. He and Orgus are well aware of the legend of Vortagenses, but they did not read the signs in time. They saw a meagre band of thieves and lapped it up. This will make sure they can’t get at us while we track down the key.’ 
 
    ‘I know that, Sen,’ Bartell said. ‘But such things are child’s play now, Sen, we have been playing at that since the beginning of time. We’ve tricked every bastard from here to Elgebra and I could do it again twice over without breaking a sweat.’ Bartell’s gaze shifted to the night sky beyond the windows, watched the vague blurs as bats and other night fliers flew past hunting for prey. ‘Tonight we cover new territory.’ 
 
    ‘Magic has been my territory for all of my life,’ Sen said. 
 
    A crash in the corridor made Bartell jump, but moments after the murmur of an apologetic boy wafted through the door and set him at ease. A serving boy had dropped something… nothing out of the ordinary.  
 
    ‘Dark magic,’ Bartell said. ‘This is dark magic, Sen. The weapon of our enemies.’ 
 
    ‘Vortagenses was a noble man,’ Sen said. ‘He did not dabble in “dark magic”, Auber, so you can stop worrying about that at once.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen good mages use such evil weapons,’ Bartell said. ‘That staff… the pieces I had sent over to you… they gave me the shivers. Reminded me of him. Of Tel Ariel.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be a fool, Auber,’ Sen said. ‘Vortagenses had a tendency towards spectacle, towards grand acts and gestures. He wanted to intimidate his opponents and made himself a staff that was both impressive and fearsome. I am surprised after all we have been through that such a silly thing would frighten you.’ 
 
    ‘It did not frighten me!’ Bartell said. ‘It merely made me edgy.’ 
 
    ‘Everything is making you edgy at the moment,’ Sen said. ‘I hardly think it something to worry about. Look, you’ve been playing with enough magical powers yourself, Auber. You blew apart that base… I visited the ruins on my way here. And you think that some creepy decorations are more evil than the power to destroy vast swathes of land?’ 
 
    Bartell sighed and offered a shrug. ‘Pardon me, Sen. But… well, Tel always enjoyed leaving his symbols about. His mark. It just reminded me of those days.’ 
 
    ‘Those days are long past!’ Sen said, throwing his hands up in the air. ‘We are about to bring an end to these days too! Of all the people I expected to give up on the threshold of the act I never believed you would.’ 
 
    ‘You twist my words, old friend,’ Bartell said. ‘I never said I was giving up, just… well, I mean, we’re about to send a tremor that could topple the whole kingdom! How can I simply nod and go with it?’ 
 
    ‘This is the easiest part,’ Sen said. ‘Now put on your finest clothes! The feast awaits, and we have much to do!’ 
 
    Reluctantly Bartell nodded. ‘Very well. No going back now, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Obdo’s eyes bulged as a huge slab of roast boar was placed delicately on his plate by a serving man whose motions were so automatic that Obdo suspected he would walk through guests if they happened to stray onto his pre-arranged route. Another serving man replaced the first and laid down various vegetables in a pretty pattern around the edges of his plate, and soon after a third fellow dropped about five potatoes in the middle, quickly followed by a red-faced apology for such an error. 
 
    ‘Never mind, five’s good for me,’ Obdo said, noting that Archimegadon and Neurion had each received two. 
 
    ‘But sir… we may not have enough…’ 
 
    Obdo searched through his library of Archimegadon remarks and then waved a hand impatiently. ‘Off with you, sir. Before I grow angry.’ 
 
    The serving man moved on to the next person in a rustle of educated disapproval. 
 
    ‘Well, farmhand, you have certainly found your place in high society,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘A homage to you, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Kind of fun.’ 
 
    ‘You see?’ Archimegadon shovelled some vegetables into his mouth. ‘Manners are quite overrated.’ 
 
    Obdo turned to his right and eyed the lord whose misfortune it had been to be placed next to Archimegadon’s little troupe. The lord poked at the solitary potato he had received and inspected it avidly in an attempt to ignore Obdo’s inconvenient presence. 
 
    ‘So… uh… my lord,’ Obdo said, deciding to be polite. ‘I am Obdo, humble farmhand and… uh… well I helped capture Akarith the assassin.’ 
 
    The lord peered over his formidable moustache at Obdo. ‘Is that so, sir? Well, I am Lord Aswiche, and I preside over five farms, a tailoring business and a number of trifling shops.’ The glitter of expensive rings on Aswiche’s fingers hinted that these shops were perhaps not quite so minor as suggested. 
 
    Upon reflection starting a conversation had been a mistake. Obdo wished there was some way to escape. ‘Uh… I used to work on a farm,’ he said. 
 
    ‘You said you were a farmhand already, sir,’ Aswiche said. 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ Obdo shifted about and looked to Archimegadon for help, but the Mage for Hire was busy eating and looking in the other direction. ‘Well… uh… what’s it like running a farm? I… well, I know what it’s like on the other end of the… uh… the scale…’ 
 
    Aswiche, from looking irritated and suspicious, suddenly seized on the opportunity to talk about himself and launched into an extremely detailed description of financial difficulties that arise around running several farms and the trouble with “lazy workforces”. Obdo was virtually comatose by the time Aswiche began his diatribe against farmhands so a disastrous argument was fortunately averted just in time. 
 
    ‘These nobles do speak an awful lot of piffle,’ Archimegadon murmured to no one in particular. 
 
    ‘I found it all very interesting,’ Neurion said. ‘Why, it sounds like quite the adventure!’ 
 
    ‘Fiddling about with paying this person the right amount of money and so forth?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Pssh, sounds like a job to be delegated.’ 
 
    ‘Delegated?’ Neurion asked. ‘But if you delegated that, what would you spend your time doing?’ 
 
    ‘Lazing about and perhaps plaguing people lower than oneself by purchasing expensive clothes and flaunting them,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Sounds ideal to me.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t you rather go adventuring, though, Master Archimegadon?’ Neurion asked, his eyes growing misty. ‘Facing evil and bringing peace back to the land?’ 
 
    ‘Erm… well… no, not really,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Where do you get these funny ideas?’ 
 
    Neurion looked very disappointed indeed but said nothing further. 
 
    The tables had been set out in a fairly confusing mess that was supposed to be a semi-circle but had instead devolved into a sort of distorted spiral. Archimegadon stared across the great expanse to the far side of the room and saw Bartell and Delarian talking with each other. Neither of them had touched their food yet, from the look of things. The mage only hoped that the fact that Bartell had seated them as far away as possible did not indicate any sort of displeasure. After all, wasn’t this feast supposed to be in celebration of the defeat of the Dusk Alliance?  
 
    For that matter, nobody had mentioned their victory at all, aside from Obdo, who had been summarily ignored. In that flickering moment, for just an instant, Archimegadon felt a sudden urge to feign needing the toilet and make a swift exit from Castle Aldrack. Perhaps such a departure would have been wise, perhaps not… but either way, that would never be answered, for just as he was about to announce quietly to a serving man that he needed to locate the nearest loo Bartell stood up and cleared his throat loudly. 
 
    ‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen all,’ Bartell said, once he had everyone’s attention. ‘As I presume you are mostly aware… although I fear some of you may not quite be right now, thanks to the most splendid wine we have this evening’ – there were a few blurry cheers at this – ‘this feast is in honour of the defeat of the Dusk Alliance, the band of notorious thieves who were recently plaguing our noble kingdom. Their trade in magical items was beginning to become a serious threat to the well-being of everyone in Aldrack, and could quite easily have escalated to bring fear to the whole of Valanthas.’ 
 
    Archimegadon, thoughts of suspicion fading fast, now turned his thoughts to whether he should start posing here for the benefit of the nobility. Neurion was already quite by accident cutting a surprisingly heroic figure, despite looking rather weedy, since he was sitting up listening very intently. Obdo simply looked relieved that Lord Aswiche was no longer talking to him. 
 
    Bartell was quite stocky in his mature years, but as Lord of Aldrack he looked very impressive indeed standing there casting his shadow across the room. He had seated himself next to the fire, and while it gave him an intimidating silhouette effect he was actually now feeling uncomfortable indeed in all his finery next to the blazing flames. 
 
    ‘Yes, the Dusk Alliance has been stopped, my people,’ Bartell went on. ‘Stopped, quite permanently, by myself.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded for two seconds before his mind dragged back the memory of what Bartell had said and repeated it firmly to him. A vicious murmur of confusion blazed through the crowd. 
 
    ‘Egh… bleh…’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘What is he talking about?’ Neurion asked. ‘I thought we were the ones…’ 
 
    Obdo, who was eying the many now-glowing amulets and rings on Bartell’s person, formed the truth very quickly indeed. ‘Oh bugger,’ he said. ‘We’ve been royally had.’ 
 
    ‘That is right, my people,’ Bartell said, apparently gaining confidence from the three companions’ discomfiture. ‘These three con merchants would have you believe that they did this benevolent act, that they were the ones who single… well, triple-handedly cast down an army of thieves and mercenaries! The truth is they were on hand to kidnap the injured Akarith while I dismantled the Dusk Alliance myself.’ 
 
    ‘The army hasn’t moved in weeks,’ one of the lords said. ‘You mean to tell us you went there by yourself and attacked those ruffians?’ 
 
    ‘Time to go, I think,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘For once I agree,’ Archimegadon muttered back, but just as they began to rise Bartell gave a quick hand signal and heavily-armoured knights appeared beside the companions and forcibly seated them again. 
 
    ‘I do indeed mean I went by myself,’ Bartell said. ‘You see, I have grown tired of what passes for society these days. There is too much corruption, too great a number of thieves and liars running around, and too little force to stop it. I have decided, ladies and gentlemen, to put an end to it.’ 
 
    Bartell raised a hand and Archimegadon felt a sudden wrench as an invisible force seized him and dragged him across the table. Food and drink crashed to the floor, and a candlestick clanged as it hit the cold stone floor, spatters of wax dotting across the room in the mage’s wake. Just as the Mage for Hire reached Bartell’s table the force changed and held him there, a couple of feet above the floor.  
 
    ‘What is the meaning of this?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I brought you Akarith, did I not? This is foolishness! Unhand me or I will unveil the true extent of my power!’ 
 
    ‘What is going on, Bartell?’ one of the noblewomen asked. 
 
    Bartell ignored her and stared into Archimegadon’s eyes. The Lord of Aldrack’s eyes were hard and unrelenting, and though they forced the mage to look into them they repelled him at the same time. After a handful of seconds the mage looked away to one side. 
 
    ‘This man before you has transgressed,’ Bartell replied. ‘And will be punished. In due time.’ He glanced at Sen Delarian, whose expression was lost in the deep shadows. ‘But I have shown you, dear ladies and gentlemen, some small part of the new powers I possess, powers which I shall be using to restore true peace to this kingdom, and peace which you all, in some way, have shunned.’ 
 
    Normally there would have been a yell of outrage, and had previous people in Bartell’s position said such a thing to the entire nobility they would likely have been hung as a madman in short order. As it was Bartell seemed to hold some aura of power now that none had seen in him before, and Archimegadon floating there before him filled them with some nameless fear. This was not the usual silly magic they were used to seeing thanks to Alhamis’s Mage Schools. 
 
    ‘Now then, I think we have eaten enough,’ Bartell said. ‘I have a surprise waiting for us all outside, so let us proceed up to the Northern Tower and have a look.’ 
 
    The nobles glanced to each other, but not one spoke. Valanthas had seen few such moments in its history, when the most powerful and outspoken of people were suddenly rendered silent and helpless. Bartell might have been interested to know that Tel Ariel, his old adversary, had done this to the old Valanthian nobility when he had first come to the kingdom to declare war.  
 
    At another quick signal from Bartell a number of knights detached themselves from the walls and politely ushered the nobles from their seats. 
 
    ‘There’d better be a good explanation for this,’ one of the nobles said at last, his voice contending weakly with the crackling fire for mastery of the hollow silence. ‘And see here, Bartell, I have soldiers here this very minute! Any attempt at trickery on your part will be costly.’ 
 
    Lord Bartell smiled indulgently and nodded. ‘Of course. Of course. Everything shall be fine, I assure you. Go on ahead.’ 
 
    The nobles were led out of the feast hall with Obdo and Neurion at their head, and as they passed great paintings of war and battle they had little idea that their own guards had already been done away with in the back rooms of the castle, along with members of Bartell’s personal army, the Order of Endless Skies, who had rejected the new direction of their master. Carrying out this slaughter were troops under the command of Elsim and Akarith, whose pardon had already been signed and sealed. 
 
    As for Obdo and Neurion, the former was working out a way of escaping from the guards in this huge crowd, while the latter was thinking that perhaps they were to receive just punishment for their lies. For the most part people did not really know what was going on, but they allowed themselves to be shepherded onwards, glad simply to walk away from Lord Bartell, who had as yet not left the feast hall. 
 
    ‘That was easier than I expected,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘People are still frightened of magic deep down,’ Sen said. ‘They remember what it can really be used for, despite the silly magic tricks that are on display wherever they go these days.’ He turned to Archimegadon. ‘Well, Ardon, looks like you got a little over-confident. Imagine asking me for a thousand relorans! And for a paltry delivery, too.’ 
 
    ‘I did not make the offer,’ Archimegadon said, determined to make these oafs see the errors of their ways. ‘Blame the clerk. In any case, I was tracked by mercenaries, it was hardly a cosy trip.’ 
 
    ‘My heart bleeds,’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘You’re friends of Akarith, aren’t you?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘That’s what she said… that she knew you, at least.’ He nodded towards Bartell. ‘I presume you three “heroes” go together.’ 
 
    ‘You could say that,’ Bartell replied with some amusement. 
 
    ‘I note that you all favour the same tactic of dealing with people you do not like,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘She tied me up and jabbered at me in much the same way. Who would have thought it, really… three heroes reduced to small-time villains.’ 
 
    A slight smile sneaked onto Bartell’s face. ‘How wrong you have it, Forseld. But come! We will miss the festivities! Follow along, Forseld, do be a good fellow.’ He clicked his fingers and the immobile mage began to float along behind his two captors, and to anyone watching would have looked very comical indeed. 
 
    By the time they joined the others at the top of the tower everyone had settled into another messy attempt at a semi-circle, and Bartell, Sen and Archimegadon filled the empty space, which also included the metal rod that had been tied to the ramparts earlier on. The sound of festivities carried up from the streets of Aldrack and surrounded the nervous nobles, who did not look at all festive any more. 
 
    ‘So. Here we are.’ Bartell surveyed his guests and drew forth a sheet of paper from a pocket. ‘I had a lengthy speech prepared, actually, but I fear it would be wasted on you all. So let’s have the abridged version. 
 
    ‘Many years ago we fought a war with the necromancer Tel Ariel. Thanks to the efforts of our armies, as well as those adventurers we have come to regard as “heroes”, we were able to stop him and restore peace to the kingdom. All very nice and cosy, but what are we left with all this time later? A kingdom of thieves and liars, as I have said. A place where loyalty is money and life is money and everything is money.’ He patted Archimegadon on the shoulder. ‘What we have here is a mage from one of those Mage Schools. What do you teach prospective mages at Mage Schools, Sen?’ 
 
    The great mage folded his arms. ‘Might as well be nothing. We are ordered to give them a magic staff, teach them a very basic spell and charge them the earth.’ 
 
    ‘Is that true, Master Archimegadon?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘I…’ Archimegadon fell silent. 
 
    ‘The Mage Schools are nothing more than a cynical attempt to make money for an order of mages that is finding less and less use in a kingdom that is, for the moment, free of war,’ Bartell said. ‘But the problem is that they spawn worthless mercenary liars like our friend here, who believe that fleecing people in return for nothing is a respectable business. 
 
    ‘But I say no. I did not fight in the war for this. Friends of mine did not die in the war to purchase a lie. Everyone is out for themselves. Well enough. The people have failed! I deem them unworthy of the right to choose and decide for themselves. Today, ladies and gentlemen, I shall begin the road to enlightenment, and the kingdom will be held to account for the crimes that have been committed in the name of relorans.’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying?’ one of the lords asked, and several other similar questions followed it from his fellow nobles. 
 
    ‘What I am saying is that you are all relieved of your titles and lands,’ Bartell replied, and he continued to speak over the outraged yells that followed this. ‘Everything you have shall be brought under my control. If the land is to be made fair for all, then first it must be restructured. I shall take this duty upon myself. And now – silence! – let us begin this. Let us christen our new land!’ He looked to Sen Delarian. ‘Carry on.’ 
 
    Sen produced a wand that looked not unlike the Staff of Vortagenses. The mage probably noticed the recognition in Archimegadon’s eyes, for he leaned over and whispered briefly. ‘Yes, Ardon… this is another of Vortagenses’s old toys… and it is one of several items that together have a purpose that you will no doubt enjoy. Watch now and have fun.’ 
 
    Delarian raised the wand and suddenly he was surrounded by darkness. It was not simply shadow but almost like water flowing about his arms, until it gathered around the wand and then shot out in a straight line at the metal rod Bartell had been putting up earlier. For a moment the air shimmered, and then there was a loud crack and a clatter. 
 
    ‘Auber, I did say to put it up properly!’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘I spent bloody hours doing it, for heaven’s sake!’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Never mind, let me fix it,’ Delarian said, retrieving the metal rod from where it had fallen. ‘You really thought this would keep it up… honestly, you really have become senile, and long before me.’ The mage bored a hole in the stone with a quick lance of flame and then fixed the magic rod in position. ‘Right, let’s try again.’ 
 
    This time, when the dark magic hit the rod, a blazon lit at four points on the horizon and everyone ducked as a large sphere of crackling energy formed above the rod. Sen gestured again with the wand and a red beam, making a deep noise that made Archimegadon’s head ring, blasted up from the sphere and towards a central point in the heavens. Everyone watched, entranced, as the red light spread over their heads and slowly filled the skies. The music in the streets below had stopped; such a thing could not go unnoticed. 
 
    ‘What have you done?’ Lord Aswiche asked, his face crimson in the glow of this new sky (but it was crimson anyway, since he was rather angry to say the least at this point).  
 
    ‘Once, long ago, Vortagenses, our founder, saw fit to maintain peace by surrounding the growing Valanthas with a crimson dome of magical energy, dividing his land from the barbarous invaders without. As Valanthas grew, so did the dome, until one day he deemed his kingdom powerful enough and brought down the dome.’ 
 
    ‘You mean everything’s going to be red from now on?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Well, indoors it will be the same as usual, unless you have windows, but yes, effectively, everything will be red,’ Bartell replied with a shrug. 
 
    ‘You have far, far overstepped your bounds,’ one of the lords said, suddenly gaining his confidence again. ‘We will have your head for this.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite,’ Bartell said. ‘I am now absolute ruler in here. You have no power at all.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so? And do you have a name for this new kingdom of yours?’ 
 
    ‘Erm…’ Bartell looked to Sen quickly for help, but the mage shrugged. ‘Well… this is New Valanthas!’ 
 
    ‘How original,’ Aswiche said. ‘Come on, let’s get our guards and deal with this quickly, before it gets serious.’ 
 
    ‘Your guards are all dead,’ Bartell said. ‘Along with all other knights and soldiers who refused to take part in this. I will not have rogue elements in my new kingdom. That is why I shall have you all imprisoned. If you behave well I might let you become farmers, but the noble life is no longer yours.’ 
 
    ‘This is nonsense!’ Aswiche said. ‘Let’s take down this idiot dome of his here and now and bring this to an end!’ He strode past Bartell, who made no effort to stop him. The moment the enraged lord’s hand touched the magical energies surrounding the rod it was burned off.  
 
    Archimegadon felt the yell shoot through him and winced. 
 
    ‘No simple matter, I am afraid,’ Bartell said. ‘You are all welcome to try to kill me now, my guards will stand aside.’ He gestured again to his knights. ‘I doubt you would achieve much before I finished you all off.’ 
 
    Even the angriest nobles, though, had grown quiet, and now all stared at Lord Aswiche, who was clutching the stump where his hand had been, writhing on the floor behind Bartell, who had not even glanced in that direction. Something strange was in the air now… not only the unearthly light from the red dome, nor simply Bartell’s new aura of command, but… something… perhaps a wisp of the future, a hint of what was to come in the days ahead. The nobles were cowed and said nothing. Bartell had tamed them. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do now then, if this is a kingdom?’ Obdo asked. He was the only one, it seemed, who had not lost his nerve. ‘Going to name yourself King, are you?’ 
 
    Bartell grinned, and it was worryingly childish, the smile of a child who tortures insects because he has not yet grasped the cruelty of it. ‘That is a very good point. King Auber Bartell… what do you think, Sen?’ 
 
    ‘Do what you like,’ Delarian replied. ‘Bearing in mind you’re the only Lord left in New Valanthas it’s just a different title, it doesn’t change your position of power.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m rather attached to being a Lord, I’ll stick to it for the moment,’ Bartell said. ‘Now then, let’s begin my reign with a demonstration of justice.’ He smiled again, and even Obdo stood back warily. ‘Archimegadon, Mage for Hire… prepare for your sentencing.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two: The Shaming 
 
      
 
    Though it was night time, and the moon was obscured by clouds, the red dome glowed with its own power and cast its light down upon the fledgling New Valanthas. Atop the Northern Tower of Castle Aldrack the unwilling audience of former nobles watched Archimegadon with a small amount of dread at what they might see unfold. None of them cared for the Mage for Hire, of course, he was far beneath their notice – and besides, he’d tripped a couple of them too.  
 
    But deep down, their child’s innocence rose up and the fear of death embraced them all. They’d lived a careful life far from the horrors of the previous war, thanks in part to a lot of bribes (had Bartell known this, no doubt they would already be dead). They were sure that they would see an execution there before them, and not one of them wanted that. Some of them felt perhaps that this was all an elaborate nightmare, while others were certain that Bartell had bluffed about their personal guards and waited for the inevitable rescue. 
 
    All of them were drunk or at least tipsy after the feast, though, and this had been Bartell’s plan all along. He had turned some of the fieriest people in the kingdom into dozy fools (and those who had gone the violent course of drunkenness had been sedated by the guards already). Neurion and Obdo, who had both failed to get hold of any wine from the grasping hands of the nobility, were among the only sober people there. 
 
    Archimegadon had refused the wine because he preferred cider. Now he was wishing fervently that he had drunk enough to pass out. But still the bindings Bartell had placed around him prevented him from doing anything to resist.  
 
    ‘Bartell… this is foolish,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I did what you wanted… I delivered the amulet to Sen… and I admitted that I stole Akarith out from the inferno that mage created… that you created…’ 
 
    ‘Enough babble, old man,’ Bartell said. ‘Regrettably it is necessary for me now to make an example of a mercenary, to show that sellswords have no place in New Valanthas. And we all know what you are, master Mage for Hire.’ 
 
    ‘I helped people out,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Well, I will admit that your name is not that well known,’ Bartell said. ‘No doubt because it is so damnably long and hard to remember. But in any case, what I have heard is that you, Ardon Forseld, are no more proficient in the magical arts than the farmhand you have trailing around after you.’ 
 
    ‘Ardon?’ Neurion asked. ‘Who is that?’ 
 
    ‘That’s Sir Mage’s real name, at a guess,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I thought he was called…’ 
 
    ‘Quiet, you two,’ Sen Delarian said. 
 
    ‘Thought it would make you sound powerful, eh?’ Bartell asked. ‘Well, too bad. You aren’t. And you know it, although I suspect that with such arrogance as you have displayed even you forget at times.’ 
 
    ‘Now listen,’ Archimegadon began. 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Bartell said. ‘You are not in the midst of dull farmhands, Forseld. Your supposed wit will not work with me. The time has come for judgement, and it shall be swift.’ He smiled benevolently, but the insincerity of it made Neurion wince more than any of Archimegadon’s lies ever had. 
 
    Bartell rose to his full height, and surrounded by the crimson glow, and the great sphere of magical energy above his head, he cut a fearsome figure. ‘Ardon Forseld, I, Auber Bartell, Lord Protector of New Valanthas, have decided what is to be done with you. You will be punished by your superior in the magical craft, Master Sen Delarian, here and now. Life and death – specifically yours – will be in his hands.’ 
 
    ‘You call that sentencing?’ Obdo asked. ‘Nice way to defer command. What – are you afraid to do your own work?’ 
 
    ‘I consider it apt, in the circumstances, that Mr Forseld receive his punishment from a true Mage.’ Bartell waved a hand and Archimegadon dropped from his magical bindings and landed unsteadily on his feet. The self-appointed Lord Protector took the Staff of Antagules from a guard who had presumably been ordered to bring it before, and he handed the magical weapon to Archimegadon. ‘Now then, Master Sen Delarian, do what you will.’ 
 
    Sen nodded and handed the sinister wand over to Bartell, choosing instead to wield a staff that was similarly unpleasant in appearance. He stood before Archimegadon, and like Bartell he too looked quite at home surrounded by all of this. 
 
    ‘Well, Master Archimegadon, isn’t it nice to chat again?’ Delarian asked. ‘Equal in the magical profession. Hah! Let’s see, shall we?’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Archimegadon asked, looking nervous indeed. 
 
    Sen smiled. ‘I propose this, my fellow Mage. While I have been stagnating in that excuse for a Mage School you have been saving people across the kingdom! So no doubt your skills should be impressive, no? And thus, to start all this off… let us begin with a duel.’ 
 
    ‘But you fought in the old war… you faced Tel Ariel himself!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Mmm, many years ago,’ Sen said. ‘Surely you can beat this old mage?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not exactly young myself.’ 
 
    ‘Excuses, Master Archimegadon,’ Sen said. ‘I am sure you want to show off those prodigious skills you’ve told us all about so much. Mmm?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm… no,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Well, too bad,’ Sen said. ‘Prove yourself worthy of the two thousand relorans we are supposed to pay you.’ 
 
    Miraculously, Archimegadon had forgotten all mention of money and payment, which was fairly understandable when you’re under immediate threat of death. Akarith had been toying with him too, but she had not had this look in her eyes… a look of hate and revulsion that cut through even Archimegadon’s ego and made him feel quite self-conscious.  
 
    Now, of course, as Sen mentioned the payment, it began to sink in how much of a fool he had been. That amulet he had delivered had been used in whatever spell had created this strange magical dome of Bartell’s… and despite the rather suspicious way in which he had been sent off to ask Bartell for double the fee he had gone simply because the reward had been too big to throw away. 
 
    ‘Perhaps I am just the mercenary you say,’ Archimegadon said, ‘but I’ll be damned if I’ll let you take me down like this.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the spirit, Sir Mage!’ Obdo said. 
 
    Bolstered by the support, Archimegadon straightened up and looked Sen in the eye. ‘Very well, Delarian, I accept your duel. Do what you will.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I was going to with or without your permission,’ Sen said with a laugh. ‘Right, then. Stand to the sides, everyone. Stray magic can be unpleasant.’ He offered a brief bow to his opponent. ‘So… Archimegadon, Mage for Hire. Let us duel. I, for the kingdom, and you… for whatever is most important to you.’ 
 
    Archimegadon could find no real answer to that. 
 
    ‘Say when, Auber,’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘As you wish,’ Bartell said, nodding. ‘Three… two… one… begin!’ 
 
    Sen suddenly dropped his pose and took to cleaning his fingernails. Archimegadon did not really notice, as he was too involved in attempting to cast the biggest flamebolt known to mankind, so that he could wipe the idiot mage off the tower and the rest of the universe for that matter. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon yelled, and while his voice thundered about them the flamebolt that shot out from the Staff of Antagules was a rather puny effort. 
 
    ‘Oh gods,’ Obdo said, burying his face in his hands. 
 
    Sen looked up at the flamebolt and pursed his lips. He visibly considered the problem at hand as it meandered towards him, before finally putting a hand out before him, palm facing forwards, and let the bolt strike it. The flamebolt simply made a little popping sound and disappeared. 
 
    Archimegadon had been confident after Obdo had cheered him, but since the farmhand was now unable to watch, and Sen had clearly had no trouble with the flamebolt, his confidence took a sharp dent. 
 
    ‘Well… ah… that was a test,’ he lied, but it had none of the force of his usual brand. ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    Sen considered this next one too, and as it neared him he opened his mouth wide and swallowed it as it reached him. Archimegadon stood back wondering whether perhaps the mage was committing suicide (come on, even a small fire is something one should not swallow) when Sen grinned and suddenly breathed a huge torrent of fire that all near to him agreed felt very hot indeed. 
 
    ‘Just a parlour trick, of course,’ Sen said. A few of the former nobles smiled uneasily, probably trying to win favour. 
 
    ‘Are you going to duel him?’ Bartell asked with an impatient tap of his foot. 
 
    ‘In a minute,’ Sen replied. 
 
    The Mage for Hire considered his options. He knew just the one spell, and it did not seem to be going particularly well; even by his usual standards these flamebolts were poor. It seemed he would have to summon all of his might to do some real damage. He squeezed his face up and rallied everything he had within him, although Obdo, who had chanced a look, feared the mage needed the toilet or something and quickly hid his face away again. 
 
    ‘By the heavens themselves, let this flamebolt be the end of you!’ Archimegadon yelled, and felt again like he was possibly a hero of sorts. ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    This time the flamebolt wasn’t all that bad, and it raced at Sen, who was at the far end of the tower, much faster than the first two times. Given no time for any theatrical pondering, Sen simply flicked a finger and the flamebolt burst into a collection of fiery butterflies that fluttered about the ex-nobles. 
 
    ‘Butterflies…’ Bartell murmured, before his tone changed rather rapidly. ‘What the hell are you doing, Sen? This is meant to be a duel, not some bloody show! Get on with it!’ 
 
    ‘Pardon me, my lord,’ Sen said, smirking. ‘Very well, Archimegadon, allow me to show you what you were trying to do. Flamebolt!’ 
 
    Archimegadon blinked as the flamebolt appeared and as his eyes opened again it hit him full in the chest. It was like being struck by a…well, by something unpleasantly heavy but not heavy enough to kill you, shall we say. And it laid the mage flat, and moreover set his fine robes on fire. In a panic Archimegadon managed to roll about and put the flames out, although it took the last of his strength and he lay back panting from the effort. 
 
    Sen Delarian strode over to him and looked down. 
 
    ‘Magic is a tool of death, Ardon,’ he said. ‘You are no mage. In wars we destroy castles, bring down cities, incinerate vast tracts of land! All you can manage is a puny little sparkly light with no protection on it at all. So I can simply twist it however I want. My butterflies would do more damage than what you can summon forth.’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough,’ Neurion said, finally finding some courage deep within. ‘This is wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ Sen asked. 
 
    ‘I… I’ve travelled about with Master Archimegadon briefly,’ Neurion replied. ‘I mean… he’s a person too, like you and me. And he isn’t the evil demon you make him out to be, I mean…’ He fumbled for words. ‘When we went after the Dusk Alliance… they were mercenaries, real sellswords. They were out to harm the kingdom, Master Archimegadon was only doing his bit to help.’ 
 
    ‘How cute, the little dog can talk,’ Sen said. ‘But hush, I have no time for barking.’ He shot a bolt of energy at Neurion that wrapped itself around Neurion’s mouth. The paladin tried to speak but whatever Sen had done was too powerful for him to counter. 
 
    ‘He’s right,’ Obdo said. ‘This is wrong. You claim to be saviours but this is just a power trip for you… talking about magic as a tool of death… blah blah blah! Protectors of the kingdom my arse, you’re no different from Akarith!’ 
 
    ‘Oh ho, a farmhand involving himself in matters of the kingdom now?’ Bartell asked. ‘Go back and tend your fields, or I shall bury you beneath them.’ 
 
    ‘Kill me if you want, but I reject your “reign”,’ Obdo said. ‘I’ve stood here watching long enough! Good gods, look around! Everything is coloured like blood… you’re no defenders of justice. Even Neurion’s a better servant of the Light than you.’ 
 
    Neurion looked offended and flattered at the same time. 
 
    ‘Sen, shut him up, will you? He isn’t worth killing,’ Bartell said, waving a hand negligently. 
 
    ‘Don’t you…’ Obdo began, before Sen’s magic silenced him. 
 
    ‘Leave them… alone,’ Archimegadon said, attempting to stand. ‘You want me, for whatever reason… so finish me and be done with it!’ 
 
    Sen shrugged. ‘It isn’t you really, it’s what you stand for. But I suppose that’s part of your character, so, yes, it’s you. But don’t worry, it’s just because you were here, you’d normally be under our notice.’ He smiled again, which was never a good sign. ‘Shall we demonstrate more magic?’ 
 
    He twirled his staff a bit and a vortex of magic formed in the air before him. It suddenly flew loose and spun about like a deranged giant spinning top, before colliding with Archimegadon’s legs. For a moment he shook like a doll before it threw him against the parapets, and his robes flew up revealing his rather tatty leggings as he collapsed in a heap. 
 
    ‘Oh my,’ Sen said. ‘Such poor taste in clothes. Ah well. What next? Surely you can counter some of it, Master Archimegadon?’ Sen frowned with mock disappointment. ‘Hmm, let me think…’ 
 
    He waved his staff again and the Staff of Antagules rose into the air and danced around Archimegadon, who was still in a heap on the floor, and occasionally it struck him. Neurion made to draw his sword but Sen merely bound his hand in much the same way as his mouth, and then after a moment’s consideration did the same to Obdo before he could try anything. 
 
    ‘Having fun down there, are we?’ Sen asked. He motioned for the Staff of Antagules to stop, which it did obediently. The old hero leant down and pulled Archimegadon to his feet, balancing him against the ramparts. ‘No cocky retorts? Very well, let’s bring this to a close with perhaps the most powerful spell I know.’ Sen concentrated deeply for several seconds before seizing Archimegadon’s hair and pulling his face close. ‘Remember what you have tried to forget! Let your worst memories return from where they have been hidden!’ 
 
    ‘Sen, what the..?’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘A rather nice spell,’ Sen said. ‘We all try to forget things, and it breaks down that barrier and brings back everything we have attempted to erase. Course it’s useless if you have no bad memories, but…’ He looked at Archimegadon, who had frozen in place, his eyes whirring back and forth while he murmured indistinctly. ‘Looks like our Mage for Hire had a few.’ 
 
    Archimegadon fell to his knees. ‘Enough,’ he said. ‘Enough. I give up. You win.’ He took the Staff of Antagules in his hands and then held it out to Sen. ‘Take it back.’ The mage considered things for a moment, before reaching into his pockets and pulling out the signed scroll that Orgus Alhamis himself (or one of his secretaries) had signed. ‘And this… it is a lie… burn it for me, please.’ 
 
    Sen took the staff and scroll solemnly. ‘As you wish.’ He handed the Staff of Antagules to Bartell. ‘Let this be a lesson you remember. Be what you can be, do not lie that you are more.’ He cast the scroll into the cloud of magic above them and, though they could not see it, it was incinerated instantly. 
 
    ‘This is your sentence, Sen?’ Bartell asked. ‘Not death?’ 
 
    ‘There are worse fates than death, Auber,’ Sen replied. ‘I fancy Mr Forseld has much to think over now.’ 
 
    Bartell looked Ardon up and down, and saw that Sen had indeed broken the man. So be it. He nodded to the knights. ‘We are done here, then. Let the people of New Valanthas know what has happened. And take these people to the dungeons, and keep an eye on them. Except for those two.’ He pointed out Obdo and Neurion. ‘I admire their courage if nothing else.’ 
 
    The knights pushed Neurion and Obdo, both still bound, over to Bartell, Sen and Ardon. 
 
    ‘Off with you, then,’ Bartell said, and the knights led their prisoners away. ‘And you, Sen, you have done your job. I’ll see these three off and we’ll get down to business. Oh, and could you remove these bindings? They won’t need them now.’ 
 
    Once Sen had done as asked and gone, Bartell flashed the three a quick smile. ‘Follow me, we’ll go out the side entrance,’ he said, and they followed in his wake mutely.  ‘Well, that was, shall we say, rather unpleasant. Sen gets very fired up about that sort of thing, you’ll have to forgive him.’ 
 
    Obdo looked as though he was about to speak, but he held back, which was prudent. What he would have said would not have ingratiated him with the new Lord Protector at all. 
 
    ‘But that is the way of the world,’ Bartell went on, as they descended yet another staircase and finally reached ground level. ‘Examples must be made. I want what is best for the kingdom, and though my methods must be harsh and unrelenting they will, in the end, I think, be the saving of us all. Heroes must do what needs to be done, at the end of the day.’ 
 
    He led them out of the castle and along a narrow path through the surrounding gardens, until finally they came to the wall around the castle and a little bronze gate. Bartell fumbled in his pockets before finding the key and unlocking it. 
 
    ‘There we go,’ he said, ushering them out. He patted Ardon on the shoulder briefly before savagely pushing him down the three steps onto the street, so that the former mage stumbled and fell. Bartell cast the Staff of Antagules to the ground, hitting Ardon with it. 
 
    ‘Haven’t you done enough?’ Obdo asked, drawing Neurion’s sword and turning on Lord Bartell. 
 
    ‘I was sending him back to where he belongs,’ Bartell replied. ‘In the dirt. Fitting. You are hereby exiled from the city of Aldrack, and have until sunrise to leave. If I ever catch you here again I will kill you on the spot, understand?’ 
 
    ‘I understand all too well,’ Obdo replied. ‘Okay, sure, Lord Protector, we’ll go. This place is a mess anyway. And I’ll wager New Valanthas will fall in a matter of days once the King gets word of this.’ 
 
    ‘The King cannot bring down the dome,’ Bartell said with a smug grin. ‘If he tries to ride through he will go the same way as that lord’s hand earlier. And really… do you think I would have trouble routing an army?’ 
 
    ‘If they were mages, then yes,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Soon, farmhand, even mages won’t be able to touch me,’ Bartell said. ‘A word to the wise. Find the biggest mountain you can and hide deep, deep beneath it. Change is coming to the world. A grand movement to wipe the dirt from our land!’ 
 
    ‘Very impressive,’ Obdo said. ‘Well go on back to being Lord King and let us go.’ 
 
    Bartell sneered. ‘You’ll find my kingdom a hard place to live if you continue with that attitude. But I want you to experience it first-hand. So go on, run off into the night! I have bigger things to deal with.’ 
 
    The gate slammed shut, the key rattled in the lock and then Bartell’s footsteps faded away. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage,’ Obdo said, kneeling next to the fallen mage. ‘How are you?’ 
 
    ‘I am no mage,’ Ardon said. ‘You saw.’ 
 
    ‘Sen Delarian is a legend, it’s no shame to be defeated by him,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I paid them and they gave me a staff…as far as I know, the only magic is in the staff, and it’s weak anyway,’ Ardon said. ‘And I renounce my false name. I am Ardon Forseld, former handyman… failed handyman.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know what’s going on, but let’s just get going first,’ Neurion said. ‘I don’t want to stay here with Lord Bartell and that aide of his close by. They reek of dark magic.’ 
 
    ‘Dark magic?’ Obdo asked. ‘What’s the difference?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s the opposite to the powers a paladin uses,’ Neurion replied. ‘You know… the Light…’ 
 
    ‘Light and dark, yeah, I get the difference,’ Obdo said. ‘But… I mean, I know they’re crazy…but they were kind of holy crazy. Like religious zealots.’ 
 
    ‘There are religions that worship dark gods too,’ Neurion said, his expression grave. 
 
    ‘Looks like we may need your advice a bit more after all,’ Obdo said. ‘But come on, let’s get going, you were right that we should get some distance between us and Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘Not so fast!’ yelled a voice. 
 
    Obdo and Neurion turned to see Felick Broadblade emerge from the shadows, along with Valia. Apparently the knight had managed to get herself captured, for the mercenary was holding a dagger at her throat.  
 
    ‘Oh gods, not more,’ Obdo said. He noticed he was still holding Neurion’s sword. He brandished it in a vaguely threatening manner. ‘Let her go, you idiot! I’m not in the mood for this right now.’ 
 
    ‘How sad,’ Felick said. ‘Those guards told me you were being led out here when they last saw you. Nice to see you are still here.’ 
 
    ‘Forget about me, just kill him!’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Hold on, he hasn’t even made any demands yet,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Yes, be patient, will you?’ Felick asked. ‘Now then, where was I? Ah yes, so you’re still here. Yes. And now… uhm… oh yeah! You helped bring down the Dusk Alliance and I’m here for revenge!’ 
 
    ‘Really, we didn’t,’ Obdo said. ‘That was Lord Bartell. And… uh… doesn’t the fact that everything has gone a nice shade of red disturb you at all?’ 
 
    Broadblade shrugged. ‘Something to do with magic, the little rat man said. And the guards tell me Bartell’s taken over or something. Doesn’t bother me, I don’t live inside the system. And like hell Bartell blew up the Dusk Alliance, he isn’t even a mage!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really understand that myself,’ Obdo said. ‘Look, let’s just go our separate ways, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t Arkermechadon going to say something?’ Felick asked. ‘I’ve been wanting to have a little chat with him for a while.’ 
 
    ‘He’s… a little preoccupied right now,’ Obdo replied, eying the silent Ardon. ‘Er… so what’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Little knight thought she was well disguised,’ Felick replied. ‘Turns out I already knew she was a knight and had her lead me to you. She’s useful as a hostage if nothing else.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘My pleasure,’ Felick said. 
 
    ‘So you have a demand to make?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Oh yeah,’ Felick replied. ‘I want whatever money you made from handing over Lady Akarith. Or missy here dies.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm… I wouldn’t call her nicknames,’ Obdo said. ‘She doesn’t really like that.’ 
 
    ‘Well tough,’ Felick said. ‘How on earth did I get outwitted by you idiots? Just hand over whatever you were paid and we’ll call it even.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, whatever you say,’ Obdo said with a shrug. He mimed throwing something at Broadblade. ‘There you go.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we got.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t throw anything,’ Felick said. 
 
    ‘Mmhm,’ Obdo said. ‘We didn’t get paid. Lord King in his castle up there doesn’t like mercenaries or Mages for Hire. So he exiled us from Aldrack and didn’t pay us.’ 
 
    ‘Liar,’ Felick said. ‘Pay up. I didn’t come all this way for this stupidity.’ 
 
    ‘Nor did we,’ Obdo said. ‘And what’s more… oh… it’s that knight and his friends!’ He looked past Felick. 
 
    ‘Now, I’m not falling for that again!’ Felick said, pressing the dagger against Valia’s throat in warning.  
 
    And then he crumpled to the floor. 
 
    ‘Holding a hostage in the open, no less,’ Gelenn said, poking at the fallen mercenary with her foot. ‘Stupid.’ 
 
    ‘Nice hit, Mortimyr,’ Terrill said. ‘Surprised you didn’t take his head clean off.’ 
 
    Mortimyr shrugged. 
 
    ‘Good timing,’ Obdo said. ‘That’s the first decent thing that’s happened since that damn feast began.’ 
 
    ‘Having trouble?’ Terrill asked, looking up at the great sphere of energy above Castle Aldrack. 
 
    ‘Like you wouldn’t believe,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Let’s get Master Archimegadon out of here,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Let’s get all of us out of here,’ Obdo said. ‘Want to follow?’ he asked the newcomers. ‘We can tell you some interesting stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, lead on,’ Terrill replied. ‘Doesn’t look like the best time to call in on Lord Bartell anyway.’ 
 
     
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three: New Valanthas 
 
      
 
    ‘So uh… let me get this straight,’ Terrill said. ‘We’re all stuck inside this dome forever?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, something like that,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Ouch.’ 
 
    Obdo nodded. 
 
    ‘That’s pretty crazy,’ Valia said. ‘Bartell and Delarian are both old heroes.’ 
 
    ‘So is Akarith,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I suppose.’ Valia drummed her fingers on the table and stared listlessly into the glass of wine that sat untouched before her. The others all had drinks gathering dust as well, with the exception of Obdo and Mortimyr, who had both already downed theirs. 
 
    ‘So the problem is that Bartell and Delarian are trying to create their own kingdom, yes?’ Gelenn asked, her voice disconcertingly loud in the silence. ‘Well, the solution to that is pretty simple I’d say. We all have a nice night’s rest and then break into the castle tomorrow and kill them both.’ 
 
    ‘Uh… Bartell has plenty of troops faithful to him, not to mention a whole load of magical amulets and thingies that have made him pretty powerful,’ Obdo said. ‘That’s without even mentioning Sen. I’d rather not run in there just now.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you advise, master farmer?’ Terrill asked, sneering slightly as he said it. 
 
    If Obdo was bothered by the jab it didn’t show. ‘Hmmm, good question. Well, uh… does anyone know of any legends of magical swords we could go after?’ He was met by blank stares. ‘Nobody?’ 
 
    ‘Obdo…’ Neurion began. 
 
    ‘It was worth a shot,’ Obdo said. ‘Right then, what other options do we have left to us?’ 
 
    ‘As I said before, they stank of dark magic,’ Neurion replied. ‘If we want to contend on an equal footing, I suggest we request the aid of the Light. I would be quite happy to approach the paladins of my order and seek their advice.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Just so long as Bartell’s bubble stretches far enough to their nearest cathedral.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed,’ Valia said. ‘Paladins were born for this sort of thing. We need their advice now… some of them may have fought Tel Ariel back in the last war.’ 
 
    ‘And if they did,’ Obdo said, picking up the thread, ‘they might also know something more about Delarian’s capabilities, and maybe something useful about Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘All they’d know is that Bartell was a good swordsman,’ Valia said, ‘and that Delarian was a good mage. We are aware of that already.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you never know,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘We’re not here to think like the enemy,’ Valia said. ‘Let’s get some proper back-up, a nice big weapon like a holy lance and just kill them both quickly. Uh, and we’re going to need to find a way to destroy the magical barrier too.’ 
 
    ‘A great plan,’ Obdo said. ‘Isn’t this an impressive band of adventurers we have?’ 
 
    ‘In all honesty,’ Terrill replied, somewhat tentatively, ‘you are all erm… well, that is to say…’ 
 
    ‘You’re all useless,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘Yeah. That.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that charming,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Oh, except for the knight,’ Terrill said. ‘She might have got herself captured but she usually doesn’t sound half as stupid as you other three.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Valia said, eyeing the three trained adventurers uncertainly and blushing. 
 
    ‘By the way,’ Obdo interrupted, scratching his cheek. ‘You’re that bunch who killed the demon in the Forest of Gale, aye?’ 
 
    ‘That’d be us!’ Terrill replied. ‘Have our names got around then?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, it was just next to the farm I used to work on, and I was kind of standing off to the side.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘Wait a moment,’ Gelenn said. ‘Does that mean this morose friend of yours is that… that “mage”?’  
 
    She poked a finger at Ardon, who was gazing into his mug of ale without moving. Indeed, the barman was taking bets with some of the locals on whether Ardon was in actual fact a stolen scarecrow. 
 
    ‘Yup,’ Obdo replied. ‘That’s Sir Mage.’ He glanced at Neurion, whose expression darkened. ‘Well, he was, but that mage of Lord King’s did something to him. Something magical.’ 
 
    Neurion did not seem to leave his internal trail of thought, but he spoke all the same, almost as though he was in a trance. ‘He said something about Master Archimegadon’s memories. About forcing him to relive them.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. That.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t sound like any regular branch of magic,’ Terrill said. ‘Delarian’s way ahead of most mages in Valanthas anyway. He’s probably better than Orgus Alhamis, although I guess old Orgus got his position more by political influence than magical prowess.’ 
 
    ‘His daughter married the King,’ Gelenn said. 
 
    ‘Ah, right,’ Obdo said. ‘So you think that he really did that? Or did he just garble Sir Mage’s brain?’ 
 
    ‘Either way, I think that was the outcome,’ Gelenn replied. ‘You should take him to a healer, if any are stuck within this ridiculous dome.’ 
 
    ‘It looked like the magic barrier was quite big,’ Obdo said. ‘Don’t think Lord King would be satisfied with too small a kingdom, and I think that Sen guy was setting something up so it at least goes as far as Melethas.’ 
 
    ‘Speaking of Auber Bartell, and his pals of course,’ Terrill said, ‘what possessed them to do all this? I mean, they’re heroes, like us!’ He gestured at himself, Gelenn and Mortimyr to ensure no misapprehensions occurred. ‘They saved Valanthas. So why are they doing this?’ 
 
    Neurion looked up. ‘They claimed to be still saving Valanthas, this time from its own greed.’ His expression as he said this was a little odd. 
 
    The three self-proclaimed heroes eyed one another. ‘You think they may be right, don’t you, paladin?’ Terrill asked. 
 
    ‘I admit I wonder if they have a point,’ Neurion replied slowly. ‘Much as I admired Master Archimegadon, he was rather… well… he put a lot of faith in his relorans.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t we all?’ Obdo asked. ‘Ah, you see now they have a point indeed! Guess it’s good those psychos up there have elected themselves to save us.’ 
 
    ‘Sarcasm aside,’ Valia interrupted, ‘I cannot really put much faith in the words of men who would lock us in this magical prison.’ 
 
    ‘The great Vortagenses did the same,’ Neurion said. ‘He took it upon himself to find a means of defending Valanthas against the barbarous hordes without.’ 
 
    ‘Well, unless you didn’t notice,’ Valia said, ‘Greed isn’t a big army about to knock the walls down. There’s no reason for the wall aside from simple craziness. It seems to me that Bartell may be plotting some sort of mass murder within these walls.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be daft,’ Terrill said. ‘He might be acting a little… uh… weird… but he’s not that crazy.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t wager any money on that,’ Valia said. ‘If half of what these two told me about him is true, I’d guess he’s more than a little unhinged.’ 
 
    ‘He made me think of a big sorcerous bully,’ Obdo said. ‘Mainly just taking a lot of pleasure in doing what he did.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever he claimed, there was dark magic afoot,’ Neurion said. ‘I do not trust those who consort with evil, for whatever reason.’ 
 
    ‘What if a necromancer saved the world, then?’ Obdo asked. ‘Because of his powers specifically.’ 
 
    ‘There is nothing a necromancer can do that a paladin cannot do better!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Can you raise the dead?’ 
 
    ‘…No.’ 
 
    ‘Create great creatures of magic to protect you?’ 
 
    ‘…No.’ 
 
    ‘Has any paladin ever transformed into a giant dragon?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, be quiet,’ Neurion replied. ‘We have our own powers. And it is a paladin’s duty to follow, not lead. That way we avoid getting too big-headed.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you paladins are all so humble,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘What are you inferring?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not inferring, I’m saying quite plainly,’ Obdo replied. ‘You paladins are so far up your own arses your beloved Light can’t make you shine.’ 
 
    ‘Now look here, necromancer, you’re supposed to be reformed,’ Neurion said, poking a finger at Obdo’s stubby nose. 
 
    ‘What the heck are you talking about?’ Terrill asked. ‘That guy’s got as much magical ability as Mister Forseld here…’ 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon is a highly skilled mage,’ Neurion said, leaving his finger pointing in Obdo’s face. 
 
    ‘He’s not,’ Gelenn said, shaking her head. ‘He might be your friend, but… I mean, even his magical staff is near-useless.’ 
 
    Neurion snatched up the Staff of Antagules and held it tight, aghast. ‘Leave the Staff of Antagules out of this!’ 
 
    ‘Oh please,’ Terrill said. ‘Look at it, it’s just some stick someone found in a forest.’ 
 
    ‘Shows what you know about magic,’ Neurion said with a glare. 
 
    ‘Would you lot shut up?’ Mortimyr asked. 
 
    Everyone did so. 
 
    ‘Uh…’ Obdo looked around the silence to see if it was safe to break it. ‘Well, now everyone’s being quiet, can I ask Miss Harpy how she got caught by that silly mercenary?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Valia replied. 
 
    ‘Oh, go on.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I thought he was more interested in… uh… me… than in getting hold of you bunch,’ Valia said, folding her arms with a scowl, her cheeks burning. ‘He was so stupid all the time that I presumed I had him well-fooled, so I thought I could find some stuff out. He babbled all sorts of things that clerk of Bartell’s told him.  
 
    ‘Well, now you all know that stuff, and more besides… but anyway I felt it my duty to find you and warn you. Shouldn’t have wasted time trying to see if you were going back to Melethas. I should have known you’d run straight to Aldrack in search of money and glory. I guess he wasn’t fooled after all, in the end.’ 
 
    ‘No surprise he was just tricking you in return,’ Obdo said. ‘You have the sex appeal of a stone.’ 
 
    Valia’s glare could quite easily have killed him, but at that moment a wasp buzzed into Obdo’s face and he fell off his chair with a loud and painful bump and clatter. 
 
    ‘What did you do with Broadblade?’ Neurion asked Terrill. 
 
    ‘Uhm… well, you saw,’ Terrill replied. ‘Morty thwacked him and left him there. Heh.’ 
 
    ‘Nice,’ Obdo said from where he lay stricken on the floor. Knocking another table and some other drinkers, he leapt to his feet and nearly fell across the table, but for the timely intervention of Mortimyr. ‘Thanks. So, what now? I for one am done. I’ve had enough of being near-butchered, and it looks like the insects near Aldrack are evil too. I’m going back to my farm… and I might as well take Sir Mage here, I feel sorry for the old fart. We’ll get him a nice job on the farm and perhaps in time that silly spell will break and he’ll be back to his old self.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope that day never dawns,’ Valia said, folding her arms. 
 
    ‘Well, thanks for the information and all that,’ Terrill said, ‘not to mention the “advice”, but I think we can manage what you’re incapable of. We’ll take Bartell and Delarian out ourselves, tonight. Agreed?’ He eyed his team-mates, who nodded without much consideration. ‘Course, if we fail, you’re welcome to carry on the cause, but… well, Bartell wouldn’t be the first criminal we bring to justice.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be fools,’ Valia said. ‘Bravado is all well and good against a single demon, but Bartell and Delarian command the corrupt remains of my knightly order, the Endless Skies, who are probably there in force to stave off any interference now they’ve put up this shield. It’s certain death in there.’ 
 
    ‘Where is your faith?’ Terrill asked, grinning. 
 
    ‘With the Light,’ Neurion replied. ‘For that reason I am going to Verrinion Cathedral. It’s the closest paladin base so it might be within this dome of Lord Bartell’s, so I’ll see what Commander Grand has to say on the matter.’ 
 
    ‘Your paladin leader is called Grand?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, why?’ Neurion replied, looking uncharacteristically irritated. 
 
    ‘No reason.’ 
 
    ‘For all your mockery,’ Valia said, ‘Neurion’s had the best idea of the lot of us. This is bigger than a small band of idiots. Looking for help is not shameful, you know. Just running away won’t solve anything.’ 
 
    ‘It will make me feel a lot better,’ Obdo said. ‘After lugging an oozing demon head across the country, being captured and imprisoned and then kicked out of a tyrant’s castle I feel a good session of recovery will do me good.’ He looked at Ardon. ‘I think Sir Mope will get something good out of it too.’ 
 
    Valia looked at Ardon, who was gazing at his ale just as before. ‘Uhm… I really don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Say what you like! It’s a tried and tested formula!’ 
 
    ‘Interesting as this is, we have an attack to plan,’ Terrill said, and he and his friends rose to depart. ‘See you on the other side, as it were.’ 
 
    ‘I do hope you mean after success,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘What else?’ Terrill asked with a smile. 
 
    The rest of the would-be adventurers at the table watched Mortimyr, Terrill and Gelenn leave before resuming their discussion. 
 
    ‘Where were we?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Nowhere particularly useful,’ Valia replied. ‘Well, I suppose we’ll be leaving Ardon in your hands, then, Obdo?’ 
 
    ‘To my horror,’ Obdo replied. ‘But nah, we’ll have a working Archimegadon at the end of it, I assure you.’ 
 
    ‘I will pray for him,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I doubt the Light would give a hoot about Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Not sure he’s very religious.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone is religious deep down,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Not sure there’s much room for religion next to his gold obsession,’ Obdo said. He watched Ardon for some sort of response, but the ex-mage remained quite silent. ‘Ugh. I can’t believe I miss him.’ 
 
    ‘Nor can I!’ Valia said. ‘He was a horrible man. How you can miss such a slimeball is beyond me.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right, I guess,’ Obdo said. ‘Still, we need to make him less boring. Hello?’ He prodded Ardon. 
 
    ‘Don’t talk about me as though I am not here,’ Ardon said. ‘Just leave me be.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh, a response!’ Obdo said. 
 
    Valia flapped a hand at him. ‘Leave it. If he’s serious, we should respect that.’ 
 
    ‘Spoilsport.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, shut it,’ Valia said. ‘And I want you to behave while I’m away, no antagonising him.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, as he’s never done that to me,’ Obdo said, a look of victorious realisation growing in his eyes. 
 
    ‘Idiot,’ Valia said. ‘It’s been a long day for us all. Let’s get some sleep and see how tomorrow treats us.’ 
 
    ‘Judging from the current trend,’ Obdo said, ‘it’ll treat us like crap.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four: Brothers in Arms 
 
      
 
    ‘So, then,’ Bartell said, leaning back in his chair, ‘what news do we have today?’ 
 
    ‘Profits are up, sir!’ Elsim replied. ‘Lady Akarith reports that three more estates have been emptied. A few of them had little pockets of resistance, would you believe? But they have been crushed.’ 
 
    ‘Pff, what can they hope to achieve?’ Bartell asked. ‘Their loyalty is admirable, but unfortunately my knights are even more faithful than that. Trust earned in battle, Redrock! Those bonds are unbreakable!’ He took another swig of wine. ‘Yes, that’s where it all was. They wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for me, eh? Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, my lord,’ Elsim replied. ‘Lady Akarith has not yet sent a figure’ – he took on an expression of disgust – ‘but she has assured me that in gold alone the takings are significant.’ 
 
    ‘Good, good,’ Bartell said. ‘Excellent. Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I have plans in place for converting their land into farms and training grounds. Lord Jormen’s estate was too small and badly-kept to be of much use, so we intend to demolish it. Aside from that, though, exciting! Very exciting!’ 
 
    ‘Very nice, I will look over the plans later,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘On a side note, a few knights have complained that the new hue of the sky is… erm… that it interferes when fighting,’ Elsim added. 
 
    Bartell glanced sideways through the grand window of his study, out across the city walls and to the formerly-green pine forests and hills. It was most likely a sunny day outside New Valanthas, but in here it was somewhat red, and in a dreary way to boot. Indeed, there had been various complaints from shopkeepers that the new lighting made the streets so dark that nobody could find their shops. So what? At least it was a symbol that control was being maintained… control that had quite severely been lacking before. 
 
    ‘Bah,’ Bartell said, cutting his hand across the air. ‘Their opponents will have the same problem, only worse, as they will, I hope, be less well-trained than my troops. If my troops are admitting to being sub-par, then punishments are in order!’  
 
    Bartell punctuated this by slamming his fist on the table, which had the sole effect of spilling ink across everything. He made a concerted effort to ignore it all out of principle, including the ink lapping around his fist, although Elsim clearly noticed that many of his reports were being flooded out of existence. 
 
    ‘Er… no, sir,’ Elsim said after a moment. ‘They are perfectly well-trained, sir. I will let them know that they are to carry on as before and fulfil their duties as required.’ 
 
    ‘Right, just as well,’ Bartell said, trying to subtly wipe his inky hand on one of Elsim’s reports. ‘Hmm, any word from the outer regions?’ 
 
    ‘Velris reports that the general populace of Lorevin has stopped trying to escape,’ Elsim replied. ‘Apparently they decided the dome cannot be traversed after losing some five people to it. But a force has had to be dispatched to the Verrinion Cathedral to keep order.’ 
 
    ‘Ugh, paladins causing trouble?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘Well, heh,’ Elsim replied with a giggle, ‘seems your big shield dome went zip’ – he made some incomprehensible hand motions in an attempt to show this – ‘straight through half the cathedral. Nobody was killed, but their Commander is a bit angry about the whole thing.’ 
 
    ‘Grand, that pompous upstart,’ Bartell said. ‘Bloody stupid of Salestis, appointing idiots like that to lead an entire army.’ 
 
    ‘Well, they are a rather stupid army,’ Elsim said. ‘You say so yourself, that those paladins are all idiots…’ 
 
    ‘Be quiet!’ Bartell said. ‘Perhaps those foolish schooled paladins. But not these ones, no, not the ones who follow Supreme Commander Salestis… they are much more dangerous. Do not be fooled. Grand will try to move against me, I am sure.’ 
 
    ‘Well, as I say, an army has had to be sent to contain them…’ Elsim tried to say. 
 
    ‘Hush!’ Bartell said. ‘For a start, their cathedral is bigger than my castle! The Verrinion one, that is, not the silly Paladin School chapel they call a cathedral.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but it’s not bigger any more,’ Elsim said, tittering. 
 
    ‘Ah, well good!’ Bartell said. ‘Quite deserved.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently Commander Grand has summoned all paladins in range to the cathedral, and he’s making a stand against the “blatant evil” of your takeover.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ Bartell asked with a smile. ‘An excuse to do him in at last. Clear supporter of Alhamis. He and his Supreme Commander gave those silly paladin schools the go-ahead. I’ll have him. Over the mark this time, and nowhere to run. Tell Akarith, once she’s done with the former aristocrats, I want her to take out the cathedral and Grand to boot.’ 
 
    Elsim scratched down a note and nodded. ‘Yes, sir. Noted.’ 
 
    ‘Is there more?’ 
 
    ‘Only more of the same silliness as before,’ Elsim replied. ‘More rumours from Gale and Horan, even though our last searchers found nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably you felt it noteworthy enough nonetheless,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Well, in light of the demon…’ The clerk pursed his lips. ‘The whispers grow stronger, my lord. They are no longer whispers but shouts! Shouts about the undead. About dark powers. About evil locked inside the dome with us.’ 
 
    ‘Demons and the undead?’ 
 
    ‘There is definite word of a necromancer, sir,’ Elsim replied. 
 
    ‘Nonsense,’ Bartell said with a snort. ‘Not a chance.’ He paused. ‘I’ll send some troops there on a more permanent basis and we’ll soon find the truth.’ 
 
    ‘As you decide, my lord.’ 
 
    ‘You mentioned the demon before,’ Bartell said. ‘Those three went for it, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Aye, they killed it,’ Elsim replied with a nod. 
 
    ‘Well then,’ Bartell said, smiling broadly, ‘I suppose that makes me more powerful than a demon!’ 
 
    ‘That stupid mage pretended he’d killed it,’ Elsim said, almost more to himself than to Bartell. 
 
    ‘Forseld,’ Bartell said with a chuckle. ‘Not seen him about lately. Such a dreadful shame. I miss him so.’ 
 
    ‘Master Delarian did a good job,’ Elsim said. ‘Put him in his place!’  
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Bartell said. He poured himself a fresh drink. ‘Any other news?’ 
 
    ‘Minor scuffles here and there.’ Elsim dropped some papers of a part of Bartell’s desk that was not currently drowned under ink.  
 
    ‘More?’ 
 
    ‘Various requests from community leaders,’ Elsim replied, adding papers to the pile. 
 
    ‘More?’ 
 
    ‘That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘More!’ 
 
    ‘No, sir, I’m sorry. That is all.’ 
 
    ‘But… but…’ Bartell floundered. ‘Surely… hasn’t any progress been made? Haven’t you opened the Tomb?’ 
 
    ‘The Clerics are in an inner chamber,’ Elsim replied, ‘but not the Burial Chamber. The Throne of Mirrors is yet beyond our reach.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you told me last time!’ Bartell said. ‘I demand progress!’ 
 
    ‘It takes a while for word to get to us,’ Elsim said, his tone that of a kindly school teacher. ‘We have to take the dome into account, as the birds cannot get through. There’s Clerics on each side but it takes time to open a hole. Patience, my lord. Soon you will have all the time in the world.’ 
 
    ‘Hmph.’ Bartell downed the wine and trailed the glass around in the ink on his desk. ‘Very well, then. I will look over your reports. Dismissed.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir.’ Elsim nodded and slid out of the room. 
 
    ‘So many delays,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Stop worrying,’ Sen said, stepping out of the shadows. ‘And have patience, just as your clerk said. This is training for you. A test. You’re going to be jumping from controlling this little dome to ruling first the kingdom, then the world, once you get Vortagenses’s secret legacy.’ 
 
    ‘The difference being that I will, by that stage, be immortal,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Well, true.’ 
 
    ‘You assured me we would have the Throne of Mirrors within days,’ Bartell said. ‘But the Clerics are still at the same point.’ 
 
    ‘I will not let anyone kill you,’ Sen said. ‘Not that you need my protection these days,’ he added with a smile. 
 
    ‘It was too close,’ Bartell said. ‘It’s one thing to attack things from afar, like at that ramshackle base, but stuck inside a small room I’m apt to blow myself up! These amulets of yours are no good for fighting indoors.’ 
 
    ‘You know not to,’ Sen said. ‘That’s enough for now.’ 
 
    ‘The message of my takeover has been lost,’ Bartell said. ‘Why can’t the people understand what we are doing?’ 
 
    ‘We cast the land in darkness, assumed total control and then sent our soldiers to force a sort of peace,’ Sen replied with a grin. ‘What do you think they think?’ 
 
    ‘Then why the hell tell me to do it like that?’ 
 
    ‘You said it yourself, because Orgus Alhamis was coming close and we didn’t want him finding the key to the Throne before we do. And more importantly for you, because it sets you up as leader. You are to be the god of these people. Fear creates awe. Awe we can use. But we need to ensure awe does not turn to hate. Hate breeds rebellion. They need to respect you. They need to know that while you lead them, you are one of them. A human. A hero.’ 
 
    ‘The fact I was a hero is all that saved me here,’ Bartell said. ‘Some people believe I am saving them at least.’ 
 
    ‘While others think the dome was created by an evil force to entrap you, oh great hero!’ Delarian said. ‘I have heard the tales, Auber. I’m offended I was left out. But it is best I have a low profile. Then, if we do have serious trouble, they won’t see me coming.’ 
 
    ‘Always handy,’ Bartell said. ‘What of this necromancer?’ 
 
    Sen pursed his lips. ‘Seems coincidental. But I would like to know why a demon turned up in a backwater part of Valanthas at the same time that the Dusk Alliance and we ourselves began operating.’ 
 
    ‘I will find it out,’ Bartell said. ‘I’ll send some disposable people to test the area. A little sacrifice never went amiss when drawing necromancers out from their holes.’ 
 
    ‘Your pet mercenaries?’ Sen asked, sneering. 
 
    ‘Akarith vouched for the Breakers as vaguely competent,’ Bartell replied with a shrug. ‘I don’t want to waste any decent troops if there’s a trap in store.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough,’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘The cathedral, meanwhile will burn,’ Bartell said, as he sifted through the reports and was reminded of the paladins. ‘That place I will not even waste time trying to deal with reasonably. As for Gale, it will be put under heavy guard until whatever nonsense breeding there is crushed.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s hope nobody is planning a holiday to either of those places,’ Sen said, ‘or they might find it rather unpleasant.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What a holiday!’ Obdo yelled, a little too loud. ‘You know, after all those stupid thieves and demons and sorcerers and whatnot this is quite a bloody good way to spend time!’ 
 
    Ardon just sighed. 
 
    ‘Look, Sir Ma… Sir Muh… Sir Mubble-wubble-whatever sod it,’ Obdo said. ‘Look at all those drinks, eh? We’ve downed quite a few! Eh? Eh?’ 
 
    ‘We heard!’ the landlord standing nearby said, but Obdo didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    A great table lay between Obdo and Ardon, and it was a forest of empty mugs, spreading out from Obdo up to a small field of bare table around Ardon’s own mug, which was one per cent empty right now. The landlord, despite being intensely irritated by Obdo’s general character, was quite happy to sell mug after mug, which by some strange effect were steadily becoming more expensive. 
 
    ‘I tell you, Sir Muffin,’ Obdo went on, ‘you’re looking jus’ like the mange you used to, yup.’ 
 
    Ardon twirled a finger round the ale and said nothing. 
 
    Obdo bungled out of his chair, which spun beautifully before knocking over three chairs and a table, casting a cat from the tabletop out the window. The former farmhand grabbed the back of Ardon’s chair. 
 
    ‘Now… now… here, Sir Mabel, let’s get you a nice fireplace to stare into moodily,’ he said, pushing the chair over to what was a rather puny attempt at a fire, if truth be told. Obdo stepped back to admire his handiwork. ‘Perfect… that’s the image we like! Now everyone will see you’re brooding and leave you alone!’ 
 
    ‘Not many in to do that,’ the landlord said, looking around the near-empty room. ‘An’ besides, you’ve bin pesterin’ ’im fer hours.’ 
 
    ‘Bah. Tush. Silence.’ Obdo rolled off a few Archimegadonisms and eyed the morose ex-mage. ‘Oh come on, surely you would react to that?’ 
 
    Ardon most certainly did not react. 
 
    Obdo strode over and seized Ardon’s drink. He eyed the landlord for a moment, pondered whatever he had in mind, and then upended the drink over his companion. But it was the landlord who actually made a noise, spluttering and stumbling round the bar.  
 
    ‘Hey, you, you… you can’t go doin’ that!’ the landlord said. ‘This ‘ere’s a respecuble pub, eh?’ He paused for a moment. ‘But…there’s like no-one comin’ ‘ere these past three days. Them’s ‘idin’ in their ‘ouses.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s a great view!’ Obdo said, weaving his way to the window and gazing out at the quaint yet crimson little village. ‘Don’t you think it gives the area flavour?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t,’ the landlord replied. ‘No bloody customers. Damn stupid if you ask me. ‘S darker out there for a start. Get’s to two an’ I’m buggered if I can see a thing from then.’ 
 
    ‘Not so bad when you’re on the Central Way,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Stuff your Central Way,’ the landlord said. ‘Most folk round ‘ere don’t walk home on yon Central Way, I can assure ye.’ 
 
    ‘Good of you to stay open really,’ Obdo said, collapsing in the nearest chair. 
 
    ‘Not gonna get me customers back stayin’ closed,’ the landlord said, shrugging. ‘’Sides, got lucky you comin’ in today. Not even ten, an’ you’ve gone an’ finished off sixteen drinks! Made back me money quick sharp. Say, you’re not some sorta magic-user type fella, are ya?’ 
 
    Obdo chuckled. ‘Oooh, not me, nah.’ He eyed the sodden Ardon. ‘Nah, was Sir Mage here… ex-mage, that is. He even used to have a magic staff, but when he gave up maging, he gave it over to a paladin, to hand over to those paladins in Verisimilitude Cathedral.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, aye?’ The landlord scratched his beard. ‘Musta bin quite a grand moment, speakin’ to a paladin.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, quite the moment,’ Obdo said. 
 
    * 
 
    The sun beamed, shining with strange force through the red dome to such an extent that it seemed almost as though the grim spell had never been cast. All about the companions the streets were empty, people hiding under the shadow of this new reign, but there were some who would not be cowed. The armour on two of these people flashed with great energy and seemingly with religious zeal. 
 
    Neurion snatched the Staff of Antagules from Obdo. ‘Now clear off, necromancer.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Don’t get any interestin’ sorts ‘ere,’ the landlord said. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Obdo said, looking sour. 
 
    ‘Mind you, we did ‘ave that knight who went an’ told us ‘bout Lord Bartell’s takeover. Shifty bunch though. I’m no fan of his lot, not now.’ 
 
    ‘Lord King’s a barrel of laughs,’ Obdo said. He felt a sudden odd sense of celebrity at having been there at the time and the moment, not that he was silly enough to try telling anyone. 
 
    ‘Claims to be savin’ the world,’ the landlord said, ‘but sure as heck ‘e’s ruinin’ me pub.’ 
 
    ‘People will get used to it,’ Obdo said. ‘I got used to it.’ 
 
    ‘They need drinks to help ‘em through this crisis!’ the landlord said. ‘Why aren’t they ‘ere?’ 
 
    ‘’Snot every day you get a hostile takeover,’ Obdo said. ‘I’d be pissing myself.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’re here,’ the landlord said, cleaning some of Obdo’s many mugs. ‘Why aren’t you hiding?’ 
 
    ‘Too bloody drunk,’ Obdo said. He’d been tempted to say that he’d had an advance preview, but knew that his tale would not be regarded as particularly plausible.  
 
    He sat there and let the landlord get on with cleaning. Truth be told, he almost missed that evening up on the high tower of Castle Aldrack. Defying Bartell and Delarian, seeing a historic moment in action and even playing part! If only Sir Mage hadn’t bungled it. If he’d been able to actually beat Delarian… 
 
    But nah, he’d crumbled and they’d been booted like garbage. Not even treated seriously. 
 
    Well, it was all silliness above his station. He wasn’t going to cling to the fading strands of adventure, he was going to go straight back to his work on the farm. So long as Farmer Belias was understanding about why he had left in the first place. If not, he could always work his way up from the bottom again. Couldn’t be any worse than carrying the old demon head. 
 
    He shed a sentimental tear. ‘They were the good days,’ he said, so loudly that the landlord winced. ‘Gale’s a good old place, anyway. Will be nice going back.’ 
 
    ‘Heh, not a chance,’ the landlord said. ‘They say the dead ‘ave risen there! Hah! That’s some fun for you.’ 
 
    ‘Undead, you say?’ Obdo brightened. ‘Come on, Sir Mage, looks like we have a job to do!’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five: On the Border 
 
      
 
    Valia was, to all intents and purposes, a good, dependable knight, having made her way from the bottom of the ranks through unfailing dedication, attendance and, for the most part, competence. She had been born two years after the big war with Tel Ariel, but had watched her war veteran father and older brothers go off to serve in General Bartell’s army to quell some of the many dissident groups that had arisen several years after the fall of the necromancer.  
 
    She remembered the day they had left quite distinctly, not for the pretty weather, nor how shiny their armour had been. No, she remembered it mostly because it had been the first time ever that her mother, strict perfectionist, had burnt lunch. It had marked a starting point of sorts, and from that day on the former food fanatic had turned out very bad dishes, to the extent that Valia had to push her mother aside and take over the household duties. 
 
    Unfortunately, Valia had herself proved little good at cooking, and so they had enlisted the aid of local retired hero Elbert, whose powers in sorcery were matched only by his cakes. He had told the young Valia dashing tales of battle and glory, perhaps hoping to assuage her fears that her father and brothers were suffering dreadful trials. 
 
    ‘Your father has faced far worse, and when your brothers return they will have the villagers’ respect for life,’ he had told her. ‘And that, my dear girl, is a prize well worth fighting for, if perhaps for the wrong reasons.’ 
 
    Valia had always been overshadowed by her brothers, both older by eight years, and respect was something of which she saw little. Spurred by the old mage, she took up fencing and other more martial pursuits, and after many months attained a certain level of competence. 
 
    When her father and brothers returned quite unharmed, they found her to be quite a match in swordplay, although it has to be said they were pretty tired and indeed held back a bit since they were now rather in the habit of striking to kill. Her father spent many an evening swapping war stories with Elbert, but soon grew quiet on the subject. 
 
    At a later date her father and brothers went back to the army, this time in the service of Lord Bartell, and she overheard her father arguing with her mother about duty and scars, though as far as she’d seen his battle scars were more impressive than anything else. Whatever he was talking about, Valia soon got bored in the house again and joined the local Guard, first as a cadet and then quite swiftly as a full-fledged city guard after a highly-recommended transfer to the Order of Endless Skies in Aldrack. 
 
    It was there that she was picked out to serve under an apprenticeship to one Sir Mortyn, who rushed her through the ranks and pushed her into the Trial of Knighthood rather quickly. Fortunately this part was easy, as it just required her to kneel in contemplation overnight, which while extremely dull was hardly taxing. This much done, she was given the title of Knight, and would occasionally be referred to as Sira Valia.  
 
    All of this was why she found it rather galling to have been outwitted by an idiot mercenary after relaxing her guard in her panic over the disguised Bartell’s assault on the Dusk Alliance. It was also why working alongside two idiots with titles who had never worked for them so irksome. Forseld at least had now seen the error of his ways, but Neurion… 
 
    Well, it had started on the first day, after he had swiped the Staff of Antagules from Obdo and stomped off with righteous fury. Problem was, he was very much under the delusion that he was the most knowledgeable of the two in this matter, since he was a paladin. Unfortunately, Valia knew a lot more about Grand, the Verrinion Cathedral and, to be bluntly honest, paladins in general. 
 
    ‘Paladins have been widely regarded as peaceful men for centuries,’ Neurion had said at one point. 
 
    Wrong. 
 
    ‘I think at least two Valanthian Kings were paladins.’ 
 
    Wrong. 
 
    ‘In the hierarchy of Valanthas, paladins are higher than knight, I think,’ Neurion said as the seventh day of travelling wore on. 
 
    ‘Oh look, just no, Neurion!’ Valia said. ‘I’ve listened to all this ridiculous stuff you keep saying and no! Paladins are a separate order from the individual countries of the world, and they have no place in the Valanthian Army’s hierarchy. The Knights of Valanthas serve the King directly and come far above paladins!’ 
 
    Neurion stumbled back with shock at this outburst. ‘Valia, please. I am not being offensive, please do not be hostile.’ 
 
    Valia felt that was exactly how he was acting, but opted not to challenge the claim out of sheer weariness. ‘Ugh, just never mind, Neurion. Oh! Anyway, look! Here we are!’ 
 
    They had just passed the edges of a forest and now the road led in two simple directions. To the left it cut aside in the direction of a small village, and straight ahead it carried on to an ominous great black shape atop a hill, silhouetted by the blazing border of Bartell’s magical dome. 
 
    ‘The edge of New Valanthas,’ Valia said, her lip curling as she said the name. ‘If only we could nip through and leave this all behind, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ Neurion replied, shaking his head. ‘I could never abandon pe…’ 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Valia said. Paladins really were the limit. ‘Anyway, I’m guessing the road straight ahead leads to Verrinion Cathedral, unless there are two cathedrals in this area.’ 
 
    Valia wished they could have ridden some horses as she worried that Bartell would also realise that the paladins might turn against him. However, Lord Bartell had taken it upon himself to seize control of all the nearby stables and requisition their horses for his own army, as well as cutting off most cart services. Looking at the scene in front of her, Valia got the feeling that their delay in getting here by foot could have made them too late. There was a gathering beneath the hill on which Verrinion Cathedral stood, and she couldn’t help but suspect that those were not paladins. 
 
    ‘The cathedral where I trained was far from here,’ Neurion was saying. ‘Should be…’ 
 
    ‘Neurion, I think we may have company,’ Valia interrupted, speeding up her pace along the road. Neurion stumbled along, looking a little weary from travel. 
 
    ‘Good or bad?’ the paladin asked, fumbling for his sword. 
 
    ‘I suspect it is bad,’ she replied. ‘Can you think of why the paladins would be circling their cathedral?’ 
 
    ‘There are no holy festivals right now,’ Neurion replied, ‘in which case, it may be they are taking up arms against Lord Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘I hope it is that,’ Valia said. ‘Uhm… paladins… they are still well-trained soldiers, right?’ 
 
    ‘The paladins are the foremost in combat,’ Neurion replied. ‘With the exception of a few mages. Like Master Ar…’ He stopped, and Valia supposed that even the young paladin could not vouch for the old con-man’s abilities if what she had heard happened atop Castle Aldrack was true. ‘Well, like Master Alhamis.’ As far as Valia knew, that old fool was a fraud too. 
 
    ‘Bartell has a significant personal army,’ Valia said. ‘Not to mention the fact that he might be behind the undead rumours. You did say he stank of dark magic after all.’ 
 
    ‘Surely not all of your order stayed with him,’ Neurion said. ‘Some must have seen the potential evil of his plans.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope so,’ Valia said, having a rare weak moment and feeling a bit of pain at thinking of her order as the enemy. ‘And let’s hope your Commander Grand is up for dismantling this silly New Valanthas.’ 
 
    Valia’s worst expectations were realised as the traitorous Knights of Endless Skies came into focus. The Lord Protector had indeed moved swiftly to cut off the biggest potential enemy in New Valanthas. A heavily fortified camp swung out in a semi-circle around the imposing spires of the cathedral, and now Valia was closer she could see that the dome had sliced through the hill and indeed the cathedral itself. A tower and some walls had collapsed, the rubble lying like spilt blood between the glowing red wall of energy and the paladin headquarters. 
 
    ‘This is an insult to the order!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Worse than that, it could mean our only allies might be split in two, and Grand himself could be on the other side.’ Valia sighed. She directed Neurion over to a bush, behind which they took cover. ‘Let’s watch and see what’s going on.’ 
 
    ‘If the Commander was on the other side, that would not be very helpful,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘No, not really,’ Valia said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    ‘But don’t worry,’ Neurion said. ‘I know he is on this side.’ 
 
    Valia gave him a withering look. ‘Oh? And how do you know that?’ 
 
    Neurion pointed past the perimeter guards of Bartell’s camp to a group of knights in discussion with some real paladins. ‘Because that’s him there. The one without a helmet.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  
 
    Valia peeked over at the one Neurion had described, a tall and handsome fellow in the most ridiculous suit of armour she had ever seen. It was just unnecessarily big. The shoulder-guards alone could defend small villages from assault. Grand’s hair was thick and deep orange, not dissimilar to his face. He did not look very merry right now, largely given away by the fact that he was yelling something that was just audible, but not so much that Valia could make out specific words. 
 
    ‘Shame we can’t hear them,’ Valia said. ‘Looks like it would be funny.’ 
 
    ‘You want to?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Well, yes, why would I bother saying it otherwise?’ Valia returned, unable to keep her impatience out of her voice. 
 
    ‘Right, let’s see…’ Neurion closed his eyes and concentrated.  
 
    A moment later Valia felt something like a hand around her ear and reached up to grab whoever it was, only to find nothing there. Instead she heard everything get louder, and… 
 
    ‘…Absolute disgrace to your armour!’ Grand was yelling. ‘Call yourselves knights? Once you might have been ranked as heroes, but now you have thrown all that away for his mad ambition? Disgusting!’ 
 
    ‘Commander Grand, please,’ said one of Bartell’s men, the one with the silliest armour, which presumably made him leader of this bunch. ‘For a start you have not understood a thing about what I have been telling you. Please let me explain again.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I have listened!’ Grand said. ‘He thinks he can run things better so he is taking over total control. The excuse of so many tyrants, and believe me I have met a fair few, not to mention having a hand in their defeats.’ 
 
    ‘Please, do not throw out threats yet,’ the knight said. ‘There is evil at work. Lord Bartell saw it coming and has been working to undo it. Bringing down the Dusk Alliance was the first precaution. In retrieving the magical artefacts they sought to use, he has stymied the plans of the Grand Mover behind all these events. There have been whispers of demons for a while now. You surely know of this?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed I do, Velris!’ Grand replied. ‘My soldiers have been killing the vast majority, excepting the last, which I understand someone else got to first. I was calling a meeting to decide what was to be done now it is becoming regular when Auber decided to go crazy on us. I do not believe it is coincidence!’ 
 
    ‘It is unlucky,’ Velris said. ‘But as I have told you, none of this destruction was planned.’ 
 
    ‘I do not believe you,’ Grand said. 
 
    Back behind the bush, Valia gave her companion an encouraging smile. ‘Neurion, this is incredible,’ Valia whispered. ‘You actually know something useful.’ 
 
    ‘When I remember the spells,’ Neurion said. ‘I think Master Archimegadon was right, I tried to learn too many.’ 
 
    Valia turned her attention back to the conversation between Grand and his besiegers.  
 
    ‘So you have told me many times!’ Grand was saying. ‘Yet one question remains, Captain – why bring an army to surround me when you purport to be my ally?’ 
 
    ‘Precaution,’ Velris replied, perhaps a little too swiftly. 
 
    ‘Nonsense,’ Grand said. ‘If you wish to engage in further talks with me, you will withdraw this ridiculous camp. Until such a time I will not give you an ear at all, favourable or otherwise.’ He was just turning to go when he froze. ‘Oh, wait. I believe one of my scouts has returned.’  
 
    He strode past Velris and out of the camp, yelling quite clearly in the direction of Valia and Neurion’s hiding place. ‘Come on out, they’re not a threat! For now,’ he muttered, but Neurion’s spell picked up even that. 
 
    Valia felt the spell release its grip and watched Neurion step out from cover, blushing a little. After a moment’s consideration Valia opted to follow, seeing this as their easiest way to get an audience with Grand. Bartell’s soldiers and Velris looked affronted, but Grand was quite clearly ignoring them. 
 
    ‘Well now,’ he said to Neurion, ‘been waiting for a while for you.’ 
 
    ‘Uh…’ Neurion managed. 
 
    Neurion was seized about the shoulders by Grand, who was grinning in a friendly way that seemed most uncharacteristic. Valia blinked. Was it possible that Neurion had more connections than any of them had realised? Grand steered them both through Velris’s camp, taking care to ignore the captain’s protests. Valia followed in his wake, not really sure what else to do. 
 
    ‘You’ll find our cathedral a little less comfortable these days,’ Grand was saying to Neurion, ‘but I daresay you’ve found that in most places!’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Neurion said in a small voice. 
 
    They reached the edge of the camp and started up neatly-laid steps that led to the cathedral doors. ‘Farewell, Captain. Remember my conditions,’ the Commander called back. 
 
    ‘So, uh… you two know each other?’ Valia asked after they made it halfway, but Grand went silent, his demeanour once again grim. 
 
    Indeed, it was a rather unnerving entry into Verrinion Cathedral. The great towering building had clearly either been designed or altered to make it into a fearsome statement of the power of the Paladin Order, mixing the holy reverence of the Light and more vengeful aspects of the true warlike purpose of the holy knights. Not at all like the bumbling Neurion, these paladins gave out an aura of competence and deadliness that surprised Valia, who had always regarded them as rather stupid. Grand and his personal entourage all seemed very capable and to be frank a touch dour and inhuman. 
 
    Whether deliberate or not, the destruction wrought by Bartell’s magical border had certainly left its mark. Clearly, by the rather provocative military display outside, no matter what Captain Velris might claim, Bartell considered the paladins enemies and had quickly moved to thwart any plans Commander Grand might have had in mind. 
 
    The inside of the cathedral was curiously like a market place, with stands and stalls taking up the majority of the great halls. Even so, there were many, many pews and benches all the way up to a ridiculously overdone altar, behind which was a display that had been built so high it brushed the ceiling, which in turn was so high it was largely lost in shadow, barring the odd handy lantern or chandelier that had been thrown in for effect. 
 
    After seeing various young people and the odd family Valia began to realise that the reason for the stands was that the Verrinion Cathedral was not simply a fortress of the knights but a self-contained town. While the main hall had escaped the destruction, it seemed that the cathedral had been cut off from a second hall, as they passed part of the demolished section where another altar sat rather lonely before a congregation of rubble. 
 
    Finally they were swept into a room that was pretty non-descript. Before Valia could even begin to take in more than that her attention was distracted by the swords that were swiftly placed at her and Neurion’s throats. 
 
    ‘Now then,’ Grand said, not sparing them a glance as he strode past, ‘I want to know who you are and why you dared have the affront to attempt such disastrously inept sorceries on me. You feel the Light is a joke?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Neurion replied. ‘I hold the Light highest in my thoughts, every minute of every day!’ 
 
    ‘I thought you knew each other,’ Valia said, swallowing hard as speaking caused her throat to press against the point of the blade. 
 
    ‘Nonsense,’ Grand said. ‘I recognised your attempt at subterfuge and thought I’d put you on the spot. Now then. Your names.’ 
 
    ‘Sira Valia Relassis, to give myself my title,’ Valia said. ‘Knight of the Order of Endless Skies. Or former by now, I guess, since I have probably been struck off the order - his Lordship has turned it into his personal band of enforcers.’ 
 
    ‘Why would you be disowned?’ Grand asked. 
 
    ‘I am known to have accompanied a certain Mage for Hire and his companions, who defied Bartell on that night and were exiled,’ Valia replied. ‘And if Bartell’s wrath does not fall on me for that, then certainly for having the gall to come here.’ 
 
    ‘I see, well, let’s stop there,’ Grand said. He pointed at Neurion. ‘You. Speak.’ 
 
    ‘I'm Neurion,’ he replied. ‘I was there when Lord Bartell created that dome thing.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Grand said, making no show of whether he believed this or not. ‘You know something of the Light?’ 
 
    ‘I trained at one of the schools,’ Neurion replied. ‘For a month.’ 
 
    Grand’s mouth quirked into a smile. ‘Slightly better than Alhamis's Mage Schools. Still, it turns out rubbish.’ 
 
    ‘Hey!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘It’s true, boy, your spell was so obvious I noticed it right away,’ Grand said. ‘But at least it was so bad I was not inclined to treat you as a genuine spy and kill you there and then. So you want to be a paladin, then?’ 
 
    ‘But I am…’ 
 
    ‘No, you are most certainly not,’ Grand said. ‘Sorry to break it to you, but I have seen just how incompetent you are without needing a further display. You have a vague link to the Light, but to be frank the Light is wary of granting its powers to the untrained.’ 
 
    ‘But they said…’ 
 
    ‘They are not true paladins,’ Grand said. ‘Usually the worst ones I kicked out of this cathedral train people in that one. We can teach you some decent tricks, as I see you have grounding at least. But that comes later. You claim to have been at the sentencing?’ 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said, his expression growing dark. 
 
    ‘Hardly a master,’ Grand said. ‘However, that at least makes me trust your words more. He was indeed the mage disciplined on that awful night. Bartell has blamed much villainy and treachery on the charlatan as a way of making himself look better. Your fame-seeking friend is more famous than he ever imagined.’ He settled down behind his desk and steepled his hands. ‘Hmm. I need a reason to trust you both.’ 
 
    ‘We have come to ask you for help to stop Bartell and Delarian,’ Valia said. ‘They are using magical items connected with Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘But they’re not really artefacts created by Vortagenses,’ Neurion said with touches of pride and smugness. 
 
    ‘Is that right?’ Grand motioned for his swordsmen to move to a slight distance, and Valia rubbed her sore neck gratefully. 
 
    ‘You see, they were using dark magic,’ Neurion replied. ‘Not mage magic. So I think the items must be relics of Tel Ariel… or maybe another necromancer altogether.’ 
 
    ‘They were definitely using dark powers?’ Grand asked. 
 
    ‘Aye.’ Neurion sat forwards in an enthusiastic manner. ‘I think they have more in mind than just this dome.’ 
 
    ‘It surely would not take long for the Order of Mages to find a way through the barrier,’ Grand said. ‘On the other hand, we have thus far had no success. Whatever they did was expertly devised and conjured.’ 
 
    ‘I think Sen Delarian was behind the actual spell,’ Neurion said. ‘Whether he created it or found out about it.’ 
 
    ‘It is very suspicious to me that three former heroes should turn out to be this crazed,’ Grand said. ‘Bonds of friendship account for some of it, but that doesn’t explain Akarith’s little plan. Perhaps unfortunate chance. You are aware of the growing infestation around Gale?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve heard of it,’ Valia replied. ‘Demons and the undead. Perhaps another necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘I want to find out what is going on there,’ Grand said. ‘You might have heard that for a while now we have been dealing with unexplained appearances of demons. Something very odd has been coming out of the Forest of Gale. What needs to be found is whether Bartell and Delarian are behind this, or if we have a separate enemy. If things are even so simple as that.’ 
 
     Grand sifted through some papers in a shallow attempt to look official. ‘I have decided for the time being to trust you. The reasons for this are my own. Thing is, I need all the information on Bartell I can get, not to mention getting any allies I can. If Lord Bartell’s little display out there is anything to go by, then he is not short of troops.’ 
 
    ‘Well, glad that’s settled,’ Valia said, a little put out. ‘Look, I’m not really sure why I’m stuck here, but I took a bad job and now here I am. I didn’t ask to get caught in all of this, especially since I nearly got blown up by Bartell when he destroyed the Dusk Alliance…’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ Grand interrupted. ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Lord Bartell has been collecting magical relics not only to create the barrier,’ Neurion replied. ‘He also did it to give himself powers equal to or greater than most mages.’ 
 
    ‘How interesting,’ Grand said. ‘I did not know that. Well, well. Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well circumstances in the destruction meant that I was parted from Archimegadon and those others,’ Valia went on. ‘Nevertheless, my association with him has ensured that everything I ever worked for is ruined. While I cannot really have revenge on the mage, I can at least work to help defeat Lord Bartell. I think you paladins may be capable of doing it.’ 
 
    ‘I feel flattered,’ Grand said. ‘Still, I am glad we were the first you thought of, although your friend is supposed to be a paladin after all. You will be relieved to know that I intend to do everything in my power to stop this new Lord Protector and his henchman Delarian. What of your other companions? Or companion, I don’t know how many there were with you.’ 
 
    ‘There were three who decided to raid Castle Aldrack and kill Bartell themselves,’ Valia said. She sighed. ‘I guess they have not succeeded.’ 
 
    ‘Let us hope they called it off,’ Grand said. 
 
    ‘Then there was that little squirt Obdo, and of course the old mage,’ Valia said. ‘Sen was supposed to have cast some weird spell on Ardon which made him all morose and depressed.’ 
 
    ‘Ardon?’ 
 
    ‘Archimegadon is his fake name for attracting customers, apparently,’ Valia replied. ‘His real name is Ardon Forseld.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, go on.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So Ardon was being pretty quiet and Obdo decided he’d had enough of these adventures and chose to go on a pub crawl before returning to his old farm, and he took Ardon with him. Thank goodness.’ 
 
    ‘And where is this farm?’ Grand asked. 
 
    ‘Somewhere in Gale, I think,’ Valia replied without really thinking about it. Then her words came back to her. ‘Oh dear.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear indeed,’ Grand said. ‘Still, they may hear of it long before they get close. I imagine they will stay clear, if they have any sense.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t,’ Valia said, frowning. 
 
    ‘I knew it!’ Neurion said. ‘I knew that Obdo was no good!’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me, what?’ Grand asked. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon said Obdo was a necromancer!’ Neurion replied. ‘That’s what this is all about! Obdo is our true enemy. The power behind the scenes!’ 
 
    ‘Obdo is nothing more than a spiteful farmhand,’ Valia said. ‘The necromancer thing was, as far as I could tell, an invention of Ardon’s to press Obdo into carrying the demon head for him.’ 
 
    ‘Which would give the farmhand reason to be bitter,’ Grand said. ‘It is in the shadows that true darkness is found, Sira Valia. Look behind the scenes, below the floorboards, under the covers. Necromancers do not draw attention to themselves while rising to power. Why, even Tel Ariel started out as Perrick the serving boy.’ 
 
    Valia struggled to control herself. ‘But you don’t know Obdo. He’s just stupid, he doesn’t have the wits…’ 
 
    ‘That is why his disguise would work,’ Grand said. ‘Because he appears to be less than he is. I would like you to stay here overnight after journeying all this way. However, I am interested to hear of this suspicious farmhand with the shadow of necromancy attached to his name, and who even now is heading for his home at the heart of the whispers of evil. Whatever his true name may be, or his adopted one that he considers true, I think this may be a very good lead.’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t think it is Obdo,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘So it would seem,’ Grand said. ‘For this reason I will send only one of my paladins with you. It is only a scouting trip. No confronting him! But the immediate threat is Captain Velris and his army outside anyway. I may need all available sword-arms soon enough.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish,’ Valia said, a little put out at being given orders. 
 
    ‘I will introduce you to Anjilo Dawnfield tomorrow,’ Grand said. ‘For now, we will find you some quarters and perhaps some dinner will be in order. Tomorrow you will have rather less fun, I wager.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six: Verrinion Cathedral 
 
     
 
    Valia leant on the balcony of her room atop one of the highest towers of the cathedral. To the right the shattered ruins of the holy chapel lay lifeless and rimmed the ominous barrier that continued to cast its bloody glare across the land. To the left Velris’s forces sat in a grim shadow like some dark snake ready to ensnare and throttle the paladin order. It made her eyes funny going from the normally-lit interiors to the thick sanguine glow of the outside world, and it still felt very disorienting in general. Perhaps that was the idea, although Valia was not certain that Bartell’s soldiers and citizens would approve of it overmuch. 
 
    She did not really know what to make of Grand and Neurion’s theory that Obdo was the necromancer behind the demon and undead rumours. He’d never seemed anything more than the bumbling oaf Archimegadon had treated him as, although perhaps this was the way he had always been treated – and thus the prompting to seek out greater, dark powers for revenge. 
 
    It was similar to the way in which Lord Bartell had collected the amulets, rings and whatever else that now made him a near-unassailable foe. Bitter because the world hadn’t turned out perfect after the battle with Tel Ariel… Valia agreed that things had not been going great, but this takeover would only spread more dissent! And the use of these dark powers made Valia question the truth of his words. 
 
    Bleh, who knew? This was a matter for Grand now. It had become clear over dinner that the Commander had his sights set on being the one to dethrone and destroy Bartell. Valia supposed it was only right, as the paladin, representative of the Light, would be quite an apt opponent for the villainous lord with his dark powers. Indeed, it would be most poetic for it to end that way. 
 
    Valia didn’t really have any high aspiration. While she was hoping to provide some good help to the cause, she had no intention of leading it or getting a name for herself. She felt in this sense she was certainly far ahead of the ex-mage Archimegadon, whose participation she was delighted not to have. Had he been involved, he would have annoyed Grand into executing them. Although with no money up for grabs the mage would likely never have come here. 
 
    No, the world was better off without Archimegadon. 
 
    * 
 
    Grand had swiped a very nice picture from the great hall, and was working on fixing it to his wall. His current office was rather sparse, as his usual one lay across the border along with most of his possessions and useful documents. The latter mattered little as the everyday running of the kingdom was no longer what it had been. Much of what Grand had overseen and governed was still free out in the kingdom of Valanthas, while this poxy area of New Valanthas had largely been under the jealous Lord Bartell’s control. Probably why it was such a disaster. 
 
    As for his possessions, perhaps his magical seals would serve to prevent any unruly types from thieving. On the plus side, as he had been leading a late military parade when the dome had come down, he had had his full set of armour on and the holy blade that had served him in more than one battle. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. Grand waved a hand and it swung open, and after a moment he heard it lightly closed by his visitor. 
 
    ‘Commander Grand.’ 
 
    ‘Evening,’ Grand said, without turning. ‘Marzus, I am going to send you to Aldrack to investigate the Lord Protector. I know it is a rather easy task for one such as you, but it is unfortunately necessary, and Bartell apparently possesses a great many new talents. You will need to be on your guard.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ Marzus said with a curt nod. ‘If you pardon my asking, why have you given my job to strays?’ 
 
    ‘You refer perhaps to those two who arrived earlier?’ Grand asked. ‘You remember our skirmishes ten years back in the Shield of Lut’yis with that strange cult over in Sevenas?’ 
 
    ‘That I do,’ Marzus said. ‘What of them?’ 
 
    ‘Back then the Shield Commander at the time studied the cultists and their dark sorceries,’ Grand said. ‘They dealt in death and sacrifices, much like the necromancer was said to have done. It soon became apparent that the best way to lure them out was to send them potential victims. Amidst rumours, worries and war nobody suspected when the odd person disappeared, thinking them mere victims of the cultists.’ 
 
    'I see,’ Marzus said. 
 
    ‘My conscience is clear,’ Grand said. ‘In the long run more were saved. It is no different here. They will serve their purpose for me.’ 
 
    Marzus allowed himself a tiny smile. ‘And what would the Light say?’ 
 
    ‘The same thing it always does,’ Grand replied. ‘Sacrifices must be made.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Anjilo Dawnfield was everything a paladin should be, Valia noted. Her armour was perfectly polished, to the extent that one could see one’s face bemusingly stretched across it. At the same time her armour was quite light, rather than the heavy steel that many of the Verrinion paladins were clad in, and underneath it she was garbed in annoyingly bright white and gold clothing which did, admittedly, look slightly garish next to the battle-torn breastplates of the other paladins. Her hair fell about her shoulders with slight curls that complemented their fiery red hue, somehow managing to look both like uncontrolled flames and well-maintained at the same time. Valia felt a bit self-conscious about her own scrubby brown locks, and flushed with irritation as she caught herself idly rearranging her hair.  
 
    While she looked more delicate than her fellows, Anjilo looked very shiny, which was often what mattered most to the paladin order. Some people theorised that Grand earned his position purely on account of his extraordinarily bright hair. 
 
    Valia, cheerful soul as she ever was, hated Anjilo on the spot. Not one to take care of her own appearance overmuch, she sneered at anyone who worked on their image as hard as she assumed Anjilo had. It automatically made her think of vacuous, empty and contemptible people she had met in the past, Archimegadon topping that list. 
 
    ‘Hi there!’ Anjilo said on seeing them, waving with such enthusiasm that she stretched up onto tip-toes. 
 
    ‘Morning,’ Valia said, folding her arms. 
 
    ‘Good morrow, Sister,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I guess you’re Neurion and Valia,’ Anjilo said. ‘Pleased to meet ya!’ 
 
    ‘The pleasure is all yours,’ Valia said. 
 
    Anjilo pursed her lips. ‘We’re team mates now, huh? 
 
    ‘Apparently,’ Valia replied. 
 
    The unfortunate Anjilo swiftly realised she would have little chance of a non-hostile reaction from Valia and turned to Neurion. ‘Scary days! Just what we paladins were made for, huh?’ 
 
    ‘I think Commander Grand will have it all under control soon,’ Neurion replied. ‘We just need to find Obdo and defeat him, and then half the threat will be dealt with.’ 
 
    ‘Commander Grand said Obdo was an old friend of yours!’ Anjilo said, looking a bit surprised at Neurion’s eagerness. 
 
    ‘Oh, no!’ Neurion said, eyes wide. ‘I was never friends with that necromancer. I always kept an eye on him and his mischief.’ 
 
    ‘Neurion you remember that it’s not actually been proven whether Obdo is a necromancer?’ Valia asked. ‘Much as I never liked him, I think it is pretty over the top to tell the entire Paladin Order he is an irredeemable necromancer seeking to destroy the land.’ 
 
    ‘I fail to see how,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘You fail in general!’ Valia said. ‘But anyway, if Obdo turns out to be innocent it will make you look very stupid – again – and even then you may have ruined his reputation forever. You should be ashamed.’ 
 
    ‘But if he’s right,’ Anjilo said, standing defensively in front of her fellow paladin, ‘he will be a hero!’ 
 
    ‘This is Neurion we’re talking about,’ Valia said. ‘It’s been pretty obvious since he first arrived at Melethas that his idea of what is right is so wide of the mark that even a paladin’s ego could not bridge the gap.’ 
 
    Anjilo did not look at all pleased, and indeed it seemed her bubbliness was having trouble staying in place. 
 
    ‘Valia, what do you have against us paladins?’ Neurion asked, now moving in front of Anjilo. 
 
    ‘Well, that should be clear by now,’ Valia replied. 
 
    Neurion was poised to make a usual puzzled response when a loud clamour distracted the three, and they turned to see Grand and his entourage of the previous day march across the hall in full armour without the slightest glance in any direction. It seemed to Valia as though Grand could see through walls, and was glaring at some exact point outside. 
 
    ‘It’ll be Captain Velris,’ Anjilo said. ‘But the Commander refused to cut any deals with him, he’ll get nothing… again.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of deal is Velris pushing for?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘He wants the paladins to swear fealty to Lord Bartell,’ Anjilo replied. ‘The Lord Protector is no friend of ours though. I think the Commander will move against him soon.’ 
 
    ‘That would be a bit tricky with Velris surrounding you all,’ Valia said.  
 
    Anjilo grinned. ‘Oh, don’t you worry. There’s something Lord Bartell doesn’t know!’ 
 
    ‘Would you mind telli…’ 
 
    ‘Follow along please,’ Grand said as he passed, not even looking at them or pausing as he swept through the doors. 
 
    Valia, Neurion and Anjilo glanced at each other. 
 
    ‘Guess we’d better,’ Neurion said. ‘Now Valia, you behave. You stand on holy ground, and disrespect is a great sin!’ 
 
    ‘So is lying,’ Valia said, although she did ponder whether Neurion was simply so appallingly stupid and stubborn when it came to Obdo that he actually thought it was the truth. 
 
    They trudged after Grand and his guards awkwardly, unsure whether they were supposed to be staying with Grand’s group or just at a safe distance. It was clear that Grand was keen to disassociate himself from the paladin schools, so that rather left Neurion adrift. Valia herself had not really taken the best care of her mail shirt or shoulderpads in the distractions of recent days, and the dull metal barely even reflected the ominous red glow. Shortly after the thieves’ base had fallen, she’d managed to recover her gear from where she’d stashed it before she’d snuck inside, though returning to where Felick had captured the others had probably helped the mercenary’s correct theory that she was a companion of Archimegadon. 
 
    A small crowd awaited Grand at the bottom of the stairs.  Grand scratched his ear in a slightly unsubtle way, without turning, and signalled for them to stay put at a distance from him. Valia deciphered his code where Anjilo and Neurion, who she had to forcibly stop, had not. 
 
    ‘He wants you to use that weird listening spell thingy,’ Valia told Neurion. 
 
    ‘Oh, right!’ The young paladin cast his spell and once again Valia felt that invisible hand cup her ear. 
 
    ‘It’s not just Velris,’ Grand said in a low voice, presumably to avoid being heard by Bartell’s soldiers. ‘He’s brought a superior.’ 
 
    A moment of silence passed before any other voices spoke up. ‘Commander Grand, a pleasure to see you,’ said a voice that Neurion recognised with a jolt.  
 
    ‘It’s her!’ he said. 
 
    ‘Who?’ Anjilo asked, but Grand’s answer silenced the group. 
 
    ‘Akarith Kellason, leader of the Dusk Alliance, assassin, thief and outlaw wanted for many, many serious crimes,’ Grand said with a tone of voice that would have seemed more appropriate were he announcing her as a bread merchant. ‘What a great sign of the nobility of the Lord Protector’s regime that he has made you a general in his army.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come now, Grand,’ Akarith said. ‘I was cleared of all charges. I am quite innocent. All slurs cooked up by that conman Archimegadon. Luckily, he was found out and exiled.’ 
 
    ‘I am aware of the mage’s defeat and punishment,’ Grand said. ‘However, I am also not a fool, and I know what scapegoats are. Do not try fooling me; I have tracked your movements for a long time now.’ 
 
    ‘Good job catching me. Not that one can be caught doing crimes that one has never done.’ 
 
    ‘Participating in this sham of a dictatorship is crime enough for me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear,’ Akarith said. ‘Such a shame, then, that you are not the law in New Valanthas. Those powers lie in the hands of the Lord Protector, Auber Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, that much is clear by your presence here,’ Grand said. ‘How many times did you need to sleep with him? Once for the pardon and once for the title? Or perhaps it was more expensive?’ 
 
    ‘Grand, dear, jealousy is not attractive,’ Akarith replied. ‘I often wondered how you paladins ever managed to perform stuck in all that armour – such a bother to get off! But I don’t imagine it’s really an issue for dusty old men after all, I guess you just live in it. An explanation for the smell at least.’ 
 
    There were some titters and sniggers from the handful of knights who had accompanied Velris and Akarith. 
 
    ‘The nerve of that harlot!’ Neurion said. ‘And to think we let her live! To think I let her share my soup!’ 
 
    Grand’s voice cut through again. ‘I am interested to see that knights formerly renowned for heroism and valour in battle are at heart puerile schoolboys! If you are done with failed insults I would like to know your next ludicrous deal so I can go and get my lunch at long last.’ 
 
    ‘Deal?’ Akarith let out a snort. ‘I heard Captain Velris had been weak-kneed, but I am afraid now I am here, at Lord Bartell’s request, to sort the matter out to better suit all involved. Deals are out of the picture. Lord Bartell is the Law of New Valanthas, and he commands you to either lay down your weapons and submit or to swear to the Light that you will serve in his army for all time.’ 
 
    ‘Not a chance,’ Grand said. 
 
    ‘If not, we will raze the cathedral,’ Akarith said. ‘All paladins and potential paladins found on site will be killed.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you will butcher the children too,’ Grand said. ‘Very noble.’ 
 
    ‘Sacrifices must be made,’ Akarith said with a giggle.  
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Grand said. ‘But who will be the first to fall, I wonder?’ 
 
    ‘The first blow appears to have been struck. Shame it did not cut you in half too. The paladins might have got a worthy leader at last.’ 
 
    ‘Please, do go on. When it comes to your true trial, and I am judge, it will be of great amusement to recount these times.’ 
 
    ‘He will become a God, Grand,’ Akarith said in a sudden change of tone. ‘More powerful than your Light. When that happens, nobody will be able to touch him. And those who defied him will get their just reward.’ 
 
    ‘I see Bartell still suffers from the same old delusions,’ Grand said. ‘The answer to his “command” is no, by the way. Now leave this place. We do not allow whores on the cathedral grounds.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you visit the village for that?’ 
 
    Grand chuckled. ‘Unlike your leader, I can get lovers without money and power to bribe them.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see just what kind of man he is soon enough,’ Akarith said. A moment passed, and then Valia could make out the sound of retreating footsteps. 
 
    Neurion released the spell. ‘We caught her and took her to Lord Bartell for execution. I had no idea he would promote her instead.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think many of us were prepared for Bartell’s secrets,’ Valia said. ‘Next time we’ll just finish her, should save some trouble.’ 
 
    ‘I trust you heard all that?’ Grand asked as he came within earshot. 
 
    ‘That we did, sir!’ Anjilo replied. 
 
    ‘Grim business,’ Grand said, frowning. ‘Velris was small fry – Akarith is less easily bullied. This means we may have less time than anticipated. We will begin the evacuation today.’ 
 
    ‘Evacuation?’ Neurion asked. ‘What about standing and fighting?’ 
 
    ‘I plan to combat the necromancer as first priority,’ Grand replied, directing the group to follow him back into the cathedral. ‘I do not wish to lose troops on a foolish charge against fringe soldiers.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see many routes of escape,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Ah, well, this is where the design of this place comes into play,’ Grand said, smiling. ‘Come on. I will show you the way out so you can get started.’ 
 
    Rather than taking them back up towards his temporary study, Grand led them down a stairway and into a shadowy wine cellar. His guards strode ahead and lifted several crates out of the way, until there was a long empty path that led to a blank wall. Grand lifted a glowing finger and traced the standard of the paladins, a shield with a big X through it. The actual symbol had two lances in place of the X, but amazing artistry was not really the point of secret passages.  
 
    The wall slid aside and they entered another small passage. This time Grand traced a vague tree shape, and again a passage opened, this time behind them, in the floor. Through the stairs that led down from the hole they arrived in an ornate chamber with three doors. Grand took out a key and unlocked the middle door.  
 
    ‘Welcome,’ he said, ‘to the City of Light.’ 
 
    They were on the threshold of a very dark cavern, but many of the holy lanterns favoured in the cathedral above had been put to use here. They lined a thin lane between what seemed to be a considerable number of rather drab buildings, most of which were likely houses of some sort. The majority were bare to the extent that Valia was put in mind of military barracks. 
 
    ‘The City of Light seems very dark,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘We here are not concerned with the outside appearance,’ Grand said. ‘This is functionality at its best. Here, the people of our order live ready in case the followers of darkness should bring an age of evil upon the land above. Now it seems that time is upon us, in the shape of Lord Bartell, and this necromancer Obdo. We are well set to deal with the enemy from this secret place.’ 
 
    ‘This is marvellous,’ Neurion said. ‘Are there ways out from under here?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Grand replied. ‘The Order has built tunnels in many locations around Valanthas for easy travel. Unfortunately the dome cuts through any tunnels out of New Valanthas, but there’s one tunnel that will take you to the Central Way, not too far from the Forest of Gale.’ 
 
    ‘Useful,’ Valia said. ‘Anjilo here knows how to open or find the ways in and out?’ 
 
    ‘Yup, that’s why I’m coming along!’ Anjilo replied. ‘I’ll get you in and out of here, no problem!’ 
 
    ‘Have you paladins ever had to use this place before?’ Valia asked Grand. 
 
    ‘Naturally,’ Grand replied. ‘Back in the beloved war with the necromancer, most of the land hereabouts was occupied by demons and the undead under the command of a lesser necromancer in his employ.’ 
 
    Valia pursed her lips. ‘A bit like now, then.’ 
 
    Grand chuckled. ‘Perhaps, aye! But this time it will be cut short. Do you want to look around, or are you going to set out?’ 
 
    Neurion gazed about eagerly. ‘Oh, we have to l…’ 
 
    ‘We’ll set out,’ Valia said. ‘I want to get to Gale as soon as possible. If Obdo really is our mysterious enemy, then it’s best we catch him before he can kill Ardon. Even if I do hate the old conman.’ 
 
    ‘Anjilo, lead the way for them,’ Grand said. ‘I must set about dealing with Akarith and getting people moving into here. Soon after I will bring a force to Gale, so be sure to have a report ready for then. And get some horses from our stables, I don’t want you walking all that way.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir!’ Anjilo said. 
 
    Grand disappeared into the gloom so quickly it was almost as though he was a part of it. Neurion put his hands on his hips.  
 
    ‘So, to adventure!’ he said. ‘And the defeat at last of that treacherous necromancer Obdo!’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see if that is what he is when we get there,’ Valia said, slapping Neurion across the back of his head. ‘And remember that Commander Grand is sending us to scout, not to kill the necromancer ourselves!’ 
 
    Neurion looked very disappointed. ‘But if it is Obdo, we’d have to kill him ourselves! It would be our duty.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, okay,’ Valia said, though she had no such intention if that really turned out to be true. ‘Now come on, we’re wasting time.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven: Growing Shadows 
 
      
 
    Ardon knew where he was right away. Grim mountains to the rear, a dark, spiked tower to the fore, and wagons all around? It was Tel Ariel’s tower in the now-ruined Empire of Tarmuna, and back at the hour when the heroic Sen Delarian (whose name had missed the ears of the inattentive master Forseld) has ascended to the throne room and challenged the dour necromancer to a duel. A long time ago now! Memories that he held so close that now he could virtually reach out and touch the landscape. 
 
    Well, actually he could do so for sure, or at least as sure as one could be when suffering from what seemed to be some rather intense spats of hallucination. It could all be in his head, but then wasn’t everything else, technically? But this was how it had been for a week or more. One minute in a pub with Obdo, the next in some battleground of his early years. Yet Obdo never gave the impression that he disappeared. 
 
    In his head it was, then. 
 
    But he knew what was coming. Again and again forced to watch these scenes. It was maddening! He could never predict when it would happen, and his mind could never rest. Even sleeping was near-impossible. 
 
    Lights flashed at the top of the tower, and voices all around chattered and shouted with excitement and fear. Ardon counted the seconds down, and then boom! A wall at the top of the tower exploded, and an undead dragon swooped out.  
 
    Though Ardon could not see a figure on the dragon, he knew that this was the moment Tel Ariel had fled, defeated, from his own throne room. 
 
    ‘Oh well,’ said a familiar figure sitting on a wagon nearby. ‘Guess that means you won’t be the war’s hero after all.’ 
 
    Ardon went cold as he saw a very familiar person indeed standing nearby. ‘Bah, Berus,’ said the Ardon of the past. ‘It is obvious that the necromancer simply ran away as he learnt I had arrived.’ 
 
    And yet there was an irritation in the young Ardon’s words that Berus missed. Ardon remembered it well, that day. He had actually been hoping, in some silly way, to play a part in the defeat of Tel Ariel. A moment in which it would be up to him, lowly wagon-runner, to make a difference, to save the day and the kingdom… to win glory.  
 
    Everything that came after this is your fault, Ardon… you wished for it! 
 
    ‘I did not,’ the present Ardon murmured, unheard by the people around him. 
 
    And yet he knew perfectly well that his younger self, watching the fading dot that was Tel Ariel, had hoped it was not over, had begged with the fates to bring the necromancer back so he himself could play the hero. 
 
    Sometimes we get our dreams. 
 
    And sometimes they turn into nightmares… 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You alright there, Sir Mope?’ Obdo asked, poking his companion. ‘A wonder you’re walking, never seen a man so distracted.’ 
 
    ‘Thoughts,’ Ardon replied. ‘Lost in… the… lost.’ 
 
    ‘I gotcha,’ Obdo said. ‘Delarian’s spell and all that. Wonder if my cousin learnt anything useful in his magic lesson. The sooner we can dispel that thing the better.’ 
 
    They were standing upon the Central Way once more, and had rejoined at a point they had travelled together previously on their way to Melethas, albeit in the other direction. The Forest of Gale no longer looked quite as picturesque now it was rather reddened by Bartell’s dome, but on the plus side the road was largely empty. Obdo had noticed more cobwebs in the trees of late, some of them alarmingly large. It seemed spiders at least thrived in New Valanthas. 
 
    ‘You know, Obdo,’ Ardon said. ‘You must be around the same age I was when I joined the wagon-runners at the start of the war.’ 
 
    ‘Twenty-nine!’ Obdo said. ‘And nowt to show for it but a few worn peasant outfits. Any nice stuff was spoilt by our fun at the Dusk Alliance base, lost in Castle Aldrack or ruined after the odd… delicate… drinking session.’ 
 
    ‘In many ways we’re the same,’ Ardon said, his eyebrows drawn together in solemn contemplation. ‘Both craftsmen to start with, men of low birth.’ 
 
    ‘My parents are kind of well-off,’ Obdo said. ‘Remember? They kicked me out.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we both started with little,’ Ardon said. ‘Hated by all around us.’ 
 
    ‘Now steady on.’ 
 
    ‘Doomed to toil into obscurity,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘I doubt it,’ Obdo said. ‘Farmer Belias’ll never let me work for him now my cousin’s probably told him I’m a necromancer. I’ll not be toiling for a while at least.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to do, Obdo,’ Ardon said. ‘I feel stuck.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’re making progress!’ Obdo said. ‘Heard more out of you than I have since… since then. All we need is a magic-user type to get rid of your curse. Farmer Belias has been around forever, he’ll know I hope.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t be enough,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘Can’t you just be normal?’ Obdo asked. ‘You know… you-normal. How you were before.  Just tell the curse to sod off and get back to business.’ 
 
    ‘We cannot go back to that,’ Ardon replied. ‘I have to… to make up for things.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    He asked in vain, though, for another vision hit Ardon at that point and the ex-mage reverted to his blank gaze. The farmhand tugged Ardon along with a frown and watched the bushes to either side for skeletons. Eventually a shape came into view to Obdo’s left, and the former farmhand let out a cheer. The Fox and Hart! They were very close to the Valley of Horan now, and beyond there the village and Belias’s farm. 
 
    ‘We’re back to the start,’ Obdo said. ‘Much nicer than that smelly Castle Aldrack.’ Ardon did not respond. ‘Bloody spell. Now then, let’s go and see Farmer Bel…’ He paused. 
 
    Obdo glanced at the pub. 
 
    ‘A drink,’ he said. ‘Haven’t had one for a day… or was it half a day? Or less?’ But there was no reproach in his companion’s eyes, nor indeed any other form of emotion right now. Obdo decided to take this as approval and headed right in. 
 
    Despite living so close by, Obdo rarely visited the Fox and Hart, favouring his local one as it was conveniently much closer. While he had visited it a fair few times in the past, of late he had let his attendance drop and so had not seen this attractive barmaid Ardon had mentioned. Keeping an eye out, he settled into a cosy seat near the fireplace and within minutes she appeared, carrying several empty glasses in an unstable balancing act that seemed sure to collapse at any moment. 
 
    ‘Six ales!’ Obdo said. ‘Whatever you have that’s best!’ 
 
    ‘Right you are, sir,’ the barmaid said, watching the door for the other companions she presumed would be sharing Obdo’s order. 
 
    After half an hour it became plain that this would not be how things would play out. Mind you, even Obdo, after the previous days of drinking, found the five rather tricky to finish. Ardon was clearly not interested in his own drink. The barmaid stalked over and thwacked the farmhand round his ears with her cloth. 
 
    ‘’Ere, you!’ she said. ‘Order one at a time, that’s more cleanin’ fer me to do!’ 
 
    Obdo’s face hit the table as though she had struck him with a mace. ‘My perpologies,’ Obdo said into the table surface. ‘I’s’ll ermembur it in fruiture.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better!’ the barmaid said. ‘’S’not sensible to be gettin’ drunk these days neither!’ 
 
    ‘’S good fer me,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Not when it gets to night,’ the barmaid told him. ‘You not bin long hereabouts lately?’ 
 
    ‘I’s bin on horriday,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Them undead are out come nightfall,’ the barmaid said. ‘They’ll eat ye both fer sure!’ 
 
    ‘How… mesurrbly… rude,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It’s no joke!’ the barmaid said. ‘Only ‘tother day Jimpkins was found all torn apart, an’ Garrus says ‘e seen ‘em lurkin’ in the shadows. There’ve bin all sorts gone missin’!’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Myrtimor when you needs him?’ Obdo asked, rising uncertainly until he was vaguely upright. ‘Those three’d go choppy-choppy the undead! An’ demons! They kill demonses too!’ 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ the barmaid went on, ignoring his rambling, ‘’tisn’t safe to be outta yer wits in Gale these days.’ 
 
    ‘Was never safe,’ Obdo said, swaying almost hypnotically. 
 
    ‘Jus’ warnin’ you, tha’s all,’ the barmaid said, turning and flouncing out of sight. 
 
    The pub was, unlike its counterparts between Aldrack and here, very much still busy. Obdo felt a little irritated that other people dared to be there, after enjoying holding sway over taverns by himself for quite a while across the rest of New Valanthas. He drained Ardon’s tankard and dragged the ex-mage out into the delightful afternoon red-shine. 
 
    ‘Bugger the pubs!’ Obdo cried. ‘To the farm!’ 
 
    Glorious a pronouncement as this was, it did not seem to garner many fans from those nearby, who eyed Obdo with all the love a paladin would bear for a gargantuan demon emperor. Ignoring them largely down to the fact they were mere blurs in his vision, Obdo weaved his way towards the Valley of Horan, while Ardon trailed listlessly in his wake. 
 
    * 
 
    The barmaid was cleaning up Obdo’s table when she was accosted by a group of rough-looking men. 
 
    ‘We need a few rooms,’ the leader, who was slightly familiar to her, said. He showed off a shiny, rather expensive ring. ‘We’re here on the business of Lord Protector Bartell, to investigate these rumours about the undead.’ 
 
    ‘He tried that before,’ the barmaid said. ‘Wasn’t much good that time.’ 
 
    ‘We are much better at tracking than those whelps,’ the leader said. ‘Anyway, it’s not for you to question!’ 
 
    ‘Aye, milord,’ the barmaid said, with a sigh. ‘Under what name do you want the rooms?’ 
 
    ‘Broadblade,’ Felick replied with a smile. 
 
    * 
 
    Obdo was feeling much more awake by the time they finished crossing through the path between mountains that led into the Valley of Horan. It had been a while indeed since Obdo had last seen this place… maybe a couple of weeks or so, and yet so much had happened it seemed longer by quite a bit. The great pit on which the Shadow had lurked remained very much intact, although it appeared that someone had gone to the trouble of drowning the ooze in mud and earth. 
 
    ‘Your finest hour,’ Obdo said to Ardon. ‘Why I would want to fix you after what you pulled I don’t know, but…’ 
 
    They carried on through the valley, until they came in view of the scattered buildings collectively referred to as Horan Village, shaded protectively by pine trees. There was little aside from a town hall, inn, shop and four houses, but as a handful of farmsteads were close by it usually functioned quite well. A road led off far into the distance, although Obdo had never followed where it led. Right now the question was rather moot, as it in fact led straight into the dome’s border after a little while.  
 
    Obdo couldn’t be bothered to go to Horan itself, and instead veered off in the direction of Belias’s farm. Fired or not fired, he would at least instantly be recognised by the people there. However, the farm was quite empty as they made their way down a dusty lane between vacant fields, where not an animal was to be seen. Unwilling to be put off, Obdo strode up to the front door and knocked loudly. 
 
    Almost instantly the door swung open. 
 
    ‘State yer name, aye?’ said a voice. 
 
    ‘It is I, Obdo!’ the farmhand said. ‘Uhm… sir.’ 
 
    ‘Do me ears deceive me?’ A somewhat round figure stumped into view, a man whose nose looked fit to burst. He was half-shaven, with thinning hair, and he eyes were rimmed with red. ‘’Tis ye? ‘Tis young Obdo. Never thought I’d see the day ye came back after all I ‘eard!’ 
 
    ‘Uh, you heard something?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Oh aye, heard ye was off with some mage fella,’ the farmer replied. ‘Adventurin’ I s’pose, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s it,’ Obdo replied, relieved that his cousins hadn’t backstabbed him – and suspicious now that his cousins had never believed Archimegadon in the first place. ‘Ardon, this is Farmer Belias, if you can remember. Farmer Belias, sir, this is what used to be Archimegadon.’ 
 
    Belias walked over to Ardon and shoved his face in the ex-mage’s, and he almost seemed to sniff the man’s scent. Tilting his head, Belias looked Ardon up and down, then raised his eyebrows. 
 
    ‘It’s him alright, aye,’ Belias said. ‘’E’s nae so chirpy now! Thought ye was a Mage fer Hire!’ 
 
    ‘No longer,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘He was cursed,’ Obdo said. ‘You know about Lord Bartell and Sen Delarian’s takeover?’ 
 
    ‘Course I know, ye wee scrap!’ Belias replied with a laugh. ‘’E sent ‘is soldiers ter tell everyone, aye. Never hear the bleedin’ end of it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it was Sen Delarian who did this,’ Obdo said, patting Ardon’s shoulder. ‘Sir Mage here was hired by them to make a delivery, and they turned on him when it came to paying up. Not sure exactly how it works, but he’s lost his spine because of a curse Sir Evil Mage put on him.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a bloody good bit o’ magic!’ Belias said. ‘I’d ‘ave loved ter do that ter a few people in me time, aye. But get ‘im a good stiff drink an’ ‘e’ll be back ter normal, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Tried that,’ Obdo replied. ‘You know everyone hereabouts. I was wondering if you’d know a healer or magic-user type who could rescue Sir Mage from this stupid curse! Thick, annoying, and useless as he may have been, Archimegadon was much less boring before this.’ 
 
    ‘Nope, sorry,’ Belias said. ‘Ye’re too late. There were a couple hereabouts. Meldreth an’ Yiria knew their stuff, but… well, they got themselves the attention. Of Him.’ 
 
    ‘Him?’ Obdo repeated. ‘Who is Him?’ 
 
    ‘’E’s the one sendin’ these demons, aye?’ Belias replied. ‘Nobody ‘as a bloody clue who ‘e is, but fer certain there’ve bin attacks. Mainly ter scare. Mind ye, they killed me whole farm off! Bloody disgrace! Me livelihood’s buggered.’ He waved a fist in the air. ‘But we’re a fightin’ bunch ‘ere, I’ll get me farm back on its feet.’ 
 
    ‘Is anyone else still here?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Nay,’ Belias replied, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. ‘Bleeders ran off after the sheep went missin’! Stole some o’ me money ter boot.’ 
 
    ‘Even my cousin?’ Obdo asked, slightly bemused to hear of this turn of cowardice. 
 
    ‘Even yer cousin, aye,’ Belias replied. ‘So ye’d best be aware I’m watchin’ ye, young Obdo. Put a foot outta line an’ I’ll turn ye into a fine pork chop fer sellin’ in the village!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, I’m not interested in money right now!’ Obdo said. ‘I’m more worried that I got fired after… erm… disappearing.’ 
 
    ‘Nay!’ Belias said with a chuckle. ‘Not every day a mage takes ye on an adventure, aye?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no,’ Obdo said. ‘Not much of an adventure, though.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure ye’ll remember it well,’ Belias said. ‘But as I were sayin’, the only people who could’ve ‘elped ‘im are dead. ‘Ereabouts, that is. I’d say ye want ter try me tactic instead.’ 
 
    ‘Drinking?’ 
 
    ‘Aye!’ Belias said. ‘But I’ll show ye how ter do it properly. I wanted ter go ‘ave a drink anyway. Bloody lonely an’ creepy ‘ere by meself.’ 
 
    Obdo frowned, thinking of his cousin cutting and running with Belias’s money. ‘Yeah, great idea,’ he said, deciding not to mention it. 
 
    ‘Just wait,’ Belias said. ‘I’ll get yer friend back ter normal fer sure!’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Necromancer 
 
      
 
    Ardon was certainly not very cheered up later on, as he sat amidst several drunkards and yet was far, far away. Now he was watching himself kneeling, and muttering... 
 
    And then it all seemed to fade away, and the room came into focus. It was a squalid tavern by all accounts, and despite the blazing fireplace it felt very cold. Everyone was huddled together as though they too were gripped by the same icy chill as Ardon. 
 
    ‘Lord King’s a bloody liar if he’s telling everyone he’s a hero,’ Obdo was saying.  
 
    ‘Think yer friend’s listenin’ again, aye?’ Belias said.  
 
    ‘Just about,’ Ardon said, rubbing his forehead and leaning back. 
 
    ‘Get a drink down ye!’ Belias said, pushing a tankard towards the former mage. ‘Quick, while yon curse isnae botherin’ ye so much!’ 
 
    Ardon shrugged and did as directed, though he sincerely doubted it would help. As a precaution he forced himself to down it in one, much to the amusement of Belias, who chuckled away at the sight. 
 
    ‘Aye, that’s the way ter do it!’ Belias said. ‘Good on ye!’ 
 
    Ardon slammed the tankard on the table, feeling a tad woozy. Then it started again, voices chattering all at once, yelling so loudly he could hear none of them, could hear nothing, could hear that whistle… crying… screaming… could hear Belias shouting: ‘Hold yerself! Hold steady, old boy!’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’ Obdo said. ‘Hey, is it..?’ 
 
    ‘My head,’ Ardon said. ‘Damn, it hurts.’ 
 
    ‘No wonder!’ Belias roared with laughter. ‘I gave ye a potent mix there! Never seen a man down it an’ stand, ‘tis a wonder ye’re nae dead!’ 
 
    ‘I do hope,’ Ardon said, with a faint trace of irritation, ‘that you’re joking.’ 
 
    Obdo looked like someone had given him a wonderful present. ‘His spine! It’s back!’ 
 
    ‘What are you going on about?’ Ardon asked, scratching his head. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ Obdo said. ‘Didn’t think he was capable of anger any more. Nice job!’ 
 
    Belias seemed to be preening. ‘Takes some trainin’ and experience. Course, don’t expect this ter be the end, aye?’ 
 
    ‘Bah,’ Obdo said. ‘That’s no fun.’ 
 
    ‘We’re in a pub,’ Ardon said. ‘Farmer Belias… so near to Horan, I presume. It’s not the Fox and Hart.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, ‘tis Horan’s finest,’ Belias said. ‘Proves an old adage me father told me. “Son,” he said, “if ye ever have a problem in life ye cannae solve, drink a bloody strong drink until it’s solved.” 
 
    ‘An’ now I’ve fixed yer problem, I got me a matter ter take care of,’ Belias continued, rising to his feet. ‘You take care of ‘im, Obdo, ol’ boy.’ 
 
    As Belias waddled away Obdo ordered another drink. 
 
    ‘It’s a wonder you’re alive,’ Ardon said. ‘All that drinking.’ 
 
    ‘Not as much as it looks,’ Obdo said. ‘I’ve a strong constitution anyway,’ he added, punctuating the remark by passing out. 
 
    This left Ardon somewhat alone with his thoughts, which lately had been a very bad idea. The drink, it seemed, had slid a barrier between him and those thoughts, and while he was exhausted, miserable, and still very much in a state of rejecting his time as a mage, he felt just a bit more whole. The jabber of voices all about reminded him of something, but he couldn’t grasp the thought; as he tried to grab it his mind tightened and he could not remember what had sparked off the need to remember something in the first place. 
 
    His thoughts were able to return to the night of the feast, though, and the confrontation with Bartell and Delarian. Part of him insisted they were right, and that he should be disgusted at himself. Yet there was another voice that his mind tightened around and stifled, so that again he found that line of thought slip annoyingly out of mind. 
 
    ‘I’ve had enough of thinking,’ Ardon said out loud, but Obdo didn’t stir.  
 
    Ardon poked him but there was little response from the farmhand aside from a vague remark about catching a large fish. With a disgruntled sigh Ardon leaned back and watched the crowd of people lingering at the bar. Most appeared quite grim, and Ardon noticed that a fair few seemed to be mercenary types, apparently down on their luck by their sour expressions. It was possible they had fled here to avoid Bartell’s righteous wrath, or they could have been offered some sort of bounty to deal with the undead threat Obdo had mentioned a couple of times while Ardon’s mind had been clear. Course, there could be other reasons, but bah! Those suited him. 
 
    He felt a sudden jolt as he saw a familiar face sneak through the doors and up the stairs. Elsim Redrock, Bartell’s clerk! Now, what would bring the fellow sneaking here when he was one of the most powerful men in New Valanthas? The hidden voice pushed Ardon out of his chair and through the crowd, until he found he had placed his hand on the banister. To go up and eavesdrop? Or to abandon this foolishness and keep his head out of sight, as it should be? 
 
    Perhaps it was the drink, but something made him head on up, although once he found himself faced by quite a number of faceless doors he realised that he had no clue about where the clerk had actually gone. There were some hideously dirty footprints on the carpet, however, and Ardon opted to follow these as the only lead of any sort he could find. They were drying out though, which suggested that the person who had left them had not been Elsim. They led to a shut door, which presented even further difficulties. It was lucky for Ardon that the next door was ajar. He snuck in to a rather dreary little room that had pretty much nothing to recommend it, excepting the window, which Ardon prodded open carefully. To his vague, if a touch suppressed, delight, he could hear Elsim talking. 
 
    ‘…Not a trap, the mage is no mage,’ Elsim was saying. ‘Master Sen Delarian cast that spell on him as the farmhand said. Lord Bartell was most pleased with it when he understood its uses, yes he was. It is used to force confessions now, has worked on a couple of people already.’ 
 
    Ardon frowned. The way Elsim made it sound, the spell was almost a torture device! Yet the past was the past… why should that necessarily be a bad thing? Not everyone had unhappy pasts, surely? 
 
    ‘Eheh, ye’ve done well,’ said Belias’s voice. ‘I’ve been wantin’ ter check that all evenin’. No need ter finish ‘im off if tha’s the case.’ 
 
    Ardon wished he could look into the next room. Belias? Farmer Belias, Obdo’s boss, had dealings with Elsim and possibly Bartell? Why on earth would a simple farmer have such contacts? 
 
    ‘Now then, ye wee scrap, I want ye ter go back ter Lord Bartell an’ tell ‘im ye’ve nae found any sign o’ necromantic activities, aye?’ Belias went on. ‘Tell ‘im ‘twas excitable farm’ands an’ jes’ some wild dogs. Nothin’ ter fear. Tell im that, an’ then tell ‘im ter send this key ter ‘is Clerics. It’ll get ‘im inside the throne room, an’ then’ – Belias chuckled – ‘then we’ll be ‘avin’ ourselves a right ol’ party.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my lord,’ Elsim said in a curiously lifeless tone. ‘Who should I say found it?’ 
 
    ‘Tell ‘im ‘is mercen’ry pets got it afore they was killed by a curse on the ‘idin’ place,’ Belias replied, giggling. ‘Aye, tell ‘im ‘twas Broadblade! Found an old grave unmarked ‘ere with the sigil. Aye, that’ll do.’ 
 
    ‘But Felick Broadblade is alive,’ Elsim said. 
 
    ‘Not fer long, I assure ye,’ Belias said. ‘Now then, get goin’, ye stupid puppet! I’ve no more time fer ye, or the stupid fellas downstairs might start ter get a wee bit suspicious.’ 
 
    Too right they will, Ardon thought. 
 
    ‘An like usual, ye’ll nae remember this meetin’,’ Belias said, almost with disappointment. ‘Off with ye. Ye got drunk an’ fergot what ye was about. An’ no talkin’ ter Broadblade, far as ye’re concerned ‘e’s dead!’ 
 
    ‘As you command,’ Elsim said. Ardon heard the door open and shut again.  
 
    A sudden urge took Ardon. Whatever was going on, it seemed Belias was not at all who he had seemed. While reason commanded him to stop, Ardon felt that shaded voice shoo reason into the shadows. Yet still his conscience shouted at him that he was a disgrace and needed to atone! And then with a drunken swoop, that stifled voice pushed him out of the empty room and virtually flung him at the room next door, just as Belias was leaving. 
 
    ‘You!’ Ardon said, carried by momentum. 
 
    ‘Aye, ‘tis old Farmer Belias,’ the accused said with a sly grin. 
 
    Ardon pushed the farmer back into the room and slammed the door shut behind him. 
 
    ‘Now steady yerself,’ Belias said. ‘I’m nae after that sorta thing tonight.’ 
 
    ‘It’s you, isn’t it?’ Ardon asked. ‘You’re him! Him!’ 
 
    Belias’s manner changed. Ardon couldn’t put his finger on it, but one moment the round, unshaven, unkempt farmer looked silly and harmless, and the next something about his hunched form spoke of the Dark, of the evil powers that Ardon had encountered and watched defeated thirty years past. 
 
    ‘An’ there I was thinkin’ everyone’d be too busy getting drunk at an inn,’ Belias said. ‘Shoulda met ‘im at the farm. Alas, but Horan Ale is me greatest weakness.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re too…’ 
 
    ‘Too what?’ Belias’s smile was twisted, his eyes dripping with scorn and hate. ‘Too short? Too fat? Too much of a bumpkin? Oh aye, ol’ Farmer Belias cannae do sod all when ‘e‘s jes’ a damn fat slob on some bloody farm tendin’ sheep.’ 
 
    ‘A necromancer,’ Ardon said. ‘How ironic.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, yer friend’s cousin told me ye’d accused Obdo o’ that an’ taken ‘im away,’ Belias said with a chuckle. ‘Nearly pissed meself. Shoulda killed that bunch ter boot, but they went an’ ran away jus’ afore I was goin’ ter do it.’ 
 
    ‘Good on them,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘They’re stuck in this dome all the same, aye?’ Belias said. ‘Belias Greeva! Heard all sorts o’ nice things ‘bout me. “The necromancer’s the one behind the border! He planned all this!” Oh aye, I don’t deny I had me ‘and in lots of it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re controlling Elsim?’ Ardon asked. 
 
    ‘Ah, now there’s a wee tale,’ Belias replied. ‘But let’s start from the start, aye? When ol’ Belias set up ‘ere over a hundred years back.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody noticed you never died?’ Ardon asked. 
 
    ‘What sorta person is jes’ gonna come over an’ ask why ye haven’t died?’ Belias returned. ‘I sell me stuff quietly an’ nobody bothers me! So farmin’ formed me shield. I came ‘ere ter study me craft an’ keep a wee profile. Then that bastard Tel Ariel stole me thunder.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well most of us know about that,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘Aye, an’ ‘e even asked me ter join ‘im!’ Belias said. ‘Cos I went an’ asked, ter be honest with ye, nothin’ ter gain fightin’ ‘im. So’s I controlled this ‘ere place fer those years till ‘e was beat, an’ then took up as Farmer Belias again.’ 
 
    ‘And now what?’ 
 
    ‘I found meself the unmarked grave,’ Belias said. ‘Amulets, rings, staffs, all sorts! ‘Twas a bleedin’ blessin’! Got me some real good treasure. Then He spoke ter me.’ 
 
    ‘Another He?’ Ardon asked, rolling his eyes. 
 
    ‘Oh aye,’ Belias said. ‘Ye’ll see ‘im soon, I’ll wager. ‘E told me where ter send me items. Into the ‘ands o’ thieves an’ a few to a certain mage in Melethas.’ 
 
    ‘Sen Delarian,’ Ardon said.  
 
    ‘Then I took control of a fella ‘oo worked in Bartell’s mines at Mount Arranoth to the south o’ Valanthas, beyond this bleedin’ dome. Got ‘im ter direct the work so they’d find the Tomb o’ Vortagenses, an’ more o’ the treasures needed ter break through the tomb. He hid ‘em all around this region, taken me bleedin’ ages to get it all.’ 
 
    ‘So Bartell and Delarian found all this for you,’ Ardon said. ‘And the Dusk Alliance got pulled into it too.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, plan was ter open the tomb an’ get the country blowin’ itself apart,’ Belias said. ‘Wanted those thieves ter sell ter all sorts an’ cause a disaster. But Bartell an’ Delarian are smarter than even He gave credit. They turned ‘is plan around an’ it’s bin buggered for a while. They went an’ controlled the thieves an’ stopped ‘em sellin’ all them amulets ter madmen. I was stuck ‘ere creatin’ me armies but I needed a spy ter watch on Bartell, so I made yon platform in the valley an’ hired a fella ter get munched an’ attract ‘is Lordship’s bunch over.’ 
 
    ‘You wanted me to get munched?’ Ardon asked, outraged.  
 
    ‘Ye were a damn fool,’ Belias replied. ‘Good thing ye was saved, aye? But the demon brought Elsim ‘ere, an’ after ‘e’d bin roughed up by Broadblade I cast me spell on ‘im. Made ‘im unstable, but ‘e doesnae know that I’m usin’ ‘im. Sent ‘im after ye ter spy on them thieves, but ‘e got ‘imself lost in the Forest o’ Nalius.’ 
 
    ‘Thought he was acting rather oddly,’ Ardon said. ‘What’s this tomb though? I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘Ye dinnae know?’ Belias asked. ‘’Tis the central point o’ this ‘ole thing. Vortagenses stored a great power there. If I can get it, I’ll be able ter ‘elp Him rise from the dead!’ 
 
    ‘Not Tel Ariel?’ Ardon asked. 
 
    ‘Nay!’ Belias replied. ‘Nay, yer mages did a real number on ‘im.’ 
 
    ‘Who, then?’ 
 
    ‘Ye missed it by a wee bit,’ Belias replied. ‘Ye’ll know soon, aye?’ 
 
    Ardon frowned. ‘But now Bartell has foiled you. You can’t get out. Unless you destroy this dome you’re stuck, which I presume is why those two sealed everything off, and why you’ve been sitting here doing virtually nothing. Although I gather you have a small army?’ 
 
    ‘Aye,’ Belias replied. ‘Lost the first bunch in the ol’ war, couldnae be bothered ter get it back fer a while. I’ve got some more now, but it’s bleedin’ slow work when ye cannae afford ter kill everyone in sight. An’ now I need that fella Bartell dead, I need ter bring ‘im ‘ere. I dinnae want ter be fightin’ on ‘is turf.’ 
 
    ‘Bartell and Delarian would trounce you,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘I wouldnae be so sure!’ Belias said. 
 
    ‘So everything that has happened is your fault,’ Ardon said. ‘You set the Dusk Alliance on their selling spree. You gave Bartell and Delarian the means and knowledge to create New Valanthas. And all to raise some dead fellow from the… er… dead?’ 
 
    ‘It’s me job!’ Belias replied. 
 
    ‘I’ll put a stop to this!’ Ardon said, his words slightly slurred. He had, in his little adventure, forgotten the strength of his drink. 
 
    ‘Will ye now?’ Belias asked. ‘Go on, then.’ 
 
    Ardon didn’t pause to think, blundering out the door and down the stairs. The bar was still full! There were crowds of people! 
 
    ‘Everyone!’ Ardon shouted. ‘Belias is the necromancer! It was him all along! We must slay him!’ 
 
    Now despite the drop in his ego, Ardon still felt right now that he was being heroic. The rest of the pub, by contrast, saw a raving, half-mad old man. And it must be remembered that Ardon was standing in a local pub. And these were locals with the exception of seven men. And Ardon was accusing their local friendly farmer of necromancy. And, moreover, some had lost friends to the undead. It appeared to them it was all a prank. 
 
    And the joke was not funny. 
 
    ‘Think you’re clever, do you?’ one man yelled, while others joined in with jeers and insults. 
 
    ‘No, listen,’ Ardon said. ‘He just told me!’ 
 
    ‘Sure he did.’ 
 
    Ardon realised how it sounded and tried a different angle. ‘How long has he been in Horan?’ 
 
    ‘As long as I bloody remember!’ another man yelled. ‘He’s more right to be ‘ere than you and even me!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, lay off him.’ 
 
    The mob moved a step closer to Ardon. 
 
    ‘Please, it’s important!’ Ardon said. He noticed Belias watching from the top of the stairs. 
 
    ‘I know this one,’ said a familiar voice. Ardon inwardly groaned as Felick Broadblade strode to the front of the action, virtually strutting. ‘Used to call himself Arkermechadon! Conman and swindler!’ 
 
    The crowd muttered and grumbled as others claimed memories as well. 
 
    Felick gestured at Ardon’s unkempt garb. ‘But he’s penniless now. Lord Bartell found him out and had him return every coin. Miserable liar, trying to spread hatred in revenge now!’ He virtually spat this last. 
 
    ‘I’m telling the truth, Belias is…’ Ardon began. 
 
    But this persistence was too far. The crowd, led by loyalty and drunken rage, hurled chairs and spat at Ardon, who stumbled backwards. He opened his mouth to speak… 
 
    …And heard a whistle… 
 
    ‘Filthy bastard!’ 
 
    …Screams… 
 
    ‘Get out of our pub!’ 
 
    …‘If you’re going to take anyone, take me!’… 
 
    ‘Belias is a good man!’ 
 
    …A roar, and a scream cut short… 
 
    Ardon’s vision returned along with a sharp blast of pain. Angry yelling faces filled his sight, which was blurred and tinged red by blood that dripped down his face. Felick’s grinning visage was right there at the front, and the mercenary’s left hand had hold of Ardon’s shirt. 
 
    ‘This one’s my pleasure,’ Felick said, and his fist smashed through Ardon’s face with the force of a cannonball. 
 
    Ardon swayed and that was the last he remembered aside from pain and deep, deep darkness. 
 
    * 
 
    The darkness lifted just barely, revealing a collection of skeletal trees that glowed in sickly moonlight. Once he had his vague bearings, Ardon then noticed he was heavily bound to a pole, and the memories of a time long past in a wooden room poked at him. But the appearance of Belias in his sight dispelled the Dusk Alliance and brought back the pub and Broadblade. 
 
    ‘Now, weren’t that a wee bit daft?’ Belias asked. ‘Yer drink was too strong fer ye, mate, or ye’d nae have done that.’ Belias paused. ‘Or p’raps not,’ he went on with a chuckle. ‘When young Obdo first told me ‘e’d got an idiot like ye ter ‘elp out I couldnae believe me luck. A good ol’ magical feast fer me Shadow. Thought ye’d nae have ter collect yer fee, but ye pulled off a fair con job! My hat’s off to ye.’ 
 
    Ardon saw now that Belias was no longer in his rough, scruffy clothes but kitted out with a nice, evil-looking black robe, presumably as right now he was happy playing the necromancer. In spite of himself, Ardon snorted at the thought of Belias eagerly changing costume just to put on this show. 
 
    That didn’t change the fact that the old trickster had the upper hand, though. 
 
    ‘Stayin’ quiet?’ Belias asked. ‘That’s alright, I can speak fer us both! I’ll tell ye this, Forseld, if ye think Bartell an’ ‘is armies are goin’ ter stop me ye’re far off! See ‘e’s trapped everyone in ‘ere, an’ that gets ridda interference! Me army’s nae ready yet, aye? But I can damn well make it bigger soon with the ‘elp o’ me mates in Horan, an’ then all of Gale an’ beyond! The more that fall the more troops I get!’ 
 
    ‘Valanthas is no stranger to necromancers,’ Ardon said. ‘You will be stopped.’ 
 
    ‘Not a chance, mate!’ Belias said. ‘Course, there’s the odd disposable person I don’t mind feedin’ ter me pets, aye? An’ that’s where payback comes in.’ He clicked a finger, and Ardon felt the ground begin to shake as though a great hammer was striking it in a solemn march. As it turned out, it was in fact feet striking the ground, specifically those of a familiar creature indeed. 
 
    ‘The Shadow,’ Ardon said. He turned his eyes to Belias. ‘You resurrected it?’ 
 
    ‘Nah,’ Belias replied. ‘Wouldnae do somethin’ so complex when I can jes’ make another one. Or two.’  
 
    He gestured to Ardon’s right, and the captured ex-mage felt a definite chill shoot through him as he beheld a second creature thump its way across the dead leaves and dying grass of this secluded forest. He did not bother calculating the odds; he knew perfectly well that he was quite certainly going to be a small meal for two ravenous demons. 
 
    ‘Belias, all of this will be paid back,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘’Tis a disappointment,’ Belias said. ‘I was ‘opin’ ye’d be like ye were when ye first killed me demon.’ 
 
    ‘It is worth noting that I didn’t actually kill it,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘Ye took credit an’ me money fer it,’ Belias said, shrugging. ‘All works out the same ter me. But I was ‘opin’ ter snuff out yer spirit… bloody Delarian did that first. ‘E’ll get what’s comin’ ter ‘im, aye? Bleedin’ mages are no match fer me.’ 
 
    Ardon tried to think of some way out, but Belias was right. He did not have much energy, and no interest in expending what little he had left in making a bid for survival. His thoughts became slippery, staying firmly out of grasp, and sliding free if he did briefly get a hold of them. 
 
    ‘Time’s up,’ Belias said, and suddenly he looked and sounded very much the shadowy wizard of the dead he claimed to be. The necromancer pointed at Ardon and looked lovingly over his shoulder at his pet demons. ‘Rip out his throat, and then eat him.’ 
 
    The demons seemed only too happy to oblige. They lumbered forwards, almost crushing their master in the process, and their filthy jaws yawned open in unison. 
 
    Ardon gazed deep into the twin abysses of their throats. 
 
    ‘Not this way,’ he murmured. Then his eyes lit with fire. ‘Not this way!’  
 
    Flames surrounded Ardon, and Belias and the demons wavered uncertainly. Deep underground, in the paladins’ secret network of catacombs, on Neurion’s back, the Staff of Antagules lit up like a small sun. 
 
    For a few moments it seemed that Ardon would tear free of his bonds and incinerate his captors. 
 
    And then he exploded. 
 
    Minutes passed, and then Belias chanced opening his eyes as he sat up from where he had been thrown by the blast. The two Shadows were making grumbling noises at each other. In the place where Ardon had been tied, only a teeny patch of charred earth remained. 
 
    ‘Hats off to ye, Archimegadon!’ Belias said. ‘Out with a bleedin’ bang!’ He cackled. ‘But out all the same. Toodle pip, Mage fer Hire!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Obdo awoke back in Belias’s farmhouse, on the floor. He sat up and got hold of his bearings as fast as his headache would allow. Belias was standing nearby pouring out a tankard of ale. 
 
    ‘What…’ Obdo began.  
 
    ‘Ye passed out,’ Farmer Belias replied. ‘I’ve bad news fer ye.’ 
 
    ‘Where is Sir Mage?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Dead,’ Belias replied. ‘’E got ‘imself into a fight in the pub an was thrown out. Apparently ‘e wandered inter the forest an’ was caught by the demons. I think it were quick, an’ ‘e was too drunk ter really feel any pain.’ 
 
    Obdo stared back. ‘Tell me this is a bad joke.’ 
 
    ‘Nay, lad,’ Belias replied, passing the farmhand a drink.  
 
    Obdo shook his head and pushed the tankard away. ‘No. I’m never drinking again. This is my fault. He was in no state to be left alone, I should have…’ 
 
    ‘What’s done is done,’ Belias said. ‘It wasnae yer fault. Was unlucky chance.’ 
 
    ‘No, it wasn’t,’ Obdo said. ‘Neurion was right, I am useless! I let Sir Mage die. And I was supposed to be… I mean, he was going to get better… I…’ He slumped to the floor. 
 
    ‘Well, just stay right ‘ere,’ Belias said. ‘I’ve a job fer ye tomorrow evenin’, an’ yer presence there’ll be appreciated. Alright?’ 
 
    ‘Whatever you say,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Belias said with a smile. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Plains of Desolation 
 
      
 
    Everything was darkness. A nameless shade lay in total blackness, where the only sensation was the rough, pebble-strewn ground. The shade tapped the ground and a slight echo filled the shadows.  As the shade got to its indistinct feet it became steadily more aware of its body and put a hand to its face, finding a beard and longish, soft hair that was just short of brushing its shoulders. As its fingers trailed around its face it found eyes, which were screwed shut. It rubbed them and eventually they slid open. 
 
    It stood in a very small tunnel, garbed in a dull grey robe. On the floor was a small lantern that was flickering in quite a distracting fashion. The shade knelt and was about to pick up the lantern when it noticed a little scrap of paper. Looking about for anyone who might have dropped it, the shade found it was all alone. It settled down and made itself comfortable, before looking at the scrap of paper. 
 
    Ardon Forseld. 
 
    A name. Its name. Looking around again, the shade saw a handy mirror hanging from a peg on the tunnel’s wall. The shade gazed at its reflection and nodded. Ardon Forseld. That was who he was. 
 
    Sitting around here was no good. Ardon picked up the lantern and wandered down the tunnel, not bothering to look back. After maybe half an hour, he found a book. He checked again but there was not a soul close by who might have left it, so he leant down and retrieved it, his eyes narrowing as they ran over the title. 
 
    Memories. 
 
    Curious, he opened the book, and of their own accord the pages fluttered past one by one, and bit by bit Ardon remembered. His childhood, his training, work, the war, the years after the war, his time as a mage, his shaming, New Valanthas and Belias… 
 
    The book snapped shut, shrank, and popped out of existence. 
 
    So that was it, he supposed. He had died. This was the path to the Afterlife, or Oblivion, whatever lay beyond the gateway of Death. Just an empty tunnel. Not much to look forward to, really. 
 
    But onwards he went anyway, for whatever reason. If this was the end of the world, then he might as well get his bearings. 
 
    His wanderings brought him eventually to a great wooden ladder that led up into more shadows. It was like looking down into a well, and for a moment it seemed to Ardon that he was upside down on the ceiling, pointing head-first down an endless pit. Regardless of these momentary concerns he started off up the ladder and ponderously made his way up, up… onwards into a void that promised no ending. His strength wavered as sweat drenched the featureless grey clothes that were all that had warmed him in this violently cold cave. Now he felt quite the opposite, the heat of exertion burning him, and occasionally he looked back down into the blackness wondering if he would just fall down into it and that would be the end. 
 
    It was not to be so as with a sudden unpleasant wash of cold air Ardon clambered out of the hole and stood upon a mind-numbingly vast field of stone that was flat and, aside from its rough surface, entirely featureless. Overhead a starry sky, that seemed, in some absurd way, to be higher than that of Valanthas, blinked down at him. 
 
    What was there to do in this dead world but walk? Without any particular choice of direction, Ardon set out in a straight line and just carried on blankly, his lantern providing only the feeblest of warmth as the cold cut through his damp robes. 
 
    And so Ardon Forseld reached the end of the world. The ground fell away and below gaped another abyss. 
 
    ‘Well then, Ardon Forseld,’ said a voice. ‘Nothing is left. Jump, there’s nothing else for you.’ 
 
    Ardon looked down, kneeling to get a better view. To just jump seemed a pretty stupid course of action, and a bit of a weak way to end things after surviving everything else. He shook his head and stepped up and away from the abyss. 
 
    ‘Then you have a life worth going back to,’ the voice said. ‘Good. We can work with this.’ An ethereal stairway appeared over the abyss, leading to a doorway. ‘Step through, Forseld, and you need not be alone any longer.’ 
 
    Ardon glanced back at the empty plain and nodded. ‘Very well,’ he said, and he crossed the stairway without another pause. 
 
    And fell flat on his face. On the plus side it was a nice, comfortable carpet. Rising to his feet, he took in his latest surroundings. It appeared that the doorway had dumped him in a mansion of some sort, or someplace well-furnished at the least. To judge from the golden statues and curious relics and artefacts on display, whoever owned this place was rich, and something of an art fan. That or someone intellectual. 
 
    Ardon eyed himself in one of very many grand mirrors that adorned the varnished oak walls. No longer was he grey-haired, but instead the brown-haired thirty-year-old handyman of before the old war. He blinked and then jumped as he saw another figure behind him, who had most certainly not been there before. 
 
    It was an old-ish man in black and gold robes, looking rather grand indeed. 
 
    ‘It’s me!’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘Indeed so, knave!’ Archimegadon said. He frowned and seized Ardon’s grey robes, giving them a cursory inspection before pushing himself away. ‘Tush, what utter filth is this I am wearing? You are a disgrace, sir!’ 
 
    Ardon glared. ‘You are dead. That part of me is gone, thankfully.’ 
 
    ‘I am rather disappointed,’ Archimegadon said, ‘that I have taken the word of a treacherous mage intent on killing almost the entire world as valid and accurate.’ 
 
    ‘Delarian intends to help save Valanthas,’ Ardon said. ‘Much as I hate to say it, I think he may have a point.’ 
 
    ‘Balls,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Nonsense. Piffle. You have been splendidly hoodwinked, old bean. Had you paid attention to Lord Bartell, you might have noticed he plans to kill anyone and everyone who does not fit in with his worldview, regardless of whether they deserve it or not. But Bartell is driven by a bitterness that grows with each day, much like you, and indeed I, are driven. You, for the wagons, and him, as he is endlessly overshadowed in his own mind, and, yes, in reality too. He has high standards and falls short of his own expectations. His closest friend, Delarian, is renowned as a greater hero, and Akarith never granted him her heart.’ 
 
    ‘What do I care about any of this?’ Ardon asked with a shrug.  
 
    ‘Tush, for one who lectures me,’ Archimegadon said, ‘you are displaying the very arrogance for which you despise me. It matters to you, old chap, because Bartell has turned his unforgiving eye on his new people. I assure you, he will find them lacking. And they will die for it. Are you willing to sit around moping like some bloody prat while everyone dies in your place?’ 
 
    ‘I am not moping,’ Ardon replied. ‘But I must atone.’ 
 
    ‘For what, you ass?’ 
 
    ‘For conning the people of Valanthas!’ Ardon replied. ‘Your fault!’ 
 
    ‘Balls, it was a perfectly good business,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Sort of. Well, perhaps a tiny bit silly, but hey.’ 
 
    ‘But hey?’ Ardon asked. ‘Is that all you can manage?’ 
 
    Archimegadon strode up to Ardon and prodded him in the centre of his chest. ‘You overcharged some people, yes. And indeed pretended a certain amount of competence you lacked. But tush! I think I am rather splendid.’ 
 
    ‘You are not,’ Ardon said. ‘I was not. It is better this way.’ 
 
    ‘You have let Delarian outwit you!’ Archimegadon said. ‘It is time you woke up! Bartell and Delarian… Belias and his master… they all need to be stopped. And I do not trust anyone to do it better than myself.’ 
 
    ‘Then you are still in the grip of delusions,’ Ardon said. ‘Go away.’ 
 
    ‘Briefly,’ Archimegadon said with a touch of smugness. ‘First, though, here’s a place to go.’ The mage pointed and a pair of doors swung open, revealing only shadows. ‘That should be some fun.’ He stuck a thumb out in the direction of the main doors. ‘Failing that, you can pop back to New Valanthas, where Delarian’s spell will take hold again. Up to you.’ 
 
    Ardon glared. ‘Out of curiosity,’ he said, moving away from the exit and towards the shady room. ‘Anyway, it’s just a room, not like I’ll get stuck in there or anything.’ 
 
    Archimegadon chuckled and disappeared.  
 
    ‘Good riddance,’ Ardon said. ‘Stupid man.’ 
 
    Well, nothing else for it, he supposed. Without glancing at the door to New Valanthas he stepped through the doorway and onto a wooden floor. He raised his gaze and saw two horses, and then torn fields where birds preyed on the dead. He was standing on the old wagon, in the Valanthas of thirty years ago. 
 
    ‘Not here,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘So if you were a hero,’ Berus asked behind him, ‘what name would you choose?’ 
 
    ‘I would be the great Archidon!’ a somewhat familiar figure to Ardon’s right replied. It was, of course, himself. With all these copies of himself cropping up, he was starting to feel like he was the fake. ‘Saviour of the downtrodden, hero of the weak.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, sure you would be,’ said a female voice, and Ardon felt stabbed as he watched a young woman giggle at his past self. ‘You’d get them all to line up and pay you tribute!’ 
 
    The old Ardon smirked. ‘Well, you know, Kalissa… the niceties must be observed after all.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, if you took on that sort of name,’ Kalissa said, ‘we’d have to call you Archie instead. That’s way too long to remember.’ 
 
    Archie threw a humorous look at Berus. ‘You have trouble with three syllables?’ 
 
    ‘Oh shush,’ she said. ‘You know what I meant, Archie.’ 
 
    ‘Show some respect,’ Archie said. 
 
    ‘We will when you do, Archie, old boy,’ Berus said. 
 
    ‘Hmph, you can hush too,’ Archie said. ‘I tell you, my name shall be spoken o’er the land! Why, even kings shall quake in awe.’ 
 
    ‘Only at the size of your head,’ Berus said. 
 
    ‘I shall be forced to smite you both for your insolence, of course,’ Archie said, nodding. ‘Alright?’ 
 
    ‘Whatever you say, Archie,’ Kalissa replied with a grin. 
 
    The real Ardon stumbled backwards and fell on his backside, and found that he was sitting in that corridor (and thus the nice, soft carpet had once again spared him too much discomfort). The scene ahead of him seemed to be sucked into the horizon until the doors he’d walked through reappeared. Archimegadon was there as well, this time sitting on a small chair as though he was upon a grand throne. The old mage smiled mockingly down at him. 
 
    ‘Back so soon?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to see any more.’ 
 
    ‘Tush,’ Archimegadon said. ‘A frivolous memory, hardly something to fear.’ 
 
    ‘That time is long gone,’ Ardon said. ‘Long may it remain there.’ 
 
    ‘You cannot keep pretending huge segments of your life never happened,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Maybe not,’ Ardon said. ‘But I see no reason to dwell on them.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t fool yourself into thinking you never think about them,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I know, after all, being as I am you.’ 
 
    ‘You are not!’ Ardon said. ‘Now be useful and tell me what the hell is going on here!’ 
 
    ‘You cast a spell, old bean,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Something of an accident, but rather fortuitous bearing in mind you were about to be savaged.’ 
 
    ‘And..?’ 
 
    ‘And you ended up in here,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The old, true Mage Academy.’ 
 
    ‘Not Orgus Alhamis’s..?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. The true one before the necromancer destroyed it,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘A hive of magical activity before, it is now a deserted magical death trap. You managed to cast a rather shaky teleport spell, and the staff which is bound to you managed to direct your lack of aim here. I believe it has knowledge of this place, which presumably dates it back to the old, old days of Valanthas, when this Academy was actually in business.’ 
 
    ‘Get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘Hmph.’ Archimegadon spread his arms. ‘This whole place is deserted, and a sole gatekeeper remains to prevent entry. Not much she could do about you, mind. The place will play on your mind and your memories. It may interest you to know that it was in studying this place that Sen devised the spell he ruined me with.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the point in me being here?’ Ardon asked. ‘I may as well just leave.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but if you want true peace of mind, old bean,’ Archimegadon replied, ‘you must confront your mind. Delarian’s spell allows no space for thought, and quite deliberately. So do you want to fix yourself, or continue to be useless?’ 
 
    ‘Now look!’ Ardon said. ‘You are beginning to annoy me.’ 
 
    ‘Splendid! Well, ready for the next flight of fancy?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Too bad.’ Archimegadon grabbed Ardon and dragged him with surprising strength over to another door. ‘Here will do fine.’  
 
    The mage shoved Ardon and with a flash of coloured dots Ardon found himself in a little office, and before him an Ardon was standing in front of a little round man who was seated quite cosily behind an ornate desk. This Ardon was clearly close to the same age as the one in the previous vision, but great frown lines marred his face, and there were flecks of grey in his brown hair. 
 
    ‘Whatever are you here for, Master Forseld?’ the little man asked with an air of impatience. 
 
    ‘I came to collect my pay,’ Ardon replied. ‘As arranged for wagon-running.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ the man said. ‘No, you won’t be getting paid, heavens no! The war was trying on us all, there’s nothing spare.’ 
 
    ‘I know it was trying,’ Ardon said. ‘I spent my last reserves making the final deliveries. I have very little at all left.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t we all?’ 
 
    Both Ardons looked around the fine office, opulent down to the jewelled gold rings on the man’s fingers. ‘Apparently not,’ the Ardon of the past replied. 
 
    The man made a loud huffing noise. ‘Really, you didn’t actually think we could afford to pay every layabout who sat on a wagon whipping horses all day? Oh, no, no, no, Master Forseld. Much must be rebuilt, you’ll just have to go and earn money properly.’ 
 
    ‘I would say,’ Ardon said, ‘that serving the country on the front lines would count. Where were you, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Now, that really is not the issue,’ the little official replied. ‘It’s not like you were a soldier anyway. There’s no money here for you. You shall just have to beg elsewhere.’ 
 
    With a shiver of disgust the real Ardon backed out of the scene and bumped into Archimegadon.  
 
    ‘Anything fun?’ the mage asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing I didn’t already know,’ Ardon replied. ‘What is the point of all this?’ 
 
    ‘Everything and nothing,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Now shoo. More doors await.’ 
 
    ‘If this place is a death trap, why keep me here?’ Ardon asked.  
 
    ‘Ah,’ Archimegadon replied, ‘but it is you who is keeping you here.’ 
 
    Ardon balled his right hand into a fist. ‘I would incinerate you if I could,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Excellent!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now then, let’s have a peek in… there!’ He pointed and another set of doors swung open. 
 
    ‘And if I am no longer interested in them?’ Ardon asked. 
 
    ‘Then the way to New Valanthas awaits you!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Ready?’ 
 
    ‘I need no help crossing a doorway!’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘Splendid.’ 
 
    It was no familiar scene that greeted Ardon this time, but total, suffocating darkness. He felt as though he had indeed fallen into that abyss, and yet his feet seemed to be touching firm ground. He saw a vague figure appear in the distance and strode towards it. The figure was a tall, severe fellow with a wild expression that bordered on madness. 
 
    ‘Archimegadon,’ Sen Delarian said. ‘You are a disgrace… a disappointment to the order.’ 
 
    ‘What was I to do?’ Ardon asked. ‘I paid you all the money I managed to scrounge back after the war, and you taught me nothing. Yet all the same I managed to make a name for myself… not great everywhere, but it was more than you did for me.’ 
 
    ‘Lies, all you ever say are lies,’ Delarian said, shaking his head in pity. 
 
    ‘I do not,’ Ardon said. ‘You just don’t like to hear…’ 
 
    ‘Lies,’ Delarian repeated. 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Ardon said. ‘You claim to be so good and nice, yet for years you ran those mage schools and profited from them without doing a thing to improve them. And now you want to murder people to make up for your failure. The disappointment here is you.’ 
 
    The spectre of Delarian faded into smoke, but the silence that followed was short-lived.  
 
    ‘Ardon Forseld,’ Lord Bartell said behind Ardon, and Ardon whirled to face his enemy. ‘Conman and trickster. Half-wit. Easily deceived. Brainless.’ He raised a fist and tightened it, as though throttling some invisible creature. ‘Pathetic. Such an amusement to cast aside. I only regret not killing you, and yet to see you grovel and cower is so… heartening.’ 
 
    ‘Go away,’ Ardon said.  
 
    ‘I am a hero,’ Bartell said. ‘I go where I please, and do as I wish. Warrior, General, Lord, God… this is me, Ardon Forseld. And you are one big lie that has come to its end. Tend your fields in ignominy! There is nothing greater for you now.’ 
 
    Ardon felt another burst of irritation tighten his muscles. ‘Now look,’ he said. ‘The way you talk, heroics for the sake of heroics are all that matter!’ 
 
    ‘That’s how you operated,’ Bartell said, ‘but you were never a hero. I was.’ 
 
    ‘Delarian was the hero.’ 
 
    Bartell seized Ardon. ‘Delarian was one of several, you deluded fool! I was a hero just the same! You will not look past me!’ 
 
    ‘From the sound of things, Belias and whatever master he serves have already played your heroics to their tune,’ Ardon said. ‘You think to lecture me? Get out of my sight!’ 
 
    The spectre of Bartell shook and suddenly there, again, stood Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Oh, most commendable!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You can clear off as well!’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘But I bring visitors!’ Archimegadon said. He pointed at two figures standing close to one another, both looking up into the darkness at nothing, it seemed. Yet Ardon felt a chill. 
 
    ‘No,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Berus and Kalissa have something they want to show you!’ 
 
    The scene appeared bit by bit, as though some giant with a paintbrush was working at an insane speed to finish a masterpiece. The icy cliffs atop which Tel Ariel’s altar sat, the last road from Valanthas to Malthair, the glittering snowy mountains on the horizon, the glowing plains of frost, the other wagons, the horses, and then Archie himself… 
 
    ‘This is it!’ Berus yelled as explosions wracked the tops of the cliffs. ‘We’re all dead! Tel Ariel is going to win!’ 
 
    Soldiers ran past, heading for a ramp that Ardon presumed led up the cliffs and eventually to the necromancer’s last hideout. The sound of battle was so loud, and the roars of the great Bone Dragon thundered with such force, that Ardon could barely hear Berus at times, even though they were next to each other. 
 
    ‘We’d win easily if I was there,’ Archie said with a nervous quaver despite his wry smile. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what is going on,’ Kalissa said. ‘I thought they were just fighting the necromancer. Did he summon an army?’ 
 
    ‘Something’s up there,’ Berus said. ‘Something huge!’ 
 
    And then Ardon heard it in a slight gap in the battle, a vague instant that might, or might not, have changed things. 
 
    The whistle. 
 
    Then back came the constant torrent of blasts and yells as the battle with the Bone Dragon continued overhead, and the memories of Berus, Kalissa and Archie did not move an inch, their eyes trained on the explosions. Then Berus nudged Archie. 
 
    ‘Just think, Archie,’ he said, grinning. ‘We could have been fighting up there, and they could have been sitting here on the wagons all day. Who would have been the heroes then?’ 
 
    ‘Tush, heroics are for fools,’ Archie replied. ‘We are, after all, the ones responsible for them being fit enough to fight. We are the true heroes, unthanked but quite clearly better-looking than those ruffians up there.’ 
 
    ‘I bet you’d love it if you were up there,’ Kalissa said. ‘Gloating rights for life!’ 
 
    Archie chuckled. ‘I thought you two were worried?’ 
 
    ‘Well, when we’ve come this far, and have that many soldiers and heroes,’ Berus replied, ‘I lose the need to worry. Tel Ariel’s had it, the wily old bastard. I hope they really make him suffer.’ 
 
    The true Ardon tried to push Berus aside at this point, but the man did not budge at all, not even his clothes, which still felt like material even if they were more stubborn than a thick wall in this bizarre memory. And that was when the first scream arose from amidst the wagons. 
 
    ‘That was closer to home,’ Kalissa said, noticing much faster than her companions. ‘What’s…’ 
 
    The faint whistling suddenly blew up into a hiss as over the brim of Tel Ariel’s last outpost flew what at first appeared to be a skeletal cloud, before splitting apart into a torrent of undead dragons, the wind hissing through the holes in their rotten bodies. They dived at separate wagons as though they had each been assigned a specific one. Although one of the dragons had apparently out-raced its companions and attacked early, this had done nothing to speed the reactions of the wagon-runners, who were all out in the open and easy prey. 
 
    Archie stumbled and fell on his backside as an undead dragon landed on one horse, snapping the creature’s back, and then crushed the second in its jaws. Apparently this was only for dramatic effect, or to prevent the wagon from fleeing, as the creature hurled the carcass aside without bothering to eat any of it. Instead the undead dragon turned on Archie, who was closest and in no position to flee. 
 
    ‘Run!’ Archie shouted at the others. ‘Go, get under cover!’ 
 
    ‘Not a chance!’ Berus said, vaulting the fallen Archie and brandishing his dented old family sword. ‘Heroics are for fools, did you say?’ 
 
    The wagon-runner made to cut at the dragon but with a contemptuous swipe of its claws it took off his right arm and left a hideous gash across Berus’s chest. Making an awful noise Berus collapsed to one side, and his blood drained across the wagon. 
 
    The undead dragon turned on Archie… 
 
    …and suddenly Kalissa was there, her face completely lost in crazed grief. ‘If you’re going to take anyone, take me!’ she yelled, and the dragon obliged, ripping out her torso and then batting the rest of her through the air. 
 
    ‘No,’ Archie whispered. ‘I…’ 
 
    Time stopped. 
 
    The true Ardon stood as still as the memory before him, gazing at the undead dragon that had killed his friends and part of his soul. 
 
    ‘Not much of a friend!’ Bartell said, appearing perched on the undead dragon’s neck. ‘Both of them died for you, Ardon. You know that they planned to marry, and what a wonderful couple they would have made! A poor trade-off, to switch them for you!’ 
 
    Ardon ignored the spectre’s taunts. ‘This moment,’ he said. ‘This is it, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Archimegadon flashed into being at his side. ‘Indeed, sir! When you gave up. When you wanted to die. When you rejected your entire life and future.’ 
 
    ‘It is not easy,’ Ardon said, ‘to come back from that state of mind.’ 
 
    ‘And yet you did,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You spent years trudging along like one of the undead yourself. In revenge for your slight after the war you refused ever to dignify the Valanthians with anything resembling kindness, and yet by extraordinary chance in doing all those tedious jobs you made quite a bit of money. And you got back to yourself again. You decided to make something more of yourself and look what you became!’ 
 
    ‘Becoming a mage wasn’t the solution,’ Ardon said, frowning. ‘Replacing feelings with anger was no way to fix the fact that I let two friends die for me there.’ 
 
    ‘Balls,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘He’s right,’ Bartell said. ‘False heroics and ineptitude, a charlatan. You are a disgrace to their memory!’ 
 
    ‘Bearing in mind the way I was taught,’ Archimegadon said, ‘I think I did a rather excellent job of being a mage.’ 
 
    ‘You were selfish,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘I never left a job unfinished,’ Archimegadon returned. 
 
    ‘You were only interested in the money,’ the Lord of Aldrack stated from atop his foul steed. 
 
    ‘And yet even with payment in advance I still, somewhat reluctantly it is true, went all the way to the thieves’ base,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I could have simply run.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up both of you!’ Ardon said. He pointed at Archimegadon. ‘You are no longer a part of me! Get out of here!’ 
 
    ‘Clearly you have not been watching,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I am you. Becoming a mage did not change you. You were still a borderline-arrogant, rude, cynical old fart back then, and Berus and Kalissa loved you and died for you because of it! It’s about time you stopped arsing around and ceased pretending to be someone you aren’t!’ 
 
    ‘Ignore him,’ Bartell said. ‘You have a chance to cast aside your flaws and become someone decent.’ 
 
    Ardon wavered. 
 
    ‘Don’t you realise?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘If you lose your flaws and turn into someone’ – he shuddered – ‘nice, then you will be like a paladin!’ 
 
    ‘NEVER!’ the true Archimegadon shouted. ‘Damn bloody thinking too much for my own sodding good!’ His peasant smock was replaced by the fine black-and-gold robes his shade had been wearing, and his grey hair came back in force. ‘Enough of this farce! I am no foolish farmhand! I am a mage! A hero!’ 
 
    The scene unfroze, and the undead dragon opened its jaws and lunged. 
 
    ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ the Mage for Hire bellowed, and from his hands shot a true Flamebolt, which blasted the undead dragon and Bartell both into ashes, and the vision was wiped out of existence. Colour came back into the world, and the Mage for Hire stood before the Mage Academy’s entrance.  
 
    ‘Well, there you go, Mister big bloody Sen Delarian!’ Archimegadon said. ‘You and your spell failed to break me! And now, herald my return!’ He barged through the doors and stepped into a decidedly not-red land, which couldn’t possibly be New Valanthas.  
 
    He had a visitor, a small old woman. 
 
    ‘Well, well,’ she said. ‘I’ve been waiting for you, Master Archimegadon. I am the mage known to you as Antagules.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty: Threads 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon eyed the old woman sceptically. ‘Antagules? The same one who created my old staff, then?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Antagules replied. ‘My, my, you’re much less handsome in person. I feel short-changed.’ 
 
    ‘Silence, crone,’ Archimegadon said. He looked back at the towering building that he presumed was the exterior of the Mage Academy. ‘I was told leaving here would get me to New Valanthas.’ 
 
    Antagules nodded. ‘It will. In time. I will take you to the place that will return you to your much-beloved home.’ 
 
    ‘I must say, I thought the creator of my staff would be m…’ 
 
    ‘Male?’ Antagules interrupted with a stern glare. 
 
    ‘Mighty,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I’ll have you know I am a very powerful mage indeed,’ Antagules said. ‘I’d be famous if you mages in Valanthas weren’t such useless wasters.’ 
 
    ‘Now look!’ Archimegadon said. ‘We Valanthian mages are the best of the best!’  
 
    ‘Are you including yourself in that?’  
 
    ‘Of course,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I am Valanthas’s foremost mage!’ 
 
    ‘All you can cast is Flamebolt,’ Antagules said. 
 
    ‘But rather powerful ones,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now, at least. Although I do miss the staff, it was a grand and powerful addition to my arsenal.’ 
 
    Antagules laughed. ‘That’s no magical staff.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a magical communication device,’ Antagules replied. ‘I crafted it years ago when I first went into exile along with the Academy.’ 
 
    ‘Exile?’ Archimegadon eyed the innocent green hills warily. 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you in a bit,’ Antagules replied. ‘What matters is that the man who destroyed the Academy made sure that it would need to be guarded. That duty was assigned to me, but I also needed to keep in contact with the new Mage Academy in Valanthas. To do this I created the Staff of Antagules and was intending to use its twin to speak through it with the leader of the Mage Order, but your current leader, Master Alhamis, condemned my warnings as nonsense and decided to get rid of this staff. So he sent it to a fringe town… to a Mage School.’ 
 
    Archimegadon knew where this was going. ‘Sen Delarian,’ he said. ‘And I imagine he knew rather better what to do with it, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Antagules replied, nodding. ‘A talented man, much better than me. He tracked the magical trail between the staffs when we spoke and was able to travel here by magic. Much like you managed to do, but that was a fortunate accident. He studied for days in the Academy… most go mad if they stay there over a day, but not him.’ 
 
    ‘No, he took the magic there and twisted it into his own spell,’ Archimegadon said. ‘His own weapon. It is a testament to my power that I overcame it, although not entirely unexpected.’ 
 
    Antagules ignored his boasts. ‘He sought out spells and records of all sorts,’ she said. ‘All to do with Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘When was this?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Over five years ago, maybe ten,’ Antagules said. 
 
    ‘But then…’ The Mage for Hire scratched his head. ‘That ass Belias claimed he had given them the idea.’ 
 
    ‘From what snatches I have caught,’ Antagules said, ‘while Belias did indeed provide the necessary items to start this affair in the last few months, Delarian had the plan growing for years, ever since he went in there.’ She nodded at the ominous Mage Academy. ‘It is filled with His thoughts and powers.’ 
 
    ‘His?’ Archimegadon asked, but Antagules ignored him. 
 
    ‘Delarian went back to Valanthas after a while, much darker than when he arrived,’ Antagules went on. ‘Upon his return he silenced the Staff of Antagules, so that it pretty much had no power at all. Merely the vague memory of the link to this place, which is what saved you in the end.’ 
 
    ‘So the flamebolts I used to cast were mine?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, feeble as they were,’ Antagules replied. 
 
    ‘Can I repeat the teleport spell so I can escape from any further sticky situations?’  
 
    ‘Teleporting takes years and years of perfecting, dearie,’ Antagules replied. ‘What you did was another matter altogether. It’s a bit like gaining great strength when in times of fear and need – not something you can just do whenever you feel like it, in other words.’ 
 
    ‘Bah,’ Archimegadon said. ‘So tell me, crone, how do you know so much about what is going on if you’re cut off here?’ 
 
    ‘I dare visits to that place,’ Antagules replied, with another nod at the Mage Academy. ‘There is a room with a crystal ball that shows snippets and snatches of what is happening in the world at large. Most of it means little to me, as I do not know much of the world outside Valanthas. However, with the time I have free I am able to catch enough. Those three friends of yours, Bartell, Delarian and Belias… they all seek the powers of a God, so they believe.’ 
 
    ‘What is all this about a dead master and some secret power in a tomb?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘As far as I saw the situation, Bartell and Delarian were installing their own kingdom inside the dome. Now I learn there’s a necromancer toying with them in pursuit of supposed godly powers and find that New Valanthas is, to all intents and purposes, a distraction.’ 
 
    ‘It is indeed,’ Antagules said. ‘The enemy wants all eyes on New Valanthas, rather than on Mount Arranoth, where the Throne of Mirrors lies hidden.’ 
 
    ‘Can you answer something rather than create new questions?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I no longer have a bloody clue what is going on.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone is being played against each other,’ Antagules replied. ‘The enemy has done this to speed things up by making it a race. He also hopes to keep them distracted so that he can resume power with no trouble.’ 
 
    ‘And who is this enemy?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Why, it is your founder,’ Antagules replied. ‘The first King of Valanthas, Vortagenses.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Obdo had frankly had quite enough. From a vaguely enjoyable life as a farmhand to carrying a demon head across the countryside, being cursed, captured and imprisoned, witnessing the takeover of Bartell and the shaming of Archimegadon, to finding the old mage had been killed… well, there was only so much he was going to bother with. It was time for a change, a big change. 
 
    And so he had left the farm behind. Never mind whatever random thing Belias had planned (sounded like a party?), he wanted a new life, or whatever could be made in this dark realm that Lord Bartell had created. The plan, pretty much, was to head to Melethas, and from there branch off to the far eastern side of New Valanthas and start over. Not as a farmhand. 
 
    This was why Obdo could be found in the Fox and Hart, looking very morose indeed as he prepared for the start of his new journey. There was no tankard to be seen, and the barmaid looked a bit irritated that he had not yet bought anything. Obdo remained oblivious to this, gazing into the fire in a manner that would have reminded him of Ardon Forseld. 
 
    His peace was not to last. ‘Obdo, you rascal!’ called the landlord, a fellow with a moustache that swung down about his chins. ‘Been looking for you!’               
 
    ‘Eh?’ Obdo asked, surprised the landlord remembered such an infrequent customer as himself.  
 
    ‘Heard you were back,’ the landlord said. ‘Got a message for you! From your cousin, Albarte. He said if you come by here, go and meet him at Melethas, where he’ll be staying for a week, and then he’s going off to Belden. That is, if you’re not already there.’ He frowned. ‘Did any of that make sense?’ 
 
    Obdo seemed to wake up, standing up suddenly and sending his chair clattering across the floor. With a huff the barmaid put it back in place, deliberately barging the former farmhand as she did so.  
 
    ‘What did he have to say for himself?’ Obdo asked, suddenly angry as he remembered what Belias had said about them stealing and running for it. 
 
    ‘He said… don’t trust the boss, uhm, stay away from the farm, or something like that,’ the landlord replied, scratching his hair. ‘Oh, and that he’s gone to try and get help.’ 
 
    Suspicion arose in Obdo. ‘Did he say why?’ 
 
    ‘He said… oh, I forget! Sorry.’ The landlord gave him an apologetic smile. ‘I can’t remember it being anything useful. He was so drunk I didn’t really take any of it seriously.’ 
 
    Obdo felt a sudden strength build within him. If the boss, who was presumably Belias, was not to be trusted, then perhaps he had lied about Ardon’s disappearance? It sounded as though he might have lied about his cousins stealing as well. Of course, conversely, they might have been lying, but family ties! No, with hindsight Belias’s behaviour had been slightly odd, with his sneaking off at the tavern, and Ardon’s disappearance in between. 
 
    Had Belias done something bad to Ardon? Or maybe, Obdo hoped, Ardon had run away like Albarte, and wasn’t dead. He preferred that scenario, and decided to believe in that. 
 
    It was time for quick answers, not dilly-dallying. 
 
    ‘To the farm!’ Obdo yelled. Everyone within range gave Obdo rather worried looks and backed away. The landlord wondered if his drinks were giving off such powerful fumes they had made Obdo drunk by scent alone. The barmaid simply thwacked him with her cloth. 
 
    ‘Go on, then!’ she said. ‘Out with you!’ 
 
    Obdo did so with delight. He had not been so splendidly banished since Sir Mage had been on top form. Still, stepping back into the crimson glow filled him with that familiar shiver as he recalled Bartell that night, assuming command with such casual yet dominant ease.  
 
    ‘There he is!’ came a yell, and Obdo saw a flash of steel and a charging horse before being near-run down. 
 
    ‘What the buggery…’ Obdo managed before stumbling backwards and landing very hard on his rear. ‘Oof!’ 
 
    His assailant stood triumphantly over him, sword at the ready. ‘Not so big now, are we, necromancer?’ 
 
    Obdo blinked and then chuckled at the absurdity of it. ‘Sir Shiny, what the sod are you doing?’ 
 
    Neurion fixed Obdo with an unusually intimidating glare. ‘Something I ought to have done long ago,’ he replied. ‘I thought you could be reformed, but I see I was wrong!’  
 
    Obdo burst out into full laughter. ‘Oh, you actually do believe it! I lost my bet with Sir Mage. Bugger.’ 
 
    ‘You have gambled dangerously,’ Neurion said, ‘but this time you have rolled a one. It’s the end for you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear,’ Obdo said with a chuckle. ‘Come on, you daft paladin, put the sword away.’ 
 
    Neurion shook his head. ‘The reckoning is at hand. Whatever part you played in Lord Bartell’s plans, you will now suffer eternal damnation sooner than you dreamed.’ He fired off a sarcastic salute. ‘Farewell, Obdo, farmhand and necromancer.’ 
 
    Suddenly Obdo really understood that Neurion was being serious, and panic overtook him. ‘Now hang on a minute,’ he said. ‘Wait, wait! I’m not a necromancer!’ 
 
    ‘Only a true necromancer would deny being a necromancer,’ Neurion said with damning finality. 
 
    ‘Uh, well then, are you a necromancer?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Neurion smiled indulgently. ‘No.’ The smile faded. ‘I mean… yes… I mean… hey, wait a minute. That phrase makes no sense!’ 
 
    Obdo hopped to his feet and nearly twisted his ankle in the process. ‘Exactly!’ he said with rather less force than he had intended, owing to his not-so-glorious sprain. ‘Now are you going to be more sensible, or am I going to have to club you?’ He realised he no longer had the club he’d bought in Melethas. ‘Or, uh… I will hit you with a branch… or something.’ 
 
    ‘So Master Archimegadon was wrong?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Just a bit,’ Obdo replied, although he winced at the name. 
 
    ‘Then who is the necromancer?’ 
 
    ‘I was just about to ask Farmer Belias,’ Obdo replied. ‘He’s been acting up. Something’s not right.’ 
 
    Neurion swept a hand through the air. ‘That is by the by. What matters is that I wronged you. Can you forgive me, brother?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, okay,’ Obdo replied, shrugging. ‘But about…’ 
 
    ‘There!’ came a female voice. Obdo saw another flash of steel and leapt to one side as another horse charged him. The rider dismounted and lunged at him with her blade. ‘Die, necromancer!’ 
 
    Obdo skipped back a step and Neurion took the opportunity to grab the newcomer’s sword arm and hold her back. 
 
    ‘Stupid bloody paladins!’ Obdo said. ‘Sod off the lot of you!’ 
 
    ‘You have to forgive our companion,’ Valia said, riding over serenely. ‘She’s sadly a paladin like Neurion.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I noticed,’ Obdo said. ‘What are they, the same person split in two?’ 
 
    ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, Anjilo is female,’ Valia said, looking down on them all like a stately lady. 
 
    Obdo shrugged. 
 
    ‘I see your sense of humour is still at a nursery level,’ Valia said with a sigh. ‘I suppose we’re lucky she went for you and not someone else entirely, bearing in mind she’s never seen you.’ 
 
    ‘The Light led me true!’ Anjilo said. ‘So, uh... have you decided he’s not a necromancer?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to make myself a bloody sign that says I’m not,’ Obdo said, ‘just so I don’t have to keep telling everyone I meet. And, to be honest, I would probably just hit paladins with it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m Anjilo Dawnfield,’ the new paladin said, taking his hand and shaking it as though she had not just tried to slice him in two. 
 
    ‘Uhm, pleasure,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Anjilo scratched her hair. ‘Yeah, um, sorry about trying to kill ya. Neurion told us you were a necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘So I gathered!’ Obdo said. ‘People should know better than to trust the words of Sir Rusty.’ 
 
    ‘Then we agree at last, farmhand,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m so excited,’ Obdo said. ‘The stupid harpy agrees with me.’ 
 
    ‘Shush,’ Neurion said. ‘Even if you are not a necromancer – I am still very surprised – you are very insolent. You should address us soldiers of the Kingdom of Valanthas with respect.’ 
 
    ‘Say what you like, snob,’ Obdo returned. ‘I made a better farmhand than you make a paladin.’ Neurion huffed loudly but everyone ignored him. ‘Besides, we’re in New Valanthas. You Old Valanthian soldiers can’t boss me around.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, since Commander Grand and much of the order are within these magic walls,’ Neurion said, ‘I’d say we’re well within our rights.’ 
 
    ‘That just makes him powerless too,’ Obdo said. He eyed Anjilo. ‘But I guess this means you got to the cathedral after all.’ 
 
    ‘Well noted,’ Valia said. ‘But yeah, we spoke to Commander Grand. To cut a long story short, he and his order are under siege from Bartell’s men, so he’s sent us to just scout out the rumours of necromantic activity.’ 
 
    ‘I think Farmer Belias knows something!’ Obdo said. ‘All my own work.’ 
 
    ‘Amazing,’ Valia said. ‘Anything more? Where’s that awful ex-mage?’ 
 
    ‘Rumoured dead,’ Obdo replied. ‘But the man who told me that was Belias, who is acting very oddly. I don’t know what’s up, but it seems awfully suspicious.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like your farmer might be hiding what really happened to Ardon,’ Valia said. ‘I don’t like the old con merchant, but I hope he has not been killed. Then again, didn’t you say Belias was a really nice man?’ 
 
    ‘It is in the Light that the Darkness shines strongest!’ Anjilo said. ‘Uh, usually the other way round, but…’ 
 
    ‘Evil cloaks itself in niceness so people won’t notice it,’ Valia said. ‘A fair point, really. It’s the middle of the day, we might as well make the most of it and head over to this farm of yours.’ 
 
    ‘I was on my way to poke him anyway,’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Valia said. ‘One farmhand would have been pretty ineffectual, but the four of us…’ She glanced at Neurion and Anjilo looking all shiny, although in a bit of a red way thanks to the dome. ‘Well, we should be able to scare him into talking.’ 
 
    Obdo gave her a look. ‘Great. I’ll lead you straight there.’  
 
    As Obdo ran off, Anjilo looked over at Valia. 
 
    ‘Guess you were right,’ Anjilo said. ‘Sorry I didn’t listen back at the cathedral.’ 
 
    Valia gave a sour shrug. ‘I suppose I’m used to it,’ she said. She pursed her lips for a moment and then added: ‘Anyway, no harm done.’ 
 
    Anjilo smiled at her. ‘Yeah, and don’t worry, I’ll sort things out with the Commander too. We’d better find out about the real necromancer, though, if we want the Commander to believe us.’ 
 
    Obdo was yelling something indistinct as nobody had started following him yet, and Valia sighed. 
 
    ‘Let’s go and pick him up before he wakes up all the undead in the nearest five miles,’ she said, and the two paladins mounted up. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    The innkeeper was just sweeping up behind the bar when it hit him. 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ he said to the barmaid. ‘I remember now. Wasn’t it something about the boss being what the mage said Obdo was?’ 
 
    ‘Something stupid like that,’ the barmaid replied. 
 
    ‘Ah well, never mind!’ the landlord said. ‘Probably wouldn’t have meant anything to him anyway.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Sit down,’ Antagules said, gesturing at a great rock slab that sat at the crest of a valley strewn with stone debris. Far, far beyond the end of the valley, a great tower rose to the heavens. 
 
    Archimegadon adjusted his splendid new robes and settled down, finding the makeshift seat less than comfortable. Antagules meanwhile took a spot as far from him as possible. 
 
    ‘So,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Vortagenses…’ 
 
    ‘Aye,’ Antagules said. ‘He started out just fine. But like your friends Bartell and Delarian I suppose he wanted to push things further and raise his already considerable powers to greater heights. However it happened, he ended up dabbling in necromancy, and got quite good at it.  
 
    ‘When he made that dome, though, obviously the mages in his service grew suspicious. The nearby lord of the city of Ferrina was openly hostile to us settling so close to his city, so we did need protection in our fledging state, but we could sense that something was off with the magic behind it.’ 
 
    ‘And it is hardly the most jolly colour,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘At a basic level there is that, yes,’ Antagules said, ‘but dark magics have a different feel to them. After some time we found out his ambitions to dominate and subjugate the people across the land and absorb them into his widening area of control. There were also suggestions that he had other ways of using the magicks of the dome, as he had notes in his private study regarding the mass-slaughter of thousands at once to allow him to create an army of the undead. We brought the dome down around his ears before he could carry out any such plans, but in return he laid a terrible curse on the Mage Academy. While we were trying to counter what he had done, he ran off and went into hiding.’ 
 
    ‘Pleasant fellow,’ Archimegadon said. ‘So the dome was never used to save Valanthas? It was a prison just like Bartell’s?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Antagules replied. ‘Nobody knew but us mages, and the people in their ignorance loved him so much that we kept his good name alive even while we tracked him in our bid to kill him. The Ferrans were a hostile bunch to live near, and most people were happy to be hidden inside the dome away from them.’ 
 
    ‘How ridiculous,’ Archimegadon said. ‘People complain about a noble fellow, such as I, who is merely trying to make a name for himself, and the biggest name around is the true charlatan.’ 
 
    ‘You suit each other well,’ Antagules said, smirking. 
 
    ‘Silence,’ Archimegadon said with a glare. ‘So Vortagenses is dead, yes? And what’s this about some great power in his tomb?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, this,’ Antagules said. ‘Here’s a history lesson for you, and a lesson in magery to boot. Have you ever heard of the demons known as the Gharlen?’ 
 
    ‘Erm… no.’ 
 
    ‘The Gharlen are a collection of perhaps five great demons,’ Antagules said. ‘Spoken of largely in ancient history. It is believed that they were banished by age-old mages far beyond memory. Now as it turned out, Vortagenses discovered one of the Gharlen, and it happened that the mighty creature was, in fact, dying. In its attempts to save its life, it was sucking magic out of the area around it, and it was this sensation, I suppose, that led our founder right to it. He devised a way to stop it sucking him dry, but also saw a greater potential still.’ 
 
    ‘Do tell,’ Archimegadon said, losing interest rapidly. 
 
    ‘He created around it the Throne of Mirrors,’ Antagules said. ‘Now what happens when you cast a spell on a mirror?’ 
 
    ‘It ends up rebounding on the caster instead,’ Archimegadon replied with a yawn. 
 
    ‘Very good!’ Antagules said, somewhat surprised. ‘The implications should be obvious. Vortagenses surrounded the demon with mirrors, and instead of it absorbing power, the mirrors sucked it dry. Now the mirrors sit there with great and terrible power waiting to be unlocked.’ 
 
    ‘Aha,’ Archimegadon said. ‘So Vortagenses made a godlike hall of mirrors. I suppose he became a hit with travelling players.’ 
 
    Antagules scowled at him. ‘If anyone steals the power of one of the Gharlen from those mirrors they will become godlike as Bartell intends. Now the thing with the Gharlen is that while they were forces of destruction, they were mindless creatures all the same, with little capability for ingenuity or evolution of any sort. In the hands of a human this power could grow to phenomenal levels.’ 
 
    ‘Oh my,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Sounds rather splendid. And this is what Belias and Bartell are both after?’ 
 
    ‘Aye,’ Antagules replied. ‘Now, when we caught up with Vortagenses he nearly escaped our grasp and was about to use this Throne of Mirrors. But just on the threshold we wrested the Staff of Vortagenses from him and blasted him to death. He cast something as he died and the doors shut, and we never managed to break the enchantment. We got the suspicion from the vague notes I mentioned before that he left a key of some sort out here as a precaution for his followers, which is, I presume, what he is instructing Belias to get from beyond the grave.’ 
 
    ‘Belias gave the key to Elsim,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Bartell’s clerk. He wanted Bartell to open the tomb.’ 
 
    ‘Small wonder,’ Antagules said. ‘The affair with Tel Ariel ought to have taught you that a necromancer’s staff becomes a crucial part of their power. Belias and Delarian probably both know that once the staff comes close to its master, Vortagenses will rise from his preserved state and reassume control of Valanthas.’ 
 
    ‘Why does that matter for Bartell?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Necromancers are lesser humans,’ Antagules replied. ‘The dark power drains those who seek to use it. While they no longer rely on normal food, they do still need to feed – and they do so only by stealing the life force of other beings… preferably humans. After his long undeath, Vortagenses will need to recover his strength – whoever awakens him will provide a good snack.’ 
 
    ‘So our Lord Protector is being plumped up to be a meal?’ Archimegadon asked with a chuckle. ‘Poor fellow. But somewhat deserved, I would say, bearing in mind his cheek.’ 
 
    ‘It is not to get to that stage,’ Antagules said. ‘Vortagenses must not be permitted to return to life!’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘He sounded somewhat useless. I would simply catch him as he returns to life and finish him with a mighty spell.’ 
 
    ‘Flamebolt.’ 
 
    ‘It is a mighty spell!’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    Antagules glared at him. ‘Now listen. We were unable, in our time, to destroy the Staff of Vortagenses. One of our number turned out to be one of his servants and hid the staff, and when we caught him my friend was stupid enough to kill him before we could find out where. Our efforts to find it were unsuccessful, so we instead decided to prevent anyone from unlocking the knowledge of Vortagenses’s dark origins, and hid the Mage Academy entire as we were unable to safely destroy it or undo the curse. I was stupid enough to let Delarian have a look around.’ 
 
    ‘Clearly,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I have no excuse,’ Antagules said. ‘What I must now do instead is work to prevent this plan from coming to life. What you need to do is go to the paladin order and tell them what I have told you. I’ll even throw in a reloran.’ She dropped one in his lap, making the old mage, who had started to lose attention, jump. ‘Don’t bother after that, they’ll get the job done. Tell them to kill or capture Belias, Bartell and Delarian, and take back and destroy the Staff of Vortagenses. They are not to stop until it is utterly obliterated, or they will leave this trouble for later generations.’ 
 
    ‘Tush,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I am perfectly capable…’ 
 
    ‘No, you are not,’ Antagules said. ‘You are a Mage for Hire, perhaps, but you are certainly no hero. You have no real training or grounding in using magic and are only really motivated by money. This is a greater cause, and as you have found, greater causes do not often get you paid.’ 
 
    ‘You think those jumped-up paladin imbeciles can do a better job?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Pish tosh. Nonsense.’ He pocketed the reloran.  ‘However, I shall do as requested and tell those paladin knaves where to go.’ 
 
    Antagules eyed him suspiciously. ‘Right. Good. So… you learnt some important lessons in there?’ She nodded at the Mage Academy. 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I learnt that my detractors were all lying hypocrites, that Valanthas is indeed run by greedy sods, and that feelings are foolish fripperies for tedious asses.’ 
 
    ‘Erm…’ 
 
    Archimegadon hopped to his feet. ‘And now, dear crone, I must return to finish the quest you gave me!’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ Antagules, looking somewhat bemused, slipped off the rock and beckoned for him to follow her. ‘Come on, I’ll take you to a portal that will return you back to the exact spot from where you initially teleported.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you come and tell them yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Well, this place isn’t exactly in what might be referred to as the normal world,’ Antagules replied. ‘If I left I’d probably just catch up with my years and collapse into dust.’ 
 
    ‘I fail to see the downside,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yes, well shut up and let’s get rid of you!’ Antagules said. ‘I’ve spent centuries here by myself and the second person to visit turns out to be worse company than the first!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Belias’s farm seemed gloomier than usual as Obdo, Neurion, Valia and Anjilo rode down the lane. Obdo, who had been stuck with Neurion (having no horse of his own), jumped off and stumbled into a fence. While the others dismounted elegantly behind him, he stumped up to the door and pushed it open without knocking. 
 
    Just inside, garbed in a great black cloak, was Belias, along with two heavily-armed skeletons. The farmer’s back was turned, and he did not notice his new visitors. 
 
    ‘So aye, we’ll get Obdo up on a stake an’ start the feedin’,’ Belias told his soldiers. One of the skeletons pointed a finger at Obdo, and the farmer whirled round with a comical look of surprise on his face. ‘Obdo!’ he said. ‘Uh, ye’re back. I was jes’… eh…’ He looked at the skeletons, who tapped their feet impatiently. ‘Ah, sod it. Get them!’ 
 
    ‘Oh bugger,’ Obdo said, turning to flee, and his companions tried to do the same.  
 
    Unfortunately, their exit was barred by the sudden appearance of the two gruesome Shadows, which made strange noises in unison and cackled as magical bindings surrounded the four companions.  
 
    ‘I think we’ve found our necromancer,’ Anjilo said. 
 
    ‘Was this your plan?’ Neurion demanded of Obdo. 
 
    Obdo, who was similarly bound, gave Neurion a deathly stare. ‘Sir Shiny… before we die, can you at least try to find your brain?’ 
 
    ‘Shush,’ Belias said, limping over. ‘Oh, aye, quite the catch fer tonight. Two of ye paladins, aye? Holy knights with holy powers fer me! Was plannin’ on jes’ suckin’ wee Obdo dry, but ye’ve handed me a feast instead!’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like I’ve been spared something very unpleasant indeed,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Screw you, you aren’t going to win!’ Anjilo said. ‘It is at the darkest hour that we see the light shine strongest!’ 
 
    ‘Ye pallydin fellas always thought the bleedin’ Light shone our yer arses,’ Belias said. ‘I’ll be showin’ ye the true meanin’ o’ darkness tonight! If I can steal yer life-forces p’raps I can steal yer precious Light! Either way ye’ll be dead!’ 
 
    ‘Obdo, did you seriously spend your life working for a closet necromancer?’ Valia asked with a sigh. 
 
    ‘My life goes from strength to strength,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Come on, let’s take ‘em ter the platform an’ get started,’ Belias told his undead cohorts. 
 
    ‘Just you wait,’ Anjilo said. ‘Even now the Light will have dispatched an agent of vengeance to bring you down.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon returned to New Valanthas with a great flash of light and found himself standing upon the spot where he had exploded that night. A cursory look showed him that his former captor and his demons were absent, which was just as well, really. 
 
    So, the question. Was it time to do as Antagules had said and meekly tell the paladins all about Vortagenses and then sit around waiting for the world to be saved? Or, was it time to tell Antagules to sod off and save the world himself? 
 
    ‘There’s no bloody question there!’ Archimegadon said to the forest, which was his only audience. ‘What would sound better? Archimegadon the Great Hero, or a bunch of paladin asses saving the day? I clearly owe it to bardic tales or the people will be short-changed with sub-par protagonists. It is time for New Valanthas to change.’ 
 
    He strode through the trees with an arrogant swagger, even though not a soul was around to see him. He was a little heartened that none of Belias’s soulless creations were about either, although it was quite clear that if they did bother to show they would be blown apart. After all, was he not now Archimegadon, true mage and soon-to-be hero of Valanthas?  
 
    And so did the forest give way to the town of Horan, bringing back vague shadowed memories of an unpleasant night in a pub. Hmph. Never would such foolish times occur again, now that Sen’s blasted spell was undone. 
 
    He pondered what was to be done about his former companions. All he could remember was that Obdo had been with him, so the first step would have to be Belias’s farm. In any case, he had a score to settle with that bastard necromancer. 
 
    So, just a case of finding the direction, and then… 
 
    ‘Oi!’ 
 
    ‘You!’ 
 
    The Mage for Hire looked up to see three thuggish men fill his vision, waving fists in a rather loutish manner. A memory stirred at this. 
 
    ‘You’re that mage!’ one of them said. 
 
    Archimegadon smiled at him. ‘Indeed so, sir. And what if I am?’ 
 
    ‘Thought we warned you not to come back!’ the lead lout shouted, even though he was two paces away and thus quite clearly within auditory range. 
 
    His smile stuck in place, Archimegadon nodded. ‘You are some of those who attacked me that night?’ 
 
    ‘Yup, that’s us,’ the lout replied. ‘You had it coming, going off at the old farmer like that.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said, his cheerful tone disappearing in an instant. ‘Well then, knaves, I have two things to tell you. One – Farmer Belias is indeed a necromancer.’ He rose to his full height and transfixed them with his mightiest glare. ‘Two – you are about to see a most splendid…’ 
 
    He pointed a hand dramatically. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Several hours later, and the sickly red sun was draining below the horizon as Belias looked over the four poles that stood proudly in the centre of the platform in the Valley of Horan, and then ensured that the ooze underneath was back and bubbling nicely. Check. Then he smiled at the four who were tied to the poles. 
 
    ‘There ye go, mates,’ Belias said, tapping the floor with his dark staff. ‘I hope ye like the view.’  
 
    Obdo looked around at the band of skeletal soldiers, two Shadows and indeed the necromancer himself. Not forgetting the ropes that rather inconveniently bound him to these wretched stakes. Valia shot him a glare – some things hadn’t changed, at least. 
 
    ‘Any ideas?’ she asked him. 
 
    Obdo couldn’t help but grin. ‘Two paladins here and you ask the farmhand for advice?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Anjilo said. ‘Salvation is but a moment away. I’ll just… move… a bit, and…’ She struggled briefly and then frowned. ‘…And stay stuck.’ 
 
    Belias cackled. ‘I should keep ye all there alive jes’ fer the entertainment. But nay, ‘tis time ter start the fun. Any last words, aye?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ came a thunderous yell, and one of the armoured skeletons exploded. Everyone gazed at the cloud of dust, which parted to reveal the Mage for Hire in all his robed glory. ‘Good evening, Belias, old bean.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One: Return to Form 
 
      
 
    ‘You!’ Belias said. ‘How can ye be back? I thought ye blew up, mate!’ 
 
    Archimegadon smiled, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he was standing in the midst of skeletons, demons and a necromancer. ‘I simply cast a splendid spell to escape! And now, my good fellow, I am back to finish things.’ 
 
    ‘You really are back?’ Obdo asked in disbelief. ‘No more curse? Did you break it, then?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘For I am…’ 
 
    ‘Ye’re Archimegadon, aye?’ Belias asked. 
 
    Archimegadon froze mid-phrase and frowned irritably, before letting his arms drop. ‘Well, yes,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘I thought you’d gone for good,’ said a disappointed Valia.  
 
    ‘It turns out you were wrong!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Furthermore, I have returned to save your lives, so shut up and be grateful!’ 
 
    ‘Right you are, Sir Mage!’ Obdo yelled, looking like someone had just given him a wonderful treat.  
 
    Archimegadon smiled with arrogant confidence. ‘Now then, Belias, you dim slob of an oaf, it’s time to pick up where we left off. I said you wouldn’t get away with it, and here we are. I have grown in power and wisdom, while you…’ He eyed Belias. ‘Well, I’m not certain you can grow any further.’ 
 
    ‘Now look here, mate,’ Belias said, ‘ye’re not jes’ gonna write me off like that, aye? I ‘ad a big ‘and in everything that’s bin ‘appenin’!’ 
 
    ‘Pish,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You’re simply the pawn of a preserved corpse locked away underneath a mountain. I would hardly describe you as an impressive foe.’ 
 
    ‘Ye wouldnae?’ Belias gestured at his skeletal guards. ‘Well, let’s see yer strength, aye?’ 
 
    Archimegadon backed away from the two Shadows and the skeletons, circling towards the four stakes, where he folded his arms. ‘Do your worst, you decrepit old fart.’ 
 
    ‘I’m nae decrepit!’ Belias said. He tapped a finger on his chin. ‘I’m the figure o’ health. Ye look like ye’re about ter keel over.’ He signalled at his seven remaining skeletal guards. ‘Finish the bastard off, aye?’ 
 
    The skeletons raced to the fore and adopted defensive positions. Swiftly noticing he was heavily out-numbered, Archimegadon turned and unravelled the rope that bound Valia’s arms and tied her to the pole. The knot came loose easier than Archimegadon expected, though Valia’s feet were still bound as she landed. One of the skeletons came close while Archimegadon knelt to untie the rope around her ankles, and Valia nearly overbalanced as she grabbed its sword arm and punched it hard across the skull. She shook her hand and winced. 
 
    ‘Ow, okay, that wasn’t the best idea,’ Valia said. Her expression strained as the skeleton tried to wrench its sword arm free. ‘Hurry up, old man!’ 
 
    Archimegadon was struggling to untie the ropes and threw his hands up in the air at this. ‘Bollocks to this,’ he said, and he muttered something indistinct. Fire burst into life around his hands, and the bindings fell from Valia’s ankles, though she skipped away and let out a curse. 
 
    ‘Careful with that!’ Valia said, but before she could add any more she ducked as two of the skeletons attacked her. 
 
    ‘Keep them busy!’ Archimegadon said as he moved onto the next bound companion. 
 
    ‘I don’t have a weapon, you idiot,’ Valia said, kicking one skeleton back and attempting to disarm another. 
 
    ‘Very well, let’s speed this up,’ Archimegadon said, and he fired a flamebolt at Obdo’s stake, which splintered and dropped the still-bound Obdo onto his face. 
 
    ‘Ouch!’ Obdo wriggled uselessly on the ground. ‘Nice aiming, Sir Mage,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Terribly sorry,’ Archimegadon said with a smirk, releasing Anjilo in the same manner that he’d freed Valia. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well could you give me a hand?’ Obdo asked from where he lay on the floor. 
 
    ‘Here ya go!’ Anjilo replied, untying the ropes and helping the farmhand to his feet. 
 
    Archimegadon eyed her with pursed lips. ‘What is this anyway?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a paladin,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Oh no,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You guys sure don’t like paladins,’ Anjilo said, quirking an eyebrow.  
 
    ‘Bad experiences,’ Archimegadon said as he untied Neurion. ‘I trust you are not related to Neurion?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Anjilo Dawnfield,’ Anjilo replied. 
 
    ‘Yes, well, I never got as far as learning his surname, so that doesn’t tell me much,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Oh, and afternoon, Neurion.’ 
 
    ‘Stop making friends and help me!’ Valia called. Surrounded as she was, she’d still managed to steal a sword from one of the skeletons, which she wielded in her left hand, and was holding the others at bay. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Archimegadon said with a sigh, and he fired a flamebolt at the skeletons that burst one of them into all its separate bones.  
 
    The other skeletons backed away from Valia and Archimegadon warily, looking somehow frightened and confused despite having expressionless skulls. Valia, red in the face and panting from holding off all the skeletons single-handedly, gratefully took the opportunity to recover some strength. Anjilo intoned a prayer of some sort, and light washed over Valia, who glanced at the paladin in surprise and gratitude as her weariness faded.  
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘Those robes! The spells! You really are a mage!’ 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ Archimegadon said. ‘For I am…’ 
 
    ‘Aye, aye, ye’re Archimegadon, we know,’ Belias said. ‘Can we get on with things, mate?’ 
 
    Archimegadon glowered. ‘Now look! This insolence will not be tolerated! I have been through much knavery to get here… and indeed banished from Horan by the town elders. Heh.’ He allowed himself a smirk. ‘Be that as it may, I have returned to save the day! Some imbecile like yourself will not get in my way!’ 
 
    ‘Stop tryin’ ter hurt me feelin’s,’ Belias said. ‘Pokin’ fun at a fella’s jes’ cheap an’ nasty.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well so is killing people and turning them into your foul soldiers,’ Archimegadon said with a shrug, ‘so I will say whatever I like to you, Belly-ass.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh, ye’ve done it now!’ Belias said. ‘Stop bein’ bleedin’ cowards, ye stupid bones, cut ‘im ter pieces!’ 
 
    The nervous skeletons rushed forwards in a bit of a jumble as they all chose different targets and stumbled over one another. Anjilo reached into a pocket and pulled out a small cube.  
 
    ‘Bet you’ll be glad to have a paladin now though,’ Anjilo said, not noticing Neurion’s offended expression behind her.  
 
    The cube lit up as Anjilo seemed to pinch it while holding it up in the air, and she then cast it at the oncoming skeletons. As it came into contact with them it exploded, and the resultant flash caused Archimegadon’s vision to blur, which in turn invited a few shocking profanities. On a more positive note, the spell appeared to have frozen the skeletons in place, and they were all looking with confusion at their unmoving boney feet. 
 
    ‘Sorry, should’ve warned about the flash,’ Anjilo said, scratching her hair. ‘Still, wasn’t that awesome? I’ve been making some cool test weapons like that recently, was hoping to get a chance to try them.’ 
 
    ‘I totally want some of those,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Tush, knave, observe true power!’ Archimegadon said, and with a yell he sent a flamebolt crashing amongst the skeletons, destroying two outright and throwing the rest aside. Neurion and Anjilo quickly snatched up the slain creatures’ weapons. 
 
    ‘Oh handy,’ Valia said. She blinked as she noticed one of the skeletons was wielding a familiar glaive that had been confiscated from her by the necromancer. ‘That skeleton over there has Uldraxios! Could you blow him up next?’ 
 
    ‘Bah, if I must,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘By the way, Sir Mage,’ Obdo asked, ‘have you learnt any spells other than flamebolt?’ 
 
    ‘Shush, I am in the middle of a glorious battle,’ Archimegadon replied, blasting the skeleton Valia had pointed out, and the knight quickly retrieved her family heirloom and tossed the sword away. ‘Now then, just four more… try to get yourself a weapon, Obdo, old bean.’ 
 
    The skeletons blundered another charge and Anjilo cast another spell (this time without a cube) which slowed the skeletons, and Archimegadon blasted two of them, while Valia lunged in and slashed the remaining ones apart with her glaive. Obdo had a rather nice selection of a few weapons to choose from the fallen skeletons, but he picked out a large bone that resembled his old club instead. Archimegadon meanwhile smiled at Belias. 
 
    ‘Well, there you go,’ he said. ‘Not so bloody tough after all. Mind you, those were some of the stupidest undead soldiers I have ever seen. Don’t you give them any fake intelligence?’ 
 
    ‘If I did that they’d overthrow me!’ Belias replied. 
 
    ‘Hmm, quite probably,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Say, does anyone have the Staff of Antagules?’ 
 
    Belias grabbed the staff from a collection of stolen goods and chucked it through the air, and Neurion caught it. ‘Aye,’ the necromancer replied. ‘Took it off yer paladin here. ‘Tis a bleedin’ disgrace, I tell ye.’ 
 
    Archimegadon snatched the staff from Neurion and stared at it in shock. ‘You bastard!’ 
 
    The Staff of Antagules was broken, appearing to have been snapped in the middle enough so that it bent into a V shape, but still with both halves joined together. Belias let out a chuckle. 
 
    ‘Aye, didnae seem worth keepin’, mate,’ Belias said. 
 
    ‘Well, balls to the staff,’ Archimegadon said, tossing it to one side. ‘Let’s just blow this arse apart.’ 
 
    ‘Not so fast!’ yelled a new voice, and everyone (including the two Shadow demons, who could not understand a word being spoken and had been engaged in their own conversation during the majority of the proceedings) turned to see a band of five men walk onto the platform, each one armed to the teeth. 
 
    ‘Ye’re the bleedin’ mercenary!’ Belias said. 
 
    ‘Aye, I’m Felick Broadblade,’ the mercenary said. 
 
    ‘Jes’ as well, I forgot I had ye marked fer execution, aye?’ Belias said, sniggering. 
 
    ‘Whereas I am being paid to kill the necromancer,’ Felick said. ‘Now I’ve only been here a couple of seconds, but I think the evidence points to you two,’ he added, pointing at Belias and Archimegadon. ‘Farmer Belias Greeva, and… Arkermechadon?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Sort of. And no, I am not a necromancer, you ass. Now help us out here.’ 
 
    Felick roared out laughing. ‘I thought you were out for the count!’ He cracked his knuckles. ‘Guess I’ll have to make it final. You’re an enemy of his Lordship, necromancer or not.’ 
 
    ‘Broadblade, in case you had not noticed, we have a necromancer at hand,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Unless you have totally lost your limited senses, do you not think it would be wiser to team up against him?’ 
 
    Broadblade gestured at his Breakers. ‘Plenty of us here,’ he replied. ‘Might as well make the most of the opportunity and kill you both.’ 
 
    ‘Ye stupid bonehead,’ Belias said. ‘Ye’ll make a fine skeleton, aye?’ 
 
    ‘Nay,’ Felick replied. ‘You country bumpkins are all the same. I regret leaving full-time work in the city.’ 
 
    ‘Wait a sec, did you say you worked for his Lordship?’ Obdo interrupted. ‘You don’t mean Lord King… Bartell, that is?’ 
 
    ‘The very same.’ 
 
    ‘There’s consistency for you,’ Obdo said. ‘Didn’t take him long to start hiring mercenaries again.’ 
 
    Archimegadon shrugged. ‘I presume it is because he wanted some expendable fellows, rather than his competent troops. That ass Broadblade and his Breakers fit perfectly.’ 
 
    ‘Oi!’ Felick said. ‘I take offence at that. Me and my boys here, we’re professionals, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘I’m… like… goin’ ter kill ye all in a wee second,’ Belias said. 
 
    ‘Hush a moment!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now then, Broadblade, I will ask you politely to help us defeat Belias or there will be dire repercussions.’ 
 
    ‘Not a chance, Arkermechadon,’ Felick said. ‘You shoulda stayed down when I trounced you in Horan.’ 
 
    ‘How foolish.’ 
 
    ‘Bollocks ter this!’ Belias yelled. ‘Demon, get those bastards!’ The Shadows looked confused at which of them he meant, but eventually one slunk off sullenly and took a swipe at the Breakers, who drew their weapons and leapt into battle. 
 
    ‘Ah good, that simplifies matters,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Obdo nudged the Mage for Hire. ‘Yeah. Uh. Sir Mage? We’ve never won a fight before.’ 
 
    ‘I have,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Not with us you haven’t,’ Obdo said. ‘But aside from tricking Felick that once… I mean you think we can take out a couple of demons, Belias and five Breakers?’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Now, was there anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Nope, guess that’s it,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Splendid!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well then, Obdo and Valia, you team up and attack the Shadow from the right. Neurion and Anjilo, you go from the left. I shall defeat Belias myself.’ 
 
    ‘So why me and Valia?’ Obdo asked. ‘Don’t I get an anti-demon paladin by my side?’ 
 
    ‘I assigned you all points of competence and grouped you evenly,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Valia, at most competent, got three. Neurion and Anjilo got two, since while they are useless paladin knaves, their power of Light should be splendid versus demons, and the Spell of Holy Fury could potentially be useful. You, Obdo, as you can’t do anything, got one.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Obdo said. ‘What did you give yourself, then? Four?’ 
 
    ‘I got the maximum score of a hundred,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Now hush. I think Belias wishes to speak.’ 
 
    The necromancer had been hopping irritably from foot to foot, trying to get a comment in. ‘Ye’re bleedin’ actin’ like I’m nae here! Well, let’s see if I’m nae here when I attack ye! Kill him!’ Belias gestured wildly at his spare demon, which sighed and lumbered forth to attack. ‘Fer that matter, Mage fer Hire, try yer hand against this! Darkstrike!’ Belias added, and he loosed what appeared to be a very shadowy flamebolt from his staff. 
 
    Archimegadon, who had not exactly learnt any counters during his short stay at the old Mage Academy, hurled himself aside in a most ungainly fashion, although he needn’t have; Anjilo raised a barrier of Light that shook a bit but held firm as the Darkstrike struck it. Belias muttered a curse and fired off another, while the Shadow lashed out at the companions, who hopped back and adopted the formation Archimegadon had commanded. 
 
    ‘Erm, nice work,’ Archimegadon called to Anjilo. ‘I was… about to do similar myself.’ 
 
    Valia rolled her eyes, but she decided not to comment and then threw herself at the Shadow in a manner similar to Mortimyr. ‘Go on, demon, cast at me when I’m this close!’ she said, cutting at it with Uldraxios as it withdrew a pace and blocked with skeletal arms.  
 
    Obdo eyed the Shadow with a very extreme amount of uncertainty before joining Valia, waving his bone club in a threatening manner, although he was quite unwilling to get closer to what was, to be fair, a most horrific demon. Neurion and Anjilo circled it and then charged, both casting what appeared to be the Spell of Holy Fury. 
 
    The field was clear. Archimegadon stood before Belias. 
 
    ‘One more thing,’ Belias said. ‘Darkstrike!’ 
 
    Archimegadon was not caught off-guard, nimbly side-stepping. ‘Flamebolt!’ he yelled, shooting off a rather impressive ball of fiery death. 
 
    Belias muttered something and batted the flamebolt aside with a fair bit of effort. That was an improvement over the flamebolt being turned into butterflies at least, though Archimegadon was still sour about it. 
 
    ‘Cunning,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Oh, aye, ‘tis a… Darkstrike!’ Belias shouted. 
 
    Archimegadon hopped aside. ‘Flamebolt! Flamebolt!’ 
 
    This time Belias created a grand shield of darkness that seemed to come close to cracking under the pressure, but then it burst outwards and the flamebolts shot off into space. 
 
    ‘No good, aye?’ Belias said, stepping closer to his opponent. ‘Ye’ll need ter cast better than… Darkstrike! Darkstrike!’ 
 
    The evil blasts filled Archimegadon’s sight and he knew instantly he could not skip aside this time. Instead he dropped to the floor and they sailed harmlessly overhead, but more followed and he had to scramble aside quickly indeed to prevent himself from becoming an Archimegadon-shaped pile of ashes.  
 
    ‘Pish, you are rather usel…’ Archimegadon began, when a slight noise behind him caused him to whirl round and dodge back automatically. It was just as well, as Felick’s dagger slashed through the empty space where he had been. 
 
    ‘Bastard!’ Felick said. 
 
    Another Darkstrike volley came Archimegadon’s way, and the Mage for Hire ended up doing a fairly silly sort of dance as he dodged this way and that. Felick followed in a more impressive manner, weaving through and lashing at the mage every chance he got.  
 
    ‘Felick, you ass!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Will you sod off?’ 
 
    ‘Not a chance,’ Broadblade replied with a grin, coming close to getting the mage, but an inconvenient Darkstrike cut him off momentarily. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon yelled, sending it in Belias’s direction. While the necromancer countered it the Mage for Hire turned on Felick. ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    Felick skipped aside only to meet Archimegadon’s left hook strike out with surprising vengeful force. The mercenary went down with a dull thud. 
 
    ‘And that was my pleasure, you tedious imbecile,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Another mercenary popped up like an unpleasant weed wielding two great cutlasses. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    ‘Darkstrike!’ 
 
    Wavering on what to avoid, the mercenary was slow to stumble aside, only to be snatched up by the Shadow that Archimegadon’s allies were fighting. The demon crunched him rather messily and threw the corpse at Valia and Obdo, who were having trouble enough trying to actually wound it through its thick exoskeleton. 
 
    With a howl of disappointment the Shadow fighting the Breakers gave up the ghost, but in its death throes it crushed one of the mercenaries who had survived, and another, perched on its neck, was catapulted into the ooze. The last one took a brief look at the other great Shadow, and Neurion and Anjilo glowing with a near-godly aura, and decided to cut his losses and run. 
 
    ‘Your last ally is about to be finished,’ Archimegadon said to Belias. 
 
    Belias took a deep breath. ‘Ye’re lucky yer paladin pals are ‘ere. Ye’d nae ‘ave ‘ad a chance otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘Balls,’ Archimegadon said. ‘In any case, old bean, weren’t you supposed to be Delarian’s equal?’ 
 
    ‘Ye caught me early,’ Belias replied. ‘But it does nae matter. ‘Tisn’t the end, aye? Did ye nae realise I sent me armies out in force ter destroy yer bleedin’ Gale? Ye’ve been wastin’ time ‘ere while yer innocent villagers are dyin’! All that ye’ve done ‘ere can be turned ter me own use! Yon corpses’ll make fine soldiers.’ 
 
    ‘I see no error in destroying the leader,’ Archimegadon said. ‘With you dead, the slain will no longer rise to serve you. Your armies will be stopped soon enough, after I have destroyed you.’ 
 
    ‘Nah, I’m nae wastin’ any more time here, aye?’ Belias said. ‘I’ll be seein’ ye later, mate!’ The necromancer turned and ran for it.  
 
    ‘Not a chance, you sod,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    Belias was careless in his panic and did not even begin to dodge the incoming ball of fire, which smashed into him and threw him stumbling across the platform, dropping his staff along the way, until he reached the very edge, where he finally just about caught his balance. He tried to step backwards but found himself standing with his own staff poking into the back of his head. 
 
    ‘I suppose this rather concludes matters,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Now, now, mate, be reasonable, aye?’  
 
    ‘Silence, oaf!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You shall have no reason from me! For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    This yell was accompanied by the defeat of the second Shadow, which was so miffed at being killed that it exploded into a lot of goo that drenched everyone within range, which fortunately Archimegadon was not. After a few moments the rather bemused yet victorious companions joined Archimegadon.  
 
    ‘You got him, then?’ Obdo asked. ‘I’m surprised! But go on, blow him up!’ 
 
    ‘Hush, knave,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I intend to enjoy this moment.’ 
 
    ‘I can reform, ye know,’ Belias said, eying the ooze beneath him.  
 
    ‘I am no longer in a forgiving mood,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You sodding necromancers are a real pain in my backside. Vortagenses, Tel Ariel, and now you… well, whether you are underpowered through lack of feeding or simply a sub-par fighter, I have no further time or use for you. Your plan is buggered. I am going to stop this knavery and restore things to the way they should be.’ 
 
    ‘Ye’re nae a good mage, mate,’ Belias said. ‘I can teach ye a few tricks… get ye the skills ter fight yer enemies, aye?’ 
 
    ‘Up yours,’ Archimegadon replied, and he booted the necromancer up the arse with every scrap of irritation he could muster behind his foot. 
 
    Belias hit the ooze with an unpleasant splat, before the steaming thick liquid glooped up around him and sucked him under. 
 
    Archimegadon turned to the others and held out the necromancer’s staff. ‘Anyone versed in destroying necromantic staffs? We don’t want him returning from the dead.’ 
 
    ‘Here,’ Anjilo said, taking it from him. ‘It’s not so hard once you’ve done it a couple of times.’ Her hands filled with light, and little cracks spread along the staff’s length. Anjilo tightened her grip and with a rather unclimactic sigh the staff was pretty much just blown out of existence by the lazy evening breeze.  
 
    ‘I never realised how dangerous farming was,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘A stupid man once told me it sounded quite the adventure,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Either way, I am rather glad to bid farewell to our farmer.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Obdo said. ‘Necromancers… sheesh. And there you were all accusing me and making me do penance.’ 
 
    Archimegadon eyed the two Shadow corpses. ‘Don’t tempt me.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two: Bloody Paladins 
 
      
 
    Felick heard a strange noise, like a hissing kettle, or a burning fire. He also noticed that he felt rather light, a sensation which, despite seeming quite pleasant, gave him a curiously worried feeling that sat in his chest like some sort of curled-up snake. A figure in what looked like a dress appeared before him, hazy and ethereal, and he shook his head dreamily as he tried to blink focus back into his sight. 
 
    ‘Mother?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No, I’m sodding well not, you utter ass.’ 
 
    Suddenly Felick’s mother transformed into a bad-tempered, bearded mage. With a lurch Felick realised that his feet were not touching the ground, and moreover that his hands had been inconveniently bound. It seemed that the female paladin and knight had been tasked with lifting the none-too-light mercenary… 
 
    …over the ooze. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell!’ Felick said. 
 
    ‘Not so clever now, are we?’ Archimegadon asked with a superior smirk. ‘Trying to bloody stab me when I’m in the midst of saving your arse… well, unfortunately, old bean, I am back. Your little display in the pub shall now reap its rewards.’ 
 
    ‘The necromancer’s dead?’ Felick asked with a nervous look all around, mainly down at the ooze. 
 
    ‘Yes, master thief,’ Archimegadon replied, noting the mercenary’s eyes trained on the foul pit. ‘He’s down in there. Staff in ashes. Buggered. And so, old bean, shall it be with you!’ 
 
    ‘You can’t!’ Felick said. 
 
    Valia slapped him. ‘We can! And that’s for taking me hostage.’ 
 
    ‘Ow!’ Felick looked most aggrieved. ‘Oh, it’s you. Forgot all about you.’ 
 
    This earned him a full punch. Valia used such force that she nearly lost her grip, and Felick let out a cry as he almost dropped into the steaming ooze.  
 
    ‘What do you say, Sir Rusty?’ Obdo asked Neurion. 
 
    Neurion pursed his lips. ‘We have given him a chance to redeem himself with a common foe at hand. If he would try to kill us even under those circumstances then I would advise bringing his dark life to an end.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve done good deeds!’ Felick said. 
 
    ‘Oh, is that so?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Pray tell.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, um.’ Felick took a moment to think to himself.  ‘I once… um… I helped lots of people with things they could not do themselves.’ 
 
    ‘Being a mercenary murderer does not count,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    Felick didn’t bother to say anything else. 
 
    ‘Now, Broadblade,’ Archimegadon went on, ‘you have tried to kill me, allied yourself with a band of cutthroats and are currently the heavy of our usurping Lord Protector. Is there anything remotely redeeming about you?’ 
 
    Felick thought long and hard about this one. His family didn’t like him, his record with women was dreadful, and even his friends hated him. In terms of his mark on the world, it took the form of several bits of intimidation, lots of fights in seedy locations and the odd darker job here and there. He was not, shall we say, a pillar of the community. 
 
    ‘Yeah, er… no,’ he replied eventually. 
 
    ‘I suppose that leaves me with but one option,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Neurion, draw your blade. Set Felick down on his knees.’ 
 
    Felick hurried to his knees the moment Anjilo and Valia pulled him back onto the platform and released him, trying to ignore Neurion’s sword as it slowly came to a stop inches from his head. 
 
    ‘I have lots of money,’ Felick said. 
 
    ‘I know,’ Archimegadon said with a smile. He drew a large bag from his robes. ‘It has been requisitioned for the funding of Mages for Hire. Now then, my good fellow. I would like you to apologise for all this bollocks you’ve been up to.’ 
 
    ‘All right, mage, I’m sorry!’ Felick said. ‘Now let me free.’ 
 
    Archimegadon gave Felick a stony glare. ‘Convincing as I found your apology, I feel perhaps a penance is in order.’ 
 
    Obdo cackled. ‘Sir Mage, sometimes you’re a genius!’ 
 
    ‘What sort of penance?’ Felick asked. 
 
    Archimegadon gestured towards the great corpse of one of the late Belias’s Shadows. ‘I feel we should deliver this creature’s head to Melethas, where it can provide a fine partner for its twin we delivered there the other week. As Obdo is unwell, from the look of his filthy exterior, we will need you to transport it.’  
 
    ‘You’re joking, mate,’ Felick said. ‘That’s bloody huge, that thing! I can’t carry it all that way!’ 
 
    Archimegadon shrugged. ‘If the knavish Obdo can manage such a feat, the great and mighty Felick Broadblade can surely repeat it? Besides, old fellow, the alternative is death by ooze.’ 
 
    Broadblade thought about the ooze, and how it sizzled and steamed. He could scarcely imagine just how unpleasant falling (or being thrown) into it would be. It took him mere moments to make up his mind, and Archimegadon already knew his answer just by the look of disgust in the curl of Felick’s mouth, though he took little note of the dark shadow in the mercenary’s eyes. 
 
    ‘I’ll do it,’ Felick said. ‘I’ll carry that thing to Melethas. Alright?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    ‘Sir Mage, why are we going to Melethas?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Because I need to get the help of mages if I am to repair this staff,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Someone as dull as you may not grasp it, but this staff has its uses.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Now, is there anything you need to collect from anywhere here?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Events are moving on, and we shall need to move on quickly if we are to keep up.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ Obdo asked. ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘I intend to bring down Lord Protector Bartell and that ass Sen Delarian,’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    Obdo frowned. ‘You… knocked your head a bit?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite, you imbecile,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Delarian got the better of me once, but I have trained long and hard, and now I have attained a level of power far beyond that which he can bring to bear.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been gone less than a day,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘The journey of the mind is infinite!’ Archimegadon said. ‘You cannot measure it in mere time!’ 
 
    ‘Okay, sure,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Now then, there is work to be done,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘Felick, collect the head.’ 
 
    ‘It’s still attached,’ Felick said.  
 
    ‘Indeed so,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Cut it off, fool.’ 
 
    Felick grumbled and snatched up his dagger, aware that to either side stood Valia and Anjilo with their weapons at the ready. Neurion watched all this with a guarded look of disapproval; clearly, this time he had really not been inclined to be lenient. 
 
    ‘So, hmm,’ Archimegadon said, clearing his throat. ‘You didn’t leave anything at the farm, did you?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, Belias brought everything with him,’ Obdo replied, pointing at a pile of bags, bones and weapons that had presumably been carried by Belias’s demons, to judge from the ooze that dirtied most of them.  
 
    ‘Excellent!’ Archimegadon said. ‘We should get moving before the inn runs out of rooms.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ Valia asked. ‘Belias’s forces are supposed to be assaulting Gale. If we go anywhere near there we’re likely to be killed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh balls,’ Archimegadon said. The mage tapped his chin. ‘Broadblade, tell me. Were those louts your only men?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Felick said from under a growing cover of thick, steaming demon blood. 
 
    ‘Bartell didn’t give you any soldiers or anything?’  
 
    ‘Nope, we were supposed to just be checkin’ it out here,’ Felick replied. ‘Figured I’d get us a bonus clearing out the necromancer, but that didn’t go so bloody good.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed not,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Imagine how it would have been, had you co-operated with us.’ 
 
    Felick mumbled something that didn’t sound too polite and continued hacking messily at the hideous corpse. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said, stepping over tentatively. ‘I heard you mention… I heard you say that Vortagenses was a necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘Oh… yes.’ Archimegadon frowned. ‘That I did.’ 
 
    ‘He was our founder.’ 
 
    ‘That he was.’ 
 
    ‘Then why do you say..?’ 
 
    Archimegadon patted Neurion on the shoulder. ‘Much like Lord Bartell, Vortagenses was not a very nice person underneath.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ Neurion looked hurt. 
 
    ‘I have conferred with a noble and wise mage of our order,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Her name is Antagules.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just the name of your staff,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Well yes, she made it!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Do not question me, oaf! The point is, she let me in on a fair few secrets. Lord Bartell and Sen Delarian plan to bring total annihilation to all who oppose their regime using an ancient power left by Vortagenses centuries ago.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, sure,’ Felick said with a snort. ‘You’re such an old fraud.’ 
 
    ‘Silence, ass, or I will have you executed!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘The Lord Protector is just bringing order back to us,’ Felick said. ‘Fella like you should be happy. You’re always complaining.’ 
 
    ‘Bartell is a petty man,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I wouldn’t trust him to run a race.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re lying about Vortagenses an’ all,’ Felick said. ‘He left the power behind for saving Valanthas, so Lord Bartell told me. His Lordship says it’s to stop the greed of people like you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose it rather comes down to which source is to be trusted the most,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Lord Bartell or Antagules. I rather favour mine.’ 
 
    ‘What did she tell you?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘She told me that Vortagenses was a necromancer in secret,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The power Bartell seeks to find and control is stolen from an ancient demon and stored away somewhere or other. And, erm… oh hell, erm… Vortagenses was, uhm, going to use it but was killed first. Or something.’ 
 
    ‘Good to see you pay attention,’ Valia said.  
 
    ‘Silence, wench,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now the important fact to remember is that Vortagenses was controlling Belias who was controlling Elsim who is helping Vortagenses control Lord Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘Uh?’ Neurion stared blankly. 
 
    ‘Easier to remember is our next quest,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We must defeat Lord Bartell. That will solve all the problems in one splat.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck with that,’ Felick said. ‘I heard they was planning a display in honour of his Lordship to mark his new reign and stuff. Lord Bartell and Sen Delarian will both be there, and like half his army.’ He scratched at his moustache roughly. ‘Oh yeah, and like… I bet his creepy Clerics will be there.’ 
 
    ‘Clerics?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know much about ‘em,’ Felick replied. ‘They’re some stupid religious fanatics who’ve been helpin’ his Lordship with finding Vortagenses’s power.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know all this?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Aren’t you a stupid lackey?’ 
 
    ‘I shook most of it out of Redrock a long time back,’ Felick replied. ‘Those were the days…’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, I can imagine whenabouts this was,’ Archimegadon said. ‘So they’re helping open the spooky tomb. Anything we should know about them?’ 
 
    ‘I’m no grass,’ Felick replied. 
 
    ‘Well, I imagine we can assume they know something of magic, at least,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Let us hope they are as competent as Belias.’ 
 
    ‘Belias wasn’t such a bad foe,’ Obdo said. ‘He caught us out, after all.’ 
 
    ‘Belias was good at pretending to be stupid,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This was effective largely because he was stupid. He knew some rudimentary pieces of necromancy and magic, it seems. Be that as it may, his powers were shoddy. One need only look at his appalling undead soldiers to see that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m guessing that he got some help with the big guys,’ Anjilo said. 
 
    ‘Hmm, well, Antagules did say that Vortagenses was still just about alive, or some such nonsense,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Perhaps he received the fellow’s expert guidance.’ 
 
    ‘I do hope you are mistaken, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘The thought of our founder being a necromancer is too terrible to bear.’  
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Obdo said. ‘I didn’t even know about Vorta-whatsit until you people mentioned him back in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘That… that borders on heresy!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘So does your love for him, if he’s really a necromancer,’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘That would be… regrettably true.’ Neurion frowned. 
 
    ‘Shush!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now listen. What matters is overthrowing Bartell and Delarian, and that will be a tricky affair. Delarian is, as you all know, a master of magery, and Bartell wields tremendous power because of those silly items he stole.’ 
 
    ‘So how on earth would you expect us to stop them?’ Valia asked. ‘You think throwing around a couple of flamebolts brings you on the same level as Sen Delarian himself?’ 
 
    ‘I shall be… erm… working on that,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We merely need cunning and genius to outwit them.’ 
 
    ‘The outcome I expect has not changed,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘What is this constant pessimism?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Enough! It’s late, so collect your stuff and let’s head back to that farm. We’ll have a good snooze and then get ready to pop to Melethas in the morning.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Bartell’s study sat in darkness. The great window opened on the black night, where the merest hint of the nearby hills could be seen against the dull skyline. Thick shadow throbbed around the walls as though a foul plant had taken root and grown out of control. An empty bottle stood on the desk like some dead body that had been hanging from the gallows for an age, a dried-out reminder of what had once been. 
 
    A few papers sat under the bottle’s shadow. Words stood out as Bartell glanced over them – paladins… revolt… found… relorans… research. It didn’t really matter much to the Lord Protector any more what these papers alluded to. New Valanthas had settled into running as he required it, people acting as they expected he would want. It was a cosy arrangement. Sen oversaw the odd detail but really… running the kingdom was not so hard. What need was there to worry when the Divine Hand guided you? 
 
    Bartell dismissed the papers from his mind and looked over at a dark spot near the window. ‘Tell me, Light, what news is there today?’ 
 
    A voice issued out of the shadows, scraping like a blade across stone. ‘He has fallen. The necromancer is dead and the west of New Valanthas is free.’ 
 
    The Lord Protector frowned. ‘You refused to speak of this necromancer before. Why now?’ 
 
    ‘He was not a threat to you before,’ the voice replied. ‘A distraction. Now it does not matter. The Necromancer of Gale is at last uncovered and defeated.’ 
 
    ‘Who did it?’ Bartell asked. ‘Out of interest.’ 
 
    ‘Two paladins, a knight, a mage and a villager of Gale banded together to oppose him,’ the voice replied. ‘Even your mercenaries played some part in his downfall.’ 
 
    It was rather strange and completely out of place, but Bartell felt a sudden shiver of jealousy. ‘Yes, well… if it took that many of them then I suppose he would die,’ the Lord Protector said. ‘And since the fellow was so quiet I doubt he was a decent necromancer anyway.’ 
 
    The voice from the dark went silent. Bartell rose to his feet and stepped round his desk, walking through the weak rays of red light that spilled through his grand window until he came to a stop in front of a cage that had not been there until recently. Inside, held fast by magical bindings, was a dirty-looking paladin, still in full armour. 
 
    Bartell remembered it well, the day the foolish paladin Marzus had turned up at the palace feigning friendship from Commander Grand. Rather than bothering with pretences and false kindness, Bartell and Delarian had seized the paladin, sent him to the dungeons to be beaten by the guards, then placed the memory curse upon him. Night after night had passed as they demanded information from the delusional paladin until finally he had broken and spilled everything to Bartell – Grand’s plans, the appearance of Valia and Neurion to warn him, the City of Light… and one small detail that the Lord Protector had never realised he could abuse before: the paladins’ ability to speak and commune with the Light.  
 
    ‘I am the Lord Protector of this land,’ Bartell had said. ‘I am the hand of justice and judgement over these fallen people. I demand that you call on the Light to speak to me and reveal the secrets of those who marshal against me.’ 
 
    Hours had passed as Bartell pressed the maddened paladin to call on the Light, and eventually, with the aid of the Clerics, the Lord Protector had wrenched agreement from Marzus. When the voice of the Light had first issued from Marzus a shivery feeling had gripped Bartell, but as information on betrayers and would-be heroes started to issue forth Bartell had cast aside his reservations and taken full advantage of the power this granted him. 
 
    The kingdom was his. The Light guided him. And soon, the ancient power of Vortagenses would make him a God.  
 
    ‘I warn you, Lord Protector,’ Marzus said suddenly. ‘I warn you.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Bartell jumped slightly as he awoke from his reverie.  
 
    ‘The death of a necromancer does not mean all your foes are defeated,’ Marzus replied. ‘With his fall you are now the focus of the “heroes” in New Valanthas, and other powers ready themselves to oppose and destroy you.’ 
 
    ‘I am always ready for enemies,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Enemies can be friends can be enemies can be friends,’ Marzus said. 
 
    For some reason, this obvious bit of advice gave Bartell even more shivers, and he pulled his silk doublet tighter round him and looked to his rings and amulets for comfort. ‘I can assure you, whatever foes intend to defeat me will meet with an unpleasant fate.’ 
 
    ‘Beware the shadows,’ the paladin said, and then he slumped back and his eyes closed, asleep. 
 
    ‘Beware the shadows indeed,’ Bartell said with a snort. ‘Might as well tell me evil is evil for all the use that is. Either way it matters not a whit. Be it a week or a month, I will eventually claim the ancient power and crush both Light and Dark!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon awoke on the floor rather abruptly, after one too many rolls in his sleep. Everything was quite dull, but it had clearly reached day at least as he looked up at the blade of glowing dust that scythed out from between the curtains. From somewhere in the gloomy stone cottage that had been Belias’s curious necromantic hideout, the gentle rumble of snoring filled the dusty silence. 
 
    The Mage for Hire had been thinking. Strange, yes, but he had been thinking nonetheless.  
 
    Amidst all the random babble about necromancers and ancient powers, one thing really mattered to Archimegadon, and that was revenge. Now that he had gained control over his own powers, even without proper training, he wanted to march back to Aldrack and defeat Lord Bartell and his lackey Delarian. For perhaps the first time ever, the prospect of heading into such a battle did not frighten him, which to be frank was largely down to bravado and a disproportionate opinion of his own abilities.  
 
    In spite of that, Archimegadon was determined to stop the Lord Protector and his sorcerer aide, knowing full well that this time, if he succeeded, he would eternally have the fame he desired. The Mage for Hire who cast down the usurping Lord Protector of New Valanthas… an opportunity unlike any other he had ever known. 
 
    But the problem was now, stumbling along with the momentum, he had let the others in on too much information. Two things troubled him with this. For one, he did not wish to risk their lives, however knavish they had been to him. Secondly, they were incompetent to the point of self-destruction. With them at his side, he would likely fail in his avenging mission. 
 
    Therefore, he needed to get up, get ready, and get out, before any of them woke up and caught him leaving. It did not take too long to get dressed, and he remembered to take the broken Staff of Antagules, even though he was not convinced that it would come in very useful. 
 
    With the briefest of nods in the direction of his former team mates, Archimegadon slipped out of the front door… 
 
    …and found himself facing an army of paladins. 
 
    ‘Greetings,’ he said after a moment. 
 
    Their leader, a man with fiery hair, beheld Archimegadon with the air of one who has located a stealthy slug lurking under their nostrils. ‘Well, sir, is this not an interesting circumstance? What sort of farmhand are you, I ask, garbed in such a sinister robe?’ 
 
    Archimegadon rolled his eyes. Paladins… 
 
    ‘I am not a farmhand,’ he replied.  
 
    The paladins all nodded to each other and murmured in satisfaction at this confirmation of their suspicions. 
 
    ‘Then do tell what a gentleman such as yourself is doing, slipping away untroubled from an empty farmstead in the middle of a vast undead assault on Gale?’ the paladin leader asked. 
 
    ‘Well, as you can see, the farmstead is somewhat empty,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Whatever is happening in Gale has not spread here.’ 
 
    ‘And that begs the question why,’ the paladin leader said. ‘This is, I believe, the centre of the evil. Am I, Commander Grand of the Paladin Order, right?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you would have been yesterday,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘As it is, you are quite right in that this place is empty. The former ruler here has been squished. Er… so sayeth I, Archimegadon, Mage for Hire.’ 
 
    At that moment, the door behind Archimegadon gave an annoying squeak and clattered open. Obdo, dressed in hideous brown rags that were presumably supposed to be his pyjamas, stumbled into sight, rubbing at his cheek sleepily. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage, you’re leaving?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Erm, no… we have guests,’ Archimegadon replied, gesturing vaguely at the collected holy knights. 
 
    Obdo’s gaze rose, and as it did a slow but dull realisation spread across his face that he was, in fact, surrounded by an army of hostile paladins. He swayed on the spot in lengthy consideration, then flicked his eyes towards Archimegadon. ‘They’re… friendly, right?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite, Obdo.’ 
 
    Commander Grand chuckled softly. ‘And now we see the appearance of the mysterious Obdo, who at last check was our main suspect in the matter of who this necromancer truly is. And we find him in the company of the mage Archimegadon, who was defeated so publicly in Aldrack as a menace to society. Perhaps, then, Lord Bartell did a last heroic act after all.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, pardon?’ Archimegadon interrupted. ‘What do you mean, defeated publicly?’ 
 
    ‘The tale of your defeat is more widespread than Akarith Kellason,’ Grand replied. 
 
    The former Mage for Hire had not quite been awake since the moment of his shaming in Aldrack, and had remained locked out of any sort of consistent thought up until he found himself lost in the magical corridors and rooms of the original Mage Academy. He had not known about any of the current situation, and indeed the moment the strange paladin mentioned this it hit him how much he did not know.  
 
    But it also hurt. His identity, whether daft or not, was essentially him – and to be widely known as a failure and potentially believed to be an evil menace of society was quite the reverse of everything he had tried to do since he abandoned his old job. It knocked at his previous confidence that he could just stroll to Aldrack and challenge Bartell and Delarian, since it seemed that now he had more than Bartell’s minions to watch out for.  
 
    That darkness behind his confident exterior made a push at him again, and the gloom of the last few days rose about him like a snake around his neck, crushing the life from him. His hand tightened around the broken Staff of Antagules and he thought back to the talk with Antagules the previous day. He had a job to do, as Archimegadon or whoever. 
 
    Grand had noticed his discomfort and smirked down at him. ‘Something the matter, mage? Caught with your pants down, proverbially speaking?’ 
 
    Archimegadon straightened and looked Grand in the eye. ‘Listen, sir. I do not know who you are, or who you believe you are, but you appear to have a rather feeble grip on reality.’ 
 
    Grand’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    ‘The necromancer is dead,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘We slew him last night back in that valley, on the weird platform thing. It was Belias, renowned in these parts for his farming, but also his incredibly long life.’ 
 
    ‘I do not know of any such man,’ Grand said, shrugging. ‘You could make up any name and I could never confirm it.’ 
 
    ‘“Never” is a bit steep,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Just go and ask at the bloody village.’ 
 
    ‘I do not need to,’ Grand said, drumming his fingers on the hilt of his sword. ‘It is quite obvious to me what the situation is. You, Archimegadon, are the necromancer, and Obdo is your servant. It is time to put you to your well-deserved death.’ 
 
    ‘Now look, you tedious ass,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Who the bloody hell do you think you are, swanning in here with all this bollocks and jabbering nonsense about putting people to death? We defeated the damn necromancer just last night – surely you saw the slain demon corpses?’ 
 
    ‘…Yes.’ 
 
    ‘If you were to head round the back, you’d find Bartell’s mercenary thug Felick Broadblade chained to one such head,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This was cut off as a trophy to present to the High Captain at Melethas since he pays out rather a lot for that sort of thing. Now explain why I would keep Felick alive and take the head of one of my “creations” if I was actually an evil necromancer?’ 
 
    ‘Clearly a bluff,’ Grand replied.  
 
    ‘Oh, enough of this tedium,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You are obviously just out to be a pest. I am not your necromancer. Now sod off, before I get irritated!’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think you are to talk to me like this?’ 
 
    ‘You know who I am! I am Archimegadon, Mage for bloody Hire! Not some cheap necromancing ass. Now be off with you!’ 
 
    Grand’s face went through various types of anger and rage before a strange and somewhat sudden sort of calm descended upon it. ‘Very well, mage. I have smelt the scent of necromancers before anyway… it does not lie upon you. Paladins! We ride to Horan!’ 
 
    Archimegadon watched with rather a lot of confusion as the paladins simply rode off without another word. Obdo waved after them sleepily. Within a matter of minutes the paladins were just a blur in the distance, and calm settled over Belias’s farm once again, the torn earth the only reminder that an army of paladins had been there just a short while before. 
 
    ‘What was that about?’ Obdo asked. ‘He sure changed his mind quickly.’ 
 
    ‘It is clear,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The man was frightened of me. Now let us get the others to wake up. Tomorrow we set out for Melethas again.’ With the world hostile to Archimegadon, it would be better to travel in company and hide until he could reverse the damage Lord Bartell had done, much as it pained him to do so. 
 
    ‘Oh yeah,’ Obdo said. ‘I hate that place.’ 
 
    ‘Enjoy it while you can,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It shall be our last stop before Aldrack.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three: Bartell’s Kingdom 
 
      
 
    ‘So, Sir Mage,’ Obdo asked as the various companions rode along the Central Way, ‘what happened to you?’ 
 
    ‘The answer is simple,’ Archimegadon replied, sitting rather unceremoniously on the same horse as Neurion. ‘As I was about to be munched by those Shadow demons I teleported away to the very original Valanthian Mage Academy. There I was able to break the curse Sen Delarian put on me and then I met with Antagules herself. Not much else to say on that matter, really.’ 
 
    ‘You seem to be missing out pretty much all the important details,’ Valia said. Her cheeks had gone a furious shade of red, probably because Obdo had taken a spot on her horse. ‘I bet Antagules broke your curse for a start, you useless old idiot. And saved you from Belias. And I bet she didn’t really hire you to defeat Bartell and Sen.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nearly fell off the horse at that last part. ‘What… what nonsense!’ 
 
    ‘Look at it this way,’ Valia said. ‘You can cast a big flamebolt now, a bit like the one I’m told Sen cast on you back at Castle Aldrack.’ Archimegadon winced. ‘Compared with that, we have Lord Auber Bartell, who single-handedly destroyed the Dusk Alliance base with his magical amulets and was a renowned hero and swordsman, and Sen Delarian, possibly the greatest mage to ever walk the earth. I doubt a wise mage like Antagules – if your tale is actually true in the slightest – would be daft enough to ask a rubbish mage like you to save the world.’ 
 
    ‘This is merely because your vision is limited,’ Archimegadon said, brushing his beard in a wise manner. ‘Heroes are not marked purely by their brute force, but also by their quality of character, strength of will and their ingenuity when faced with adversity.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t make the obvious response,’ Valia said. ‘If what you say about Vortagenses is true, though, I think we should keep quiet about it in public. Nobody will put up with us bad-mouthing their founder. Valanthians are lazy in general but they do get patriotic about him.’ 
 
    ‘So patriotic you don’t seem to give a toss about it,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I lost my interest in those things after I became a knight,’ Valia said. ‘The trial involved kneeling for ages with no actual ability required whatsoever. Most of these great leaders and heroes are the same… all a pretty symbolic act without any substance.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you supposed to be praying during that?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, well… perhaps,’ Valia replied. ‘But do you really think that will do any good whatsoever?’ 
 
    ‘Better than just kneeling for all that time, I’d say,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Obdo is right,’ Neurion said. ‘And I find it works. The Light has helped guide me on many occasions.’ 
 
    Valia rolled her eyes and her mouth twitched as though she was about to reply, but she thought better of it and pointedly kept her gaze straight ahead. Archimegadon, meanwhile, raised his eyebrows.  
 
    ‘Is that so? Does the Light… talk to you?’ 
 
    ‘Why, of course, Master Archimegadon!’ Neurion replied. ‘How else can we paladins use the power of the Light if not by serving it directly?’ 
 
    ‘Erm, well I must say I assumed the Light was rather like most elemental magic,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Either you can use it or you can’t. Most people these days have a vague spark of elemental magic at least, or the Mage Schools wouldn’t work at all. They sort of quickly coax out any hidden innate power within you and quickly teach you the basics of using it. With paladins I imagined the Light was just that bit rarer.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all,’ Anjilo said. ‘Sometimes the Light speaks to us directly, other times He gives us ideas or hints in the right directions, and others He sends us messages in dreams.’ 
 
    ‘I get the feeling most drunk people are paladins without realising,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon pondered to himself. He wasn’t overly sure if he liked the idea of this Light fellow jabbering instructions to paladins but ignoring him. After all, was he not clearly material to be a hero of Valanthas? 
 
    ‘We should have met with the other paladins,’ Anjilo said. ‘Wouldn’t it have been better to tag along with them?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well I did speak with Commander Grand,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘He requested that we proceed as Antagules directed and sneak into Castle Aldrack while the paladins divert Lord Bartell’s attention. This is really no different from our operation to defeat Akarith before, after all.’  
 
    Obdo rolled his eyes but didn’t comment. 
 
    ‘Only this time we have no cloaked destroyer to save us,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Grand shall be that… erm… cloaked-destroyer-equivalent,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I’m not doing any acts this time,’ Valia said. ‘If you want to risk anyone’s neck, you can risk your own.’ 
 
    ‘Fear not, madam,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I shall play a part in this coming drama. However, circumstances force me, I fear, to adopt a new identity for the time being.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Neurion asked. ‘Whatever do you mean, Master Archimegadon?’ 
 
    ‘It is steadily becoming clear to me that Lord Bartell, for whatever reason, has set out to tarnish my name and present me as a villain,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘As such, I am forced to assume a new identity.’ 
 
    ‘This should be interesting,’ Valia said. ‘Going to be Ultrasupersorcerermage?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be stupid!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I shall be the great magician Ub.’ 
 
    ‘Ub?’ Obdo pursed his lips. ‘Will you be able to bear such a tiny name?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Regrettably, however, I must allay suspicions by having a name drastically different to my own.’ 
 
    ‘As ever, mage, your intellect far outstrips everyone else’s,’ Valia said with a snort. ‘What is the point of this daft identity change?’ 
 
    ‘Master Broadblade, didn’t you say there was some sort of display or something going on shortly?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I did, yeah,’ Felick replied from beneath a ton of ooze, stumbling along while the others rode serenely on horseback.  
 
    ‘There will surely be entertainers galore,’ Archimegadon said. ‘A humble magician will certainly be able to slip about unnoticed.’ 
 
    The rest of the companions stayed very quiet. 
 
    ‘Uhm, yes,’ Valia said eventually. ‘So. What are we even going to do? So far I assume we’re stopping at Melethas to dump this head for whatever reason and get the staff fixed or find a replacement. Then we’re going to Aldrack where you’ll pretend to be a magician so we can sneak into Castle Aldrack… or something?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly!’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Then what?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose at that point we will need to assassinate Bartell, Delarian and possibly Akarith, if she shows.’ 
 
    Valia gave him an extended dour stare. 
 
    The companions came to a halt at the edge of the road outside the Forest of Nalius, which looked considerably less inviting under the deep red glow of Bartell’s dome. Felick sat far from the group leaning against the grotesque demon head, while the rest dug through their supplies for some food and drink. Valia spent a while tending to their horses, which surprised Archimegadon – he would have thought she’d hate animals, but she looked uncommonly happy tending to them. When she noticed him looking, she blushed and her sterner demeanour returned as she walked back over to the group. 
 
    ‘I didn’t think you liked anything,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I don’t like you,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Charming.’ 
 
    ‘So as we were saying before, how do you propose we kill Bartell and his cronies?’ Valia asked. ‘Let’s think about this logically. We have me, and I’m an okay fighter but nothing special. Obdo’s… uhm… he can club things a bit. Neurion doesn’t know most of his spells. Anjilo… I don’t know much about you? Are you any good?’ 
 
    ‘That is for the Light to judge,’ Anjilo replied. 
 
    ‘Didn’t you see her do that flashy skeleton stun thing?’ Obdo asked. ‘It was amazing!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that saved us from all those skeletons,’ Neurion said. ‘We owe you our lives, milady Dawnfield.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, it wasn’t all that much,’ Anjilo said, grinning. ‘Skeletons are small fry for us paladins! And hey, don’t forget my little Handy Cleanser!’ 
 
    Valia was looking decidedly sour. ‘Your what?’ 
 
    ‘Work-in-progress name,’ Anjilo replied. She took out a little cube and tossed it up in the air. ‘It’s an invention of mine. I managed to sort-of store a spell in this cube, and you throw it at the ground and the spell is cast!’ 
 
    ‘So it’s handy… and it cleanses things,’ Valia said, rolling her eyes. ‘It wasn’t exactly easy holding off the skeletons alone, you know.’ She eyed them all expectantly. 
 
    ‘Yeah, just as well Missy Light here was around to save you,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘To… save me?’ Valia asked, her eyes narrowing to slits. 
 
    Archimegadon was ignoring his companions meanwhile, looking over the broken Staff of Antagules, and he thought about his meeting with Antagules again, running through what vague details he could remember. It was him versus the Paladin Order, essentially. If he did not act, they would be the heroes of the story, and that ass Grand would steal the place in bardic tales that the mighty Archimegadon was supposed to occupy. Tell the paladins what to do! Such nonsense. 
 
    ‘I am working on a splendid plan,’ he told Valia as he got back into the conversation. ‘I cannot… er… release the details… at this stage.’ 
 
    Valia seemed as though she was sorely tempted to reach for her glaive Uldraxios and use it to educate Obdo on the finer points of gratitude, but she paused and turned to Archimegadon as he spoke to her. ‘Why am I not surprised?’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re the most negative ass I have ever had the displeasure of working with,’ Archimegadon replied, adopting a similar expression to Valia’s own. ‘On the plus side, we are making better time than last time I came this way. Even so, I fear we will be having a repeat visit to Salien today.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Salien was rather subdued as the companions eventually found themselves at the foot of the strange treetop village. The torches did little to dispel the red glow that followed them wherever they went. Archimegadon was not used to it, since he had barely been conscious for the most part and had escaped to the strange ‘otherworld’ inhabited by Antagules just the day before, where the sunlight had at least been bright. For the others, though, proper daylight had become the province of dreams and memories, and they were now accustomed to the red glow to the point that it almost seemed normal.  
 
    ‘No guards,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘We’d best be careful, then,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    The warning turned out to be unnecessary. Upon reaching the top they found nothing out of place, as such. Much like the rest of Bartell’s kingdom, though, people were largely hiding in their homes and the daily routines of ‘Old Valanthas’ had been abandoned. There was, however, a handful of Bartell’s armoured knights, watching everyone with a fair deal of suspicion. 
 
    ‘Try to keep your heads down,’ Archimegadon warned the others. ‘Try not to appear threatening.’ 
 
    This wasn’t particularly hard owing to the fact that they looked like a troupe of players rather than hardened adventurers, though Felick’s demon head drew a few funny looks. Valia was nervous that they might recognise her, and she tugged up her jade hood to try and conceal herself a bit. A few of Bartell’s soldiers sitting outside a general store watched the companions for a minute, before deciding that their card game was more important. 
 
    Not long after that, therefore, the companions were to be found sitting round a couple of tables by the edge of the walkways of Salien, each armed with a decent drink (except for Felick, who was sitting forlorn at the edge of the gathering with only the demon head for company). Glad for the chance to relax, Archimegadon, Obdo and Neurion occupied one table, while Anjilo and Valia sat in some sort of deep discussion on the other table. 
 
    Archimegadon felt, if not happy, then at ease for the first time in a while. In the dark of night the foul glower of the dome was unnoticeable, and it was easy to believe they were back in the Salien of the past, when the only concern had been a ragtag bunch of mercenaries.  
 
    Unfortunately for Archimegadon his peace was about to be shattered. 
 
    ‘You lot!’ called a familiar voice. 
 
    Archimegadon turned, enraged, to see Terrill, Gelenn and Mortimyr emerge from the pub, themselves armed with a formidable arsenal of ale. The band of adventurers looked rather worn compared to their last meeting, and indeed all seemed to bear a few more battle scars.  
 
    ‘Mind if we tug up a few chairs?’ Terrill asked. 
 
    ‘Well, yes, actually!’ Archimegadon replied, but even as he was speaking the three barged him aside and dumped their drinks on his table. Gelenn snatched hers back instantly though as she spied Anjilo on the other table. 
 
    ‘Well, hey there!’ she said. ‘Not seen you in a bit, Anji!’ 
 
    ‘Good riddance,’ Archimegadon said as Gelenn joined the girls’ table. 
 
    ‘So, lads, how are we doing?’ Terrill asked. 
 
    ‘If success was a fish,’ Obdo replied, ‘we’d be flapping about on dry land.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, too bad, too bad,’ Terrill said, taking a swig of ale. 
 
    ‘But,’ Obdo went on, ‘I’m guessing your fish isn't doing too well either.’ 
 
    ‘Not sure I care for your tone,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well,’ Terrill said, ‘guess you could say that. Suppose you mean our plan to kill Lord Bartell?’ 
 
    ‘The very same,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Uh… wait… the old fart’s back,’ Terrill said, looking at Archimegadon, whose sole response was to fold his arms. 
 
    ‘Gale’s booze is very effective,’ Obdo said with a nod. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Terrill said. ‘Anyway! Yeah. Castle Aldrack. We got in okay through the sewers, had to get past the guards inside which was kinda tricky but nothing special. But heh. Lord Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘Had some trouble, did you?’ Archimegadon asked, looking slightly more cheerful. 
 
    ‘Well, yeah,’ Terrill replied. ‘See, we were going to thrash him. Morty ran in to distract him, then Gelenn and me started to cast Vala Andrilus. That’s like… a really deadly vortex spell,’ he added at Obdo and Neurion’s blank looks. ‘But well… Bartell kinda blew Morty away quicker than we thought, though he did nearly blow himself up too.’ 
 
    ‘Just as well he was as careful as he was,’ Morty said, scratching at a burn mark on his cheek with a similarly burnt hand.  
 
    ‘So basically it was us versus Bartell at that point, pretty easy,’ Terrill said. ‘We released our spell and boom! He yells “Kalahd!” and suddenly our spell died, and we couldn’t cast anything more. He came at us with his sword and nearly got us, but Morty managed to get in the way.’ 
 
    ‘That’s when his guards arrived, coward,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘We managed to run away,’ Terrill said. ‘Morty pushed Bartell back and we high-tailed it out of there while he was off-balance.’ 
 
    ‘Nearly didn’t make it,’ Mortimyr said, ‘but they couldn’t see properly the moment they got outside into the red light.’ 
 
    ‘And by that point our powers had returned,’ Terrill said. ‘So I did a little spell to make it easier to see in the dark.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, so do you know what he did?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘This “callad” thing or whatever.’ 
 
    ‘We did a spot of research,’ Terrill replied. ‘Turns out it’s an ancient ring that creates a field of anti-magic when activated for a random amount of time. Stops all spells in progress and stops people casting anything else, kills magic lights, effects… basically prevents all elemental magic in that area.’ 
 
    ‘A rather handy device then!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, used to be a killer in one of the old wars,’ Terrill said. ‘Bartell getting his hands on it was a big, big, bad thing. Basically makes Gelenn and myself pretty useless fighting him.’ He flexed his non-existent muscles. ‘It’s nasty.’ 
 
    ‘Callad was it?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘That’s pretty much how you say it,’ Terrill replied. ‘Kalahd, sounds mystical but it’s actually an old word for “Shut up!”’ 
 
    ‘You serious?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Well, thing is,’ Terrill replied, ‘magic’s a funny old thing. The words technically mean nothing. They’re like a focal point for a spell. Proper mages control magic by using their mental powers to gather force and then release it in a particular form they require, and rare and brilliant ones can do so without speaking. It comes down to intent I suppose… it’s easier to cast when you have a firm intention for your spell. It’s like your friend here yells flamebolt like so many mages these days, whereas its original transcribed word is velshammar.  
 
    ‘But nobody found the Kalahd ring for ages, so it never got degraded to the Shut Up ring when the language changed, a few centuries before Valanthas. Though I guess it was that stupid-sounding back in the days it was used. Either way, it was crafted to activate like normal magic, from the key word with the intent behind it, so even an untrained dolt like Bartell could use it.’ 
 
    ‘So you never tried to get Bartell again?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
     ‘Nah,’ Terrill replied. ‘Security in Aldrack is mad, now, and Bartell and Delarian are constantly having people done in if they put their foot out of line. Not that they tell anyone, they try to cover it up. Bartell is telling everyone that some evil organisation is at large and he’s trying to find their members.’ 
 
    ‘We went in search of a weapon to defeat Bartell instead,’ Mortimyr said. ‘We found out from one of Bartell’s Clerics that they’d just found out there might be a secret stash of magical items in Horan, so we went there but found a load of undead and a raided grave. We got out of there pretty quick.’ 
 
    ‘That was the necromancer’s doing,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Belias, the Necromancer of Horan. He knew about the grave I believe, though I suspect he only found out recently. It wasn’t a weapon, mind you, it was a key.’ 
 
    ‘Key to what?’ Terrill asked. 
 
    Archimegadon gave them a brief explanation of Vortagenses’s tomb and what Antagules had told him of the founder of Valanthas, and Neurion took on his troubled look again. Obdo meanwhile downed his drink and went to get another. 
 
    ‘I have no idea whether to believe a story like that,’ Terrill said after a moment. ‘If it is true, then I guess that puts us in an awkward position. Ties a few things together though. Those creepy Clerics for one. I was wondering what religion they seemed to follow.’ 
 
    ‘What we did find is that the Kalahd ring doesn’t affect the Light,’ Mortimyr said. ‘We were going to get hold of the paladins, but word was they’re surrounded by Bartell’s men, so we decided not to waste the journey.’ 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said after a moment. ‘I wonder… would it be wise for us all to team up? I mean, surely together we can defeat Bartell’s plot? We have me and the lady Anjilo who can get round Bartell’s ring.’ 
 
    ‘Hrmph, well,’ Archimegadon said, frowning, ‘I suppose, perhaps, if they need help…’ 
 
    ‘It’s definitely something consider, whatever the old fool says,’ Terrill said. ‘But for now, enough of this! I came here to drink, not to talk!’ 
 
    ‘Cheers!’ Obdo said, returning and downing his drink in one smooth motion. 
 
    * 
 
    Meanwhile more seditious discussions were taking place at the other table. Valia, Anjilo and Gelenn all huddled together close as their male counterparts made a dreadful lot of noise nearby. 
 
    ‘You two know each other, then?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘Anji and I go way back!’ Gelenn replied. ‘Knew her before she was even going to be a paladin.’ 
 
    ‘Sure did,’ Anji said, nodding.  
 
    ‘In that case I have a proposal to make,’ Valia said, pouring herself some wine and smiling. ‘You two are pretty good at what you do from what I’ve seen. Anjilo is a proper trained paladin, and you’re a genuine mage, Gelenn.’ 
 
    ‘Such flattery,’ Gelenn said with a smirk. ‘What are you after?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the way I see it is this,’ Valia replied. ‘Look around. Lord Bartell is a real threat, not someone to be joked with. Now look at those three over there… Obdo, Neurion and Archimegadon.’ 
 
    At that exact moment Obdo fell off his chair, Neurion started to give him a good telling-off and Archimegadon clubbed the farmhand with the remains of his staff. 
 
    ‘I see your point,’ Gelenn said. ‘The man was a fraud back when we killed the Shadow anyway; he was trying to claim he killed it.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly, that’s all he does,’ Valia said, before delicately sipping some wine. ‘He’s a glory-seeker who is more of a danger than anything else. It was a shame he managed to break free of Delarian’s curse.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t be that unfair,’ Anjilo said. ‘Don’t forget he saved us from Belias.’ 
 
    ‘And had us fight the demon,’ Valia said, quirking an eyebrow. ‘Belias himself wasn’t much of a necromancer at the end of the day. Why else was he bumbling about as a farmer for so long?’ 
 
    ‘What about breaking the curse?’ Gelenn asked. ‘That’s no mean feat. Delarian and Bartell are using it as a torture weapon, and I think it’s had a perfect success rate so far.’ 
 
    ‘I believe he got the help of a powerful mage,’ Valia replied. ‘This is the story he told us.’ She detailed the vague tale Archimegadon had relayed to the group, and Gelenn’s expression did not change in the slightest. 
 
    ‘It would be easy to put this down to his usual flight of fancy,’ Gelenn said, ‘but on the other hand, I suppose there are some truths hidden within it. Suppose this mage really did talk to him – I’ll bet that’s the secret behind his amazing recovery.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely,’ Valia said. ‘Archimegadon, Mage for Hire, is nothing but a sham and a fake. So that is why I propose to you both that, rather than follow him in his ridiculous plan he’s dreamt up, we should ditch those three and defeat Lord Bartell ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that a bit dishonest?’ Anjilo asked. ‘He did save us all from the necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think he has what it takes to defeat Lord Bartell and Sen Delarian, though?’ Valia returned. ‘Not to mention the assassin Akarith Kellason.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps not,’ Anjilo replied after a moment's consideration. Archimegadon was, at that very moment, subjecting Obdo and Neurion to a rather unpleasant diatribe and waving the broken Staff of Antagules in a pretty daft manner. ‘I’d like to join you all again if I may. And I can vouch for Valia, she’s a good fighter.’ 
 
    ‘Why, thank you,’ Valia said, with a warm, surprised smile and a blush. 
 
    ‘It’s decided, then,’ Gelenn said with a nod. ‘We’ll sneak away when they’re asleep and get this whole mess sorted out properly.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon awoke in a surprisingly eventless manner. No demon head, no thieves, no paladins amassed outside, just that tedious red glow and nothing else to worry him. He plonked himself down in one of the seats at the edge of the walkway and looked down at the shadowed and somewhat distant forest floor. It was not the most pleasant height; with a shudder he turned his eyes back to the pub. 
 
    To his great rage he saw Obdo emerge, and noticed that Felick was still sitting with the demon head. This was no real surprise, though, as Mortimyr and his enterprising companions had chained the thief to the demon head and a handy lamppost. Archimegadon had wondered briefly why they had chains on them, but decided upon further reflection that he’d rather not know. 
 
    ‘Morning, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Greetings,’ Archimegadon said, his glare removing any good will from his word. ‘Where are those others? We must get moving at once!’ 
 
    ‘You’re eager,’ Obdo said. ‘You do realise what you are saying, right?’ 
 
    Archimegadon’s enthusiasm for his mad plan had somehow withstood the test of time, largely owing to the fact that at this point, surrounded by heroes and whatnot, turning back and undoing what he had declared would result in a total loss of face and ruin what meagre shreds of reputation he currently had.  
 
    ‘Well,’ Archimegadon said, pausing for what sounded like dramatic effect, but was instead an attempt to buy thinking time, ‘you should know by now that I am ever mindful of the freedom of the citizens of this land, and see little reason to tarry when there is work to be done.’ 
 
    ‘They’re gone!’ Neurion said, stumbling out of the pub. 
 
    The Mage for Hire frowned as he rose to his feet. ‘What is this noise for, insolent ass?’ 
 
    ‘They’re gone! Valia, Anjilo, those others!’ Neurion replied. ‘They’ve left a note! They’ve gone to Aldrack to fight Lord Bartell themselves.’ 
 
    Archimegadon took a step back. ‘All the… all the heroes have gone?’ 
 
    ‘Let me read you what they said,’ Neurion said. He drew forth a tatty bit of paper. ‘“Gone to stop Bartell ourselves. Stay out of it this time, we don’t need you ruining things. Melethas is a good place to hide. Love, Valia.”’ 
 
    ‘I… what…’ Archimegadon took a moment to compose himself. ‘That insolent wen- I, well… how rude. I.’ 
 
    Neurion and Obdo stared at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘What’s the problem, Sir Mage?’ Obdo asked.  
 
    ‘Problem? What problem?’ Archimegadon returned.  
 
    He turned from the two of them and stared out across the forest. How quickly situations changed! One moment he had a bunch of heroes ready to help him, the next he was stuck with just these two dolts again. What possible use could they be in fighting, for example, Sen Delarian? And then Lord Bartell, who could negate what little magical power Archimegadon could bring to bear against him, was another impassable obstacle to a bunch of ragtag adventurers. 
 
    A laugh interrupted their thoughts, and all turned to see Felick Broadblade looking rather high of spirits leaning against the wall, despite the chains that bound him. ‘Too bad, Arkermechadon,’ he said. ‘Guess you’ll just have to give it up.’ 
 
    Archimegadon whirled on Felick and brandished the Staff of Antagules at the mercenary, but as the broken staff came into his line of sight his shoulders slumped and he sighed. ‘Quite right,’ he said. ‘There’s no point really, is there? They’ll get Bartell sure enough, and likely better than we’d manage.’ 
 
    Obdo boggled at him. ‘Sir Mage? What are you talking about?’ 
 
    Neurion peered at him as though seeing him for the first time. ‘You’re free of that mage’s curse, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I am,’ Archimegadon replied, glowering. 
 
    ‘Then – you’re giving up?’ Neurion asked, and the quiet village seemed to echo with the sound of the words.  
 
    ‘Well, yes, I suppose I am,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We can’t fight Lord Bartell and his forces with just us three. I gambled on Valia and that paladin, and especially Mortimyr and those others when they arrived. And what can I say? It was bravado speaking after I beat that ass Belias. I can’t beat Delarian or Bartell myself.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a sudden turnaround, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘What about being the great Mage for Hire? What about revenge on Sen?’ 
 
    ‘What am I going to do to stop them with Flamebolt and a broken staff?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m going to Melethas to fix this staff,’ Neurion replied, snatching the staff from a surprised Archimegadon. ‘And once I’ve done that I’m going to face Lord Bartell by myself.’ 
 
    Obdo’s eyes widened. ‘Sir Rusty?’ 
 
    Neurion still did not cut an impressive figure. He did not have a soldier’s build, and over the last few days a messy blonde wash of stubble had spread across his chin, while his hair was stuck out at odd angles. His armour was covered in dirt from nights spent sleeping by the roadside in Bartell’s forbidding new kingdom, and he was wielding only the broken staff at that moment. 
 
    Even so, there was some small thing in the stubborn set of his jaw and eyes that was different from the Neurion Archimegadon and Obdo were used to, more resolute than the childish frowns and tantrums he had displayed in the past. Archimegadon stared and suddenly realised that Neurion in that moment was everything he wanted to be – a person willing to fight injustice no matter the odds, simply because that was what needed to be done. Neurion, regardless of potential success, was in that moment cutting a true heroic look. 
 
    ‘We’ll go to Melethas and fix the staff,’ Neurion said again, albeit slightly amended. ‘Then we’ll return to Aldrack and finish this thing at last. I don’t know what the paladins are up to, and Valia is just glory-seeking. But whatever Lord Bartell claims to be fighting for, he is just hurting the world and himself. We have to stop him.’ 
 
    ‘Damn straight!’ Obdo said. ‘I’ll drink to that. Let’s march up to his doors and whack him.’ 
 
    Mentioning the doors of Castle Aldrack broke the magical moment for Archimegadon. ‘Now listen here!’ he said. ‘You understand the truth of this, yes? Bartell commands insane power with those items he yoinked from the Dusk Alliance. He may even have Akarith at his side, the assassin of legend who we have not actually had to fight yet thanks to good fortune. And he has Sen Delarian. Need I say more?’ 
 
    ‘Three versus three,’ Obdo replied. ‘It’s a fair match.’ 
 
    ‘They are HEROES!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Heroes! They fought the sodding necromancer who brought a kingdom to its knees!’ 
 
    ‘“Why, even Tel Ariel started out as Perrick the serving boy”,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Tel Ariel was just a serving boy at one time, he didn’t start out all-powerful,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘The difference is he actually did intensive training,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The difference between us and those asses is they actually really care about their chosen professions! They’re all bloody experts! We’re just a band of hopeless idiots who dream of doing acts that we’re completely incapable of achieving! We’re not heroes. We’re not experts! We’re barely even good.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see how it matters,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘You don’t?’ Archimegadon raised his arms to the sky. ‘Neurion, we will die! All the chivalry and heroics in the world will not undo that.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll just die anyway,’ Neurion said. ‘If we don’t try. And if someone else saves the world – then at least we’ll have tried.’ 
 
    ‘But nobody would care,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That’s not really the point, now, is it?’ Neurion asked. ‘Anyway, you do what you like. I’m off to Melethas.’ 
 
    ‘You give me back my staff!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘It’s not yours, it’s Antagules’s,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Wait for me,’ Obdo said to Neurion. ‘I’ll come along with you.’ He cracked his knuckles. ‘Gonna do my part.’ 
 
    Archimegadon boggled at the both of them. ‘What are you doing? What are you thinking?’ They continued to walk away, and he waved a fist at them. ‘You listen to me! I’ll never go to Melethas! This is the end for me! Enough of this knavery! Archimegadon is back for hire, but not to mages or paladins or thugs or any imbeciles! I’m not going back to Melethas ever again!’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four: Archimegadon Returns to Melethas 
 
      
 
    A couple of days later found a group of rather grumpy companions standing before the Mage School of Melethas. Neurion and Obdo appeared distinctly bemused and weary, and any casual observer would be able to guess that both had been long suffering some sort of irritation, some annoyance so aggravating and irksome that their eyes glowered darker than a starless night sky. To the even more casual observer it was immediately apparent that the cause of their anger was most likely to be the raging mage that stood a few feet from them, waving his arms in a most ungainly fashion. 
 
    ‘I am not going in!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I am not repairing that blasted staff!’ 
 
    ‘You will do it at once,’ Neurion said, seizing the mage and dragging him to the door. ‘I’m sure the Mage School will have somebody to help us.’ 
 
    Felick had been standing at the side with a somewhat impatient expression. ‘Do you bunch ever bleeding shut it? Haven’t stopped for the last two days.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, a good point,’ Archimegadon said, finally pulling free of Neurion. ‘Your penance is at an end, I suppose.’ 
 
    Felick set the head down, where it oozed into the ground a little. 
 
    Neurion pursed his lips. ‘Are you sure this is wise? Can we trust this man?’ 
 
    Archimegadon folded his arms and regarded Felick with a sceptical air. ‘Broadblade, we have been at odds for a long time now. We have not, shall we say, seen eye to eye on terribly much. Even faced with the threat of Belias the Necromancer you chose to side against me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, eh, aye, I guess,’ Felick said, looking decidedly awkward.  
 
    ‘Be that as it may, we did make a promise,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Let it not be said that I am not a mage of my word. We shall let you free to go.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll not regret it, mate,’ Felick said. 
 
    Neurion shook his head. ‘This man is one of Lord Bartell’s lead followers.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s the last point I was about to make,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Bear this in mind, Felick Broadblade. Should you give me cause to do so, I will extinguish you should you force my hand. Just think about Belias’s fate and remember that you were moments from suffering the same.’ 
 
    ‘Got it,’ Felick said with a nod. Now that he had this opportunity to escape he was unwilling to speak much lest he incur the wrath of Archimegadon. His eyes flicked about between the companions and the alleys of Melethas. ‘Eh… can I go now?’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    Felick pounded his chest with his fist. ‘Eh… thanks, mate. Bye and stuff.’ He turned and ran for it before anyone could change their mind. 
 
    Obdo shook his head. ‘Not sure that was the right choice.’ 
 
    ‘Would you have rather killed him while he was defenceless?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Nobody with a mind is ever truly defenceless,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Well quite,’ Archimegadon said, ‘that’s always going to be a threat against us. But nevertheless at the very moment of him being incapable of fighting back do you really think you could take his life? And out here in the open, no less.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not,’ Neurion replied. ‘Are we going to hand in the demon head?’ 
 
    Archimegadon stared at the head, and then looked across town in the direction of the guard tower. ‘Erm, can’t be bothered.’ 
 
    ‘You’re just going to leave a hideous demon head here?’ Obdo asked. Archimegadon shrugged. ‘Guess I don’t really want to have to carry it across town. Should have kept Felick a bit longer, though I still think we should’ve offed him.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps, but there is one who we need to defeat more urgently,’ Neurion said. He held up the Staff of Antagules and nodded at Archimegadon. ‘And I suspect this may be the key. Shall we see if your mages can help as you suggested?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see how useless they really are,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I promise you this will feel quite futile.’ He barged the doors open. ‘Behold the true magnificence of these ridiculous places!’ 
 
    The doors revealed the interior in a suitably dramatic fashion, but it was not the effect Archimegadon expected. Rather than the humble and somewhat ineffectual scholarly bustle of his previous visits, Archimegadon beheld a Mage School furnished with riches that put kings to shame. He and his companions were nearly blinded by the sheer goldenosity of this room (if such a word existed, it would describe this scene perfectly). Merely stepping upon the carpets made Archimegadon feel like some filthy cockroach. 
 
    ‘Looks pretty well-off to me,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Oh, indeed, sir!’ said a sudden unfamiliar voice, causing the companions to start and attempt to hide behind each other. After the slight confusion faded Archimegadon recognised it was Felsia, the receptionist. 
 
    ‘You!’ Archimegadon said. ‘This place has changed awfully.’ 
 
    ‘Awfully?’ Felsia let out a laugh, and it sounded slightly crazed. ‘Oh we’re doing just great, mister mage! You know our founder is now second-in-command of New Valanthas! And see what we’ve done now! Wonderful!’ She gestured round at all of the finery. 
 
    ‘Sen Delarian sent you all this nonsense?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Nonsense?’ Felsia waved a feather quill dangerously near Archimegadon’s nose and eyes. ‘These are riches! Even some ancient artefacts from the shattered Tarmunath Empire. A wonderful selection.’ 
 
    ‘How interesting,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Is there any particular reason why?’ 
 
    ‘Who can say?’ Felsia asked. ‘A reward for our good service! He just sent a note saying “Thank you for your good service over the years.”’ 
 
    ‘So I guess you can say, in that case,’ Archimegadon said. Rather odd, really. Sen had sent all this to reward them? But he was going to destroy it all anyway. If those heroes were telling the truth, they planned to wipe out everyone, and Felsia would likely be included. For that matter… ‘Are there any other mages here still?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes!’ Felsia giggled. ‘This way, sirs.’ She scuttled away down the corridor and the companions stumbled over each other in their attempt both to follow and also not to slip on the silky carpet. 
 
    ‘So, this is where it all started, Sir Mage?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘I rather suppose it is, in some way,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Where I trained, if it could be called that.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘It was hardly a good course,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘They taught us the very basics of using magic and gave us magical staffs. Oh, and of course a ridiculous tome with tips and such on how to be a good mage.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t mean that, do you?’ Neurion asked. ‘You’re not putting down your training? You’re Master Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘It was barely any time at all, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The general idea was to teach people to use one spell to impress family and friends and fill them with fear if need be. I was rather under the impression I was using my staff to cast flamebolts but it appears that I was not entirely right. Why Delarian deemed it necessary to give me the staff that led to the truth of his foul operation I do not know.’ 
 
    Archimegadon’s thoughts ran back to the original Mage Academy, Antagules and the shadowy Vortagenses. The traitorous founder of Valanthas and the treacherous Lord Bartell made quite a suitable pair really. While he had been given new confidence in his abilities, Archimegadon was quite aware that he was currently running on a bluff. There were heroes marshalling to confront Bartell and his forces, be they a band of companions such as Mortimyr and company, or the paladin army under Grand, and if anyone was going to save the world it would be them. 
 
    Yet – that temptation lingered. What if it went the other way? What if, in this rare opportunity, they could somehow pull off the impossible and save Valanthas from Lord Bartell’s scheme in spite of titanic odds? A hero’s hour against demonic powers and more besides! 
 
    ‘Wake up, Sir Mage, we’ve lost her,’ Obdo said, interrupting the mage’s musings. 
 
    ‘Ah yes, of course,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Right. On we go. To fix the blasted staff or some such.’ 
 
    A short walk brought them to the central area of the Mage Academy, where the fountain sat motionless and frozen. Those damned upstarts had clearly failed in their imbecilic plan and permanently frozen the fountain. Near the fountain, looking most grand in shining rich robes and covered in all sorts of golden rubbish that made them look like would-be rulers, was a collection of three old men who were presumably mages. 
 
    Felsia gestured at the three men. ‘Our last mages left in this school! Orik, Erem and Azgren.’ 
 
    They all looked almost identical, and Archimegadon didn’t even waste a moment trying to guess which was which. ‘Greetings, travellers,’ one of the men said. ‘We bid you welcome to the halls of magical learning.’ 
 
    ‘You will discover the secrets of magecraft that will…’ 
 
    ‘Oh enough, don’t even start,’ Archimegadon interrupted. ‘Don’t try to pretend this place is prestigious.’ 
 
    ‘Well, how rude! Where did this man come from anyway? Is he from Gredan? They’re a filthy lot over there.’ 
 
    ‘I do believe I recognise him, vaguely,’ Felsia replied. ‘Have you been here before?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed I…’ Archimegadon began. 
 
    A mage wearing a crown let out a thundering laugh. ‘Probably one of our reject students! No more of that now, at least! Sen Delarian has granted us permission to train people as a true force for magical control!’ 
 
    Archimegadon snorted. ‘What?’ 
 
    The mage with the crown sniffed. ‘Mock all you want, little man. We are the new Mage Academy under the control of the Lord of Magic, Sen Delarian, Lead Mage of New Valanthas and soon to be the world!’ 
 
    The companions exchanged looks. While the mages here seemed to be somewhat unhinged, they were mages nonetheless, and nobody knew how powerful they were. Moreover, counting in Felsia, there were four of them against three companions. Now was not the time to provoke a fight. 
 
    ‘Well, I see,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Most interesting. Now, what I need…’ 
 
    ‘Oh shush you irritating fellow,’ the mage with the crown said. He, like the other two, had an impressive beard, much larger than Archimegadon’s relatively short one, and he was stroking it in the same manner Archimegadon often used to make himself look wise. ‘Now whatever happened here in the past is quite over. We have been granted riches to turn Melethas from a backwater village into the new Mages’ Citadel ready for the great takeover.’ 
 
    ‘And you just discuss this with random passers by?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘We have been asked to reveal the great plan to all who visit,’ the mage replied. ‘While Master Delarian and Lord Bartell prepare to save the world we must put plans in motion to begin the order while they go to fight the Great Evil.’ 
 
    ‘The what now?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Lord Bartell prepares to face a great evil, you see,’ the mage replied. 
 
    ‘That clears that one up for me,’ Archimegadon said. Something was wrong here. These mages were too mad for it to be quite what it seemed. Something was silly about all of this, even sillier than the ridiculous crowns and plans the mages had.  
 
    ‘So, uh, we had a favour to ask,’ Obdo interrupted. ‘We have a broken staff here.’ 
 
    The lead mage looked up quickly. ‘A staff, hm?’ 
 
    Archimegadon’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    ‘Let me have it,’ the mage said. 
 
    ‘You’ll fix it just like that?’ Obdo asked with relief. He snatched it off Neurion. 
 
    ‘Let me have it,’ the mage repeated. 
 
    Archimegadon eyed Obdo and the mage, and then grabbed the farmhand’s shoulder, tugging him back firmly away from the mage. 
 
    ‘A question for you, mage,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What do you want with the Staff of Arrabeth?’ 
 
    ‘Antagules, I think you me…’ the mage began. He paused partway and then pursed his lips. ‘Hmm, interesting. Might as well hand it over, you three. We have strict orders on what to do otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘Pretences dropped I suppose,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Running to Sen’s Mage School was not the wisest move. I had assumed he’d not give a toss for it.’ 
 
    ‘The Staff of Antagules, please,’ the mage said. ‘I do not wish to make a mess of the new furnishings.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, then,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Give me the staff, Obdo.’ 
 
    Obdo stared. ‘You’re not going to..?’ 
 
    Archimegadon snatched it and pushed Obdo out of the way. ‘Well, here, have the damn thing!’ He threw the staff towards the three mages. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon!’ Neurion said. 
 
    Archimegadon ignored the paladin and turned to the frozen fountain. ‘Flamebolt!’  
 
    With a crack of power the ball of fire crashed into the fountain and exploded, knocking everyone slightly off balance. The fountain burst back into life and sprayed out a huge gushing torrent that soaked everyone, but mostly the mages who stood near it. Taking advantage of their momentary confusion, Archimegadon unleashed another great flamebolt that knocked them into one another and then to the floor as they tripped on their own robes. 
 
    Obdo and Neurion wavered but Felsia did not. ‘Stupid man,’ she muttered, conjuring a spell of her own. 
 
    Archimegadon turned but he was too slow to avoid the bolt of crackling energy she shot his way, and he slid across the watery floor and came to a somewhat hard and painful halt slamming into the wall. 
 
    ‘Hold on a moment,’ Obdo said, reaching for his club. 
 
    ‘You can be quiet too,’ Felsia said, turning on the farmhand and unleashing a coil of energy that snaked around him. ‘Enstrangle!’  
 
    ‘En-what now?’ Obdo asked, apparently oblivious to his predicament momentarily before finding himself immobilised. 
 
    Felsia was all business now. She turned on Neurion, the last threat. ‘Energy blast!’ she cried, conjuring another bolt of force. 
 
    Neurion hurled his sword in a panic at Felsia, and the blast caught it midway, causing the blade to spin out of control and fly off to the other side of the room. The paladin did not waver, instead pointing to the blade with one hand and glaring at Felsia. ‘By the powers of the Light, unleash your Holy Fury!’ 
 
    Archimegadon stared in wonder as the Spell of Holy Fury apparently succeeded, and the blade shot with almost hateful determination at its target, flying by itself and stabbing madly at her. Felsia it seemed was no novice, unfortunately, and she cast a variety of defensive spells that turned the blade aside, albeit with some effort. Neurion looked pretty angry for once, and Archimegadon dared not speak and break the paladin’s concentration as he maintained the incantation. He instead picked himself and took care to squeeze the water from the sleeves of his robes. 
 
    The fountain was still spouting water out madly, as though weeks of pressure were finally unleashed. It was most likely some spell on the water had gone awry after the explosion but that suited Archimegadon just fine. However it no longer seemed to quite be inconveniencing the three mages now, who had risen to their feet and now looked a bit pissed off. The lead mage pointed out Archimegadon to one and Neurion to the other. 
 
    Decisions, decisions. Archimegadon raised his hands into position ready to cast something (well, flamebolt, of course, so where to send it was the real question). He eyed the mage casting something at himself and the other mage casting at Neurion and winced.  
 
    ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ he yelled, and fired the flamebolt at Neurion’s assailant. The yell distracted the mage momentarily and made him look round at an opportune moment, so that he ended up with a face full of flamebolt. Mere instants later another blast of energy crashed into Archimegadon, who slammed back into the wall a second time. 
 
    Obdo meanwhile managed to slip free of his bonds while Felsia was distracted and loosed her control over the bindings. He ran for the lead mage without a moment’s thought,  and whipped out his club as he jumped over the fallen mage Archimegadon had apparently beaten.  The lead mage smiled and waved a hand, freezing Obdo in midair.  
 
    Archimegadon stumbled to his feet and dodged another energy blast with a certain amount of difficulty. The lead mage snorted and waved his hand again, but looked surprised as Archimegadon kept moving in a vague direction towards him. 
 
    ‘Enough of this charade!’ the mage said. ‘King Vortagenses, your power! Grant me the power to swat this upstart!’ 
 
    A dark shadow fell across the room and suddenly the mage was no longer what he had looked like – his old man appearance faded away and there stood a young mage, probably in his twenties with wavy brown hair, wrapped up in a fancy blue robe. His hands crackled with dark energy. 
 
    ‘Ah, one of those Clerics I’m assuming,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘To Hell with you!’ the Cleric yelled, and a bolt of thick dark energy stabbed out faster than a blink. 
 
    Archimegadon reacted instinctively, trying to conjure some sort of flamebolt that would block the stab. What he created was an explosion that probably came close to hurting him more than the bolt, but it did knock the bolt aside at least. He slipped in the water and had to grab onto one of the paintings on the wall to right his balance. 
 
    ‘Surprising,’ the Cleric said. ‘Choices.’ He pointed one hand to Obdo and one hand at Neurion. ‘Darkstrike!’ Two bolts of darkness fired out, and Archimegadon made some hasty decisions. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon yelled, and he fired a shot at Obdo. Before it even got anywhere he had already started running towards Neurion, who, while aware of the Cleric, was struggling to keep Felsia at bay.  
 
    ‘Sir MAAAARGH!’ Obdo said as the relatively gentle flamebolt blasted him out of the air and threw him down one of the side corridors, while the darkstrike missed and obliterated a painting of Sen Delarian. 
 
    Archimegadon was acting out of some strange need to save Neurion urgently, perhaps some tedious “gallantry” after the episode in the Mage Academy. Either way it seemed important to defend Neurion at that moment, if only because the paladin had actually cast a successful spell. He threw himself in the way of the strike just as a wave of light covered him. The Darkstrike smashed through it, and Archimegadon was thrown into Neurion, who was knocked messily into the water, making a sharp clanging noise as the pair crashed to the floor. 
 
    ‘Well, it did something,’ Neurion said, not even pausing to consider things. He scrambled to his feet and waved a hand. The sword, possessed by Holy Fury, had been about to fall, but he speedily renewed the spell and it went for Felsia again. 
 
    ‘What you people lack in technique, you certainly appear to make up for in stubbornness,’ the Cleric said. ‘Why not stay down or surrender?’ He stooped and picked up the Staff of Antagules. ‘At least I have what I came here for. The rest is a bonus.’ 
 
    ‘What use is that rubbish anyway?’ Archimegadon asked, trying to look impressive sprawled in soaked robes on the floor. 
 
    ‘You do not understand its worth?’ the Cleric asked. ‘Delarian needn’t have worried about you layabouts. I suppose that is why he assigned these imbeciles as the main guards.’ He looked at the fallen mage and the other one, who had frozen since the Cleric dropped his disguise. ‘Tools to turn aside curious fools while I waited for some idiot to turn up with the staff.’ 
 
    ‘There was no guarantee I’d come here,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘King Vortagenses notified us after you killed Belias,’ the Cleric said. ‘I do not believe he was very happy about what you did to one of his faithful followers. There are Clerics guarding every settlement and Mage School for miles around waiting for you.’ 
 
    Archimegadon rose to his full height and water poured from his somewhat heavy robes. ‘Well, they missed us several times then. Speaking of which, why stall? Finish it.’ He hoped Obdo would make some heroic entrance and save him, and tried to watch the side corridor subtly. 
 
    ‘As you wish, old man,’ the Cleric replied. ‘Darkstrike and Magnifica!’  
 
    Waves of energy pulsed around the Cleric and another Darkstrike blasted out for the Mage for Hire. Archimegadon was faster to attempt his exploding defence this time, though it once again sent him stumbling through the water. Rather than simply die, though, the Darkstrike crackled and then exploded itself after a few seconds, blasting both Felsia and Neurion to the floor, presumably the Magnifica effect.  
 
    Neurion was first to rise, perhaps defended in some part by his armour; either way, he planted a foot on Felsia’s back and forced her back down as she attempted to rise. As she opened her mouth and began to try casting something Neurion snatched his sword from where it wavered in the air, its spell interrupted, and he stabbed the blade down in front of her eyes. The mage pondered a moment and then reverted to silence with a whimper. 
 
    The Cleric meanwhile charged at Archimegadon, looking irritated that his explosion had not finished off the old man. Archimegadon whirled to face his opponent and slipped again, and grabbed onto the Cleric’s sleeves as he tried to keep his balance. The Cleric tore an arm out of Archimegadon’s grip and it crackled with more dark energy. Archimegadon reached instead for the broken Staff of Antagules that the Cleric was clinging to and yanked it free. 
 
    A moment of time passed over an age. 
 
    The Cleric’s concentration faltered and he started to reach with his casting hand for the staff. 
 
    Archimegadon stumbled backwards and his back bumped into the wall. 
 
    A voice thundered in his head. 
 
    By all that is holy and unholy, just punch him! 
 
    Archimegadon took another moment to register this command. As he did so the Cleric grabbed the staff and yelled out in triumph. The Mage for Hire looked left and then looked right. Then he punched the Cleric clean through the face, and the deranged mage crumpled to the floor. 
 
    Archimegadon paused in his moment of victory. 
 
    ‘It’s you, isn’t it?’ Archimegadon asked, glaring at the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    But the Staff remained silent. 
 
    Obdo stumbled out of the side corridor and threw his club at the fallen Cleric, which struck the fallen man in the back of the head and splashed Archimegadon as it bounced on into the puddles. Neurion sighed at the farmhand and pushed at Felsia a little with his foot. 
 
    ‘Are you done now, Miss Felsia?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘My goodness, whatever is going on?’ she asked in return. ‘Why are you stepping on me? What happened to the floor? Is the fountain broken?’ 
 
    Neurion looked to Archimegadon for guidance. ‘Hrmph, well perhaps she was mind-controlled by our Cleric friend,’ Archimegadon said, ‘but I am not willing to gamble on that. Keep her in place for the moment.’ 
 
    ‘How rude!’ Felsia said. 
 
    Archimegadon ignored her and stepped over the fallen Cleric, and instead poked the mage who had fallen into a trance. ‘Wake up, old man,’ he said. 
 
    The mage blinked. ‘Ah… what has happened? Did you stop the boy?’ 
 
    ‘If you mean that Cleric fellow in the water over there, then yes,’ Archimegadon replied, pointing a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    ‘He dropped by in the evening,’ the mage said. ‘A talented man called Erem, come to learn from us! And then he just did… did something… and the rest was a strange dream. I could see him talking at times – to his Lord Bartell, and to King Vortagenses. I could not hear most words but names, orders I did not understand.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, alright, you’re babbling,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’m not interested. Are you feeling strong enough to fix a magic staff?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you need to rest after your battle with Erem?’ the mage asked, clearly somewhat off-balance and likely in need of a rest himself. 
 
    ‘No, I wish to sort this sodding staff out before something else arse happens,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Can you repair the staff?’ 
 
    ‘’Well, yes, but it will take some time,’ the mage replied. ‘I am Orik.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, alright,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Introductions later. I want answers and the staff back, we can bother with formalities after that.’ 
 
    ‘Uhm, we’re glad you’re okay,’ Neurion added. 
 
    ‘I…’ Orik began. 
 
    ‘Enough!’ Archimegadon seized the mage’s arm and yanked him away from the soaked room. ‘Obdo and Neurion! Secure the room. I’ll get this ridiculous staff fixed in the meanwhile.’ 
 
    * 
 
    A few hours later the companions were to be found huddled around a table watching the mage’s craft in progress. Nobody but Orik was moving, and only the hum of magical energies filled the air. Archimegadon feared that soon his snoring would fill the vacuum, as his patience with this tedious procedure was rapidly slipping away. Fortunately, since the rest of it was extremely boring, the story here rejoins at the moment of success. Orik let out a sigh of relief and stopped casting. 
 
    ‘The staff is whole again!’ he said. 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Archimegadon said, snatching back the Staff of Antagules. It all appeared to be in order, at least, and there was no sign of the great crack that Belias had created.  ‘Rather strange that this fellow wanted to reclaim the staff. Odd indeed that Sen wanted it back when he had it within his grasp before and did nothing about it.’ 
 
    ‘There is a reason for that,’ said a female voice, and all in the room started. 
 
    ‘What insolence is this?!’ Archimegadon asked, shaking the Staff of Antagules. ‘Cease this speaking at once.’ 
 
    ‘The staff talks?’ Obdo asked, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    ‘It is not the staff, you bozo,’ the female voice replied. ‘It is I, Antagules!’ 
 
    ‘Oh bloody hell,’ Obdo said. ‘You mean the old man wasn’t lying?’ 
 
    ‘You only heard about me from him?’ Antagules asked. ‘You have not heard tales of me either?’ 
 
    ‘Do you want the polite or rude answer?’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Enough of this meaningless prattle,’ Archimegadon cut through. ‘What is afoot here? Why are you being so insolent as to speak?’ 
 
    ‘I figured you’d need a hand, old man,’ the Staff of Antagules replied. 
 
    ‘You’re around a thousand years older than me,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Well, perhaps,’ Antagules said. ‘But that is beside the point. I managed to get the old link up again. Now I can speak to you and hear what you say in return, unfortunate though that is, as well as see the odd bit of what is going on. Though that requires a bit more effort.’ 
 
    I can also speak directly just to you, Archimegadon, since you are the bearer of the staff, Antagules added, her voice seeming to come from somewhere deep inside Archimegadon’s head. 
 
    ‘That sounds rather irksome,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Is there any purpose to this irritation?’ 
 
    ‘This is a possibility that Sen fears,’ Antagules said. ‘He threw the staff away to you thinking the link was broken forever.  However, he is aware that something has gone awry with his curse on you. He did not believe it possible. For this reason he has sent his Clerics to find you. I can gather that Erem is beaten since the last I saw was you punching him before the staff conked out.’ 
 
    ‘He is chained up and such so he cannot do a thing,’ Archimegadon said, gesturing to the side of the room, where the Cleric did indeed sit in the shadows, in chains. ‘I am assured by the last remaining mages here that their magical bindings still work.’ He decided it was better not to mention he’d also stolen a few magical shackles that he’d hidden in his robes, just in case they ran into any more inconvenient Clerics. 
 
    ‘Sen fears the staff and my knowledge falling into the wrong hands,’ Antagules went on. ‘He has sent the Clerics out on Vortagenses’s behalf to sweep you up and take back the staff. A fine job, then, to destroy the staff yourselves!’ 
 
    ‘That was Belias,’ Archimegadon said with a frown. ‘I can tell you I have worked fervently to restore this staff to its former glory.’ 
 
    ‘You refused to come here until we left you behind,’ Obdo reminded him. 
 
    ‘I do not see how that is relevant,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Shush,’ Antagules said. ‘Tell me what you are doing out here anyway. Are the paladins somewhere close by?’ 
 
    ‘Erm,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Oh, we found out something interesting about the magic items that Lord Bar…’ 
 
    ‘Archimegadon, where are the paladins right now?’ Antagules cut across. 
 
    ‘They are, erm… I do not know,’ Archimegadon lied. ‘They are hidden.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a paladin!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I am talking about the real paladins,’ Antagules said. ‘Where are they? Have you given them all the information like I told you?’ 
 
     ‘Of course I have!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘What insolence is this in questioning me?’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t tell them, did you?’ Antagules asked with a sigh. ‘I’ll wager you even ran into them and said nothing.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not true for various reasons I would go into if I was not pressed for time,’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    ‘Look, Sen is aware that you are free of his favourite spell, and this has made him wary enough to send a few Clerics after you,’ Antagules said. ‘I have little faith that you will be able to repeat a defeat of one of the Clerics so I think you should just get yourself off to wherever those paladins are and get their protection. I’ll need to talk to their leader to assist in stopping Bartell and Delarian’s plan.’ 
 
    Archimegadon pursed his lips. On the one hand he could have a prolonged argument with Antagules, and on the other he could avert it through amazing trickery. ‘Very well, old bat. I shall head to Aldrack and meet the paladins there. I believe Commander Grand is riding there to face Bartell and dethrone him.’ Just saying it reminded him that time was tight. If he was to somehow win the day and the glory ahead of the various other heroes, he was going to have to speed things up now. 
 
    ‘You’ll fail, you know,’ said a harsh voice. They turned to see the chained Erem glaring through bloodshot eyes at them. ‘The prophecy is clear. One shall claim the power of the fallen gods and rise to conquer Valanthas. You stand there chattering away as though merely going to that city will save you. King Vortagenses will return. You will see.’ 
 
    ‘Your threats are idle and I care little,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    The Clerics are very firm about their little prophecy, Antagules told him. They worship Vortagenses as some sort of god, believing he will be the one to claim the demon power and rule the world. It’s essentially a corruption of the old tale we spread that Vortagenses locked away the power to save Valanthas. A white lie to save the identity of the Valanthians, but one that had repercussions when it came to these zealots. 
 
    Erem meanwhile was chuckling to himself. ‘It is naïve to think that any of you can stand against the great King. If you think the old witch can help then you are even stupider. Beating me changes nothing. It just delays matters by the flicker of an instant. The tomb is ready. Finally the power shall be within our hands.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, alright,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Shut up.’ 
 
    Erem looked a little put out that his speech hadn’t frightened Archimegadon, and he opted for dignified silence instead. 
 
    ‘Okay, Sir Mage, guess that’s us sorted here at least,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Quite so,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Onwards, to Aldrack. To face that ass Bartell and Delarian. To finish things.’ 
 
    ‘Well said, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. 
 
    The companions exchanged sober looks and marched from the room, without a single look back. 
 
    A quiet moment passed. 
 
    ‘Well, you could at least have thanked me!’ Orik shouted. ‘Ungrateful lot!’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five: The Great Magician Ub 
 
      
 
    Far across the countryside, past the empty forests and the deserted ruins of a once-proud thieves’ hideout, standing tall surrounded by rolling hills, was a dark and grim shape. Lit only by the dour bloody glow that poured through the magical dome, the city of Aldrack stood as the centre of Lord Bartell’s domain. At its midpoint towered the grim castle where the moment of truth had taken place and the former hero had betrayed a kingdom. Where once the city had buzzed with life and great banners had greeted the fall of the Dusk Alliance, only sad echoes filled the streets.  
 
    Many had fled. Some had been killed. Of what remained, only a few dared poke their heads out their doors unless required. The Lord of New Valanthas had gained a reputation for his harsh justice and intolerance of anything that appeared to be dissent in his city, and the prison echoed at night with the cries of despair that had not been heard in the kingdom for thirty years. 
 
    ‘Dark magic,’ Neurion had said upon seeing the city from afar. It was true. From the unnatural light that filled the air like some sickly rotten stench, to the cloaked men who stood guard in the shadows, everything seemed tainted by some ill feeling that all knew came from the Lord Protector himself. The remaining citizens would stare up at the lonely tower and wonder what Lord Bartell was up to now, and whether some change of mood could spell disaster for them.  
 
    The new reign had changed swiftly. While the rest of New Valanthas still hid inside unsure of the truth, with rumours flying like wild and tales of Bartell facing some evil generally keeping them faithful to the Lord Protector, in Aldrack the citizens had felt swiftly the truth of matters. Whatever Bartell planned, his thoughts from his dark castle were not of how to help the people below, but held somewhere else. Any intrusion on whatever the Lord Protector was thinking about was a crime that could carry the ultimate penalty. 
 
    Whoever happened to stare up at the window of Bartell’s study would have stared into the eyes of their new master. Bartell stood impassive with his arms behind his back, gazing out across his city. Thoughts, thoughts… 
 
    ‘What word now?’ Bartell asked, his voice rumbling deep across the gloomy chamber. 
 
    ‘I… I cannot,’ Marzus replied, curling into a ball in the corner of his cell. 
 
    ‘Speak to the Light, Marzus,’ Bartell said, his voice soft in contrast to his expression. ‘What you do is for the world’s benefit. Speak now.’ 
 
    ‘It seems… that… it is clouded,’ Marzus said. ‘I cannot say… the Light. It will not speak to me.’ 
 
    Bartell’s eyes turned upon the fallen paladin. ‘Tell me, Marzus. The Light will speak – you are just not trying.’ 
 
    A faint rumble filled the space between the two men. 
 
    ‘The Light indicates only that your moment of victory is close,’ Marzus said as the air settled. ‘You will win. Your next battle… you will conquer. Destroy. So that none may question you.’ 
 
    The Lord Protector snorted. ‘Do not try fickle praise, paladin. Do not lie to me.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot,’ Marzus said, his voice cracking and squeaking on the last sound. ‘Even if I wished to…’ 
 
    Bartell stared down at Marzus’s pitiful form. ‘You are correct, whether intended or not, paladin. I will not be stopped.’ He pulled the drapes around the cage and returned to his desk, settling comfortably behind it and drumming his fingers on the dry, empty wine bottle.  
 
    His moment of consideration was interrupted by a knock at the door. ‘Enter,’ Bartell said, sparing no further effort. 
 
    The door squeaked open and a small shape flitted in and skittered over to the desk. ‘My lord,’ Elsim said. ‘I have returned to you.’ 
 
    ‘Redrock,’ Bartell said. ‘You have been away quite some time. I was expecting a speedier report.’ 
 
    ‘Do not fear, my lord,’ Elsim said, his nervous twitching indicating the Lord Protector should do quite the opposite.  ‘There was no necromancer in Gale. It was just some silly farmhands and wild dogs at night scaring the locals.’ 
 
    Bartell narrowed his eyes. ‘Just… farmhands?’ 
 
    ‘Just them,’ Elsim nodded, oblivious to Bartell’s information from the Light. ‘However, my men and I discovered a great find. An ancient grave. A false grave. Where an old treasure was hidden. This key was stored there. Broadblade’s Breakers found it! But Felick Broadblade, alas my lord! He was slain by a curse on the grave. But here, the key. I was able to retrieve it once the curse had killed the Breakers.’ 
 
    ‘How terribly unfortunate,’ Bartell said. He reached for the key and seized it, turning it round to inspect it. ‘Their purpose was to be expendable either way, I will not miss them. And as for this little key, Redrock – what is it?’ 
 
    ‘I have reason to believe it is the key to our troubles, my Lord Bartell,’ Elsim replied. ‘This will open the last door of the tomb.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know this?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘I met with one of your Clerics,’ Elsim replied. ‘He told me all of this. That this was clearly the key to the last door. The last hidden treasure of Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘Before we claim the very greatest treasure,’ Bartell said. ‘Good work, Redrock. The key, in my hands at last.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent news,’ Sen Delarian said, swooping in from the shadows of the room. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, Sen, how long have you been there?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘I just arrived, as a matter of fact,’ Sen replied. ‘Let me see this “key”.’ He snatched it from Bartell’s fingers and gave it a cursory look. ‘This is it. I am sure. The genuine article. Look here, these symbols match those on the door in the tomb.’ 
 
    ‘Quite,’ Bartell said, grabbing it back irritably. ‘If so, then this is the final step for us. We can get moving to the tomb at last.’ 
 
    ‘I will need a day to prepare,’ Sen said. ‘We will need to get you supplies and a proper group of guards to assist you on your journey to the Tomb of Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘I am not sure I like the idea of delaying,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Do you regularly just run out the door without preparing?’ Sen asked. ‘I thought not. A day, Auber. Then you will be on your way to godhood.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Lord Bartell said. ‘A day, but no longer.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Sen said. ‘We have the festivities after all, do we not?’ 
 
    ‘A waste of time,’ Bartell replied. 
 
    ‘Bringing the city in line has made you unpopular,’ Sen said. ‘This is a necessary procedure.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily,’ Bartell said. ‘What does it matter what a few dissidents say once I have this ancient power?’ 
 
    ‘All things are important for their own reasons,’ Sen replied with a shrug. ‘It will not take up too much time.’ 
 
    ‘Very well then,’ Bartell said. ‘Get back to whatever business needs doing, Sen.’ 
 
    Sen gave a short bow. ‘As you wish, Auber.’ He faded away into the shadows and was gone.  
 
    ‘Was there anything else important to report?’ Bartell asked Elsim. 
 
    ‘Not a thing, my lord,’ Elsim said. ‘Not a thing.’ 
 
    ‘Then off with you too,’ Bartell said. ‘I wish to be alone.’ 
 
    Elsim nodded and slipped away, leaving Bartell in the shadows once again. Bartell drummed his fingers on his desk, thinking it over. All this dealing in darkness, playing in the gloom, sitting in his lofty castle. How things had changed over the years, back through playing General in the army of Valanthas, back to the glorious heroism of his youth, and then just a new soldier stumbling his way through training. He couldn’t decide if he was right here, doing all this. Was this justly the next step of a hero in order to make the world the paradise they had fought for when they had challenged Tel Ariel?  
 
    Argh! What was the point in constantly questioning it? They had come this far now, and it was not like there was any way back. If he stopped, and lowered the dome without a fight, he’d be taken prisoner and then summarily executed like some disobedient slave from the old pre-war days. A pathetic end for one of the three legendary heroes of the Tarmunath War. The thought of that alone seemed to have more force, and Bartell shrugged away his doubts.  
 
    As he did so, there was another knock at his door. 
 
    ‘Blast it, what is it now?’ he asked. The door creaked open, and in crept a slightly nervous-looking figure. Bartell blinked. 
 
    ‘Your majesty,’ Felick said. 
 
    ‘Broadblade…’ Bartell frowned. ‘Er… good to see you alive?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir!’ Felick said, looking most flattered. ‘Well, I’m back with a report for you, sir!’ 
 
    ‘Oh gods, another one?’ Bartell asked. ‘But… you’re not dead?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir!’ Felick declared. ‘And I have good news for you! The necromancer of Gale is dead! Belias Greeva, the local farmer, turned out to be the filthy necromancer. But don’t worry, I killed ‘im.’ 
 
    ‘Good work,’ Bartell said, irritated by hearing differing stories from all his underlings. ‘I am told there was no such necromancer at Gale. In fact, I am informed it was just some farmhands being stupid. I do hope you’re not trying to buy favour with false stories?’ 
 
    Felick didn’t look in the least bit worried. ‘I realised it may sound daft,’ he replied. ‘My missing men are part of the proof, but also I cut off a bit of the demon to bring you.’ He up-ended his bag over Bartell’s desk, and a slab of foul bleeding demon flesh slopped out and sprayed everything on the table with a deep red liquid. In the middle of the slab of meat, still moving, was one of the demon’s eyes, apparently not yet out of life. 
 
    ‘Broadblade, never ever splat such a thing on my desk ever again,’ Bartell said. ‘But what an interesting specimen. It has been a while since I saw such a thing, a long while indeed. A reminder of evil in this world.’  
 
    Felick glanced out at the red skies but opted to keep his silence. 
 
    ‘So a demon summoner was indeed there,’ Bartell said. ‘Was he in the employ of anyone, or working alone?’ 
 
    ‘Er, well,’ Felick replied, thinking fast (or slowly, if we’re honest. But fast for him). The problem was, he didn’t want to mention Archimegadon and his wild story about Vortagenses, since leaving the mage alive could cause him some trouble if anyone found out. Leaving such a stupid man alive was a pretty bad error. ‘He didn’t mention anything like that, my lord, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I see, I’ll not forget this man though,’ Bartell said. ‘Belias, mm? And what of the key you found?’ 
 
    ‘Key, sir?’ Felick asked. 
 
    Bartell eyed the mercenary. Something was up, neither story matched at all. But which of the two men was lying, and for what reason? Both stories were different to what the Light had told him.  
 
    ‘Never mind,’ he replied after a few moments’ pause. ‘Good work. You go and have a rest. I’ll call you tomorrow for a few more details. We will be heading for the tomb tomorrow so be ready with all of what remains of your Breakers. This will be your most important mission in my service.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my lord,’ Felick said. He hovered over the demon eye. ‘I’ll uh… clean that up…’ 
 
    ‘No need,’ Bartell said. ‘Leave it there, I will deal with it.’ 
 
    ‘Right you are, milord,’ Felick said with a nod, and he slipped away hastily. 
 
    Bartell gave the shadows a dark look. Friends can be enemies can be friends… 
 
    Things were not what they seemed. But the Lord Protector of New Valanthas would not be so easily fooled. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Good grief,’ Archimegadon said, as the band of adventurers drew close to the open gates of Aldrack.  
 
    Before, it had been the symbol of fortune and glory in Archimegadon’s quest to nab a couple of thousand relorans from Lord Bartell.  Now the city was a dark and ominous shadow, thick and forbidding under the glare of the magic that maintained the dome.  
 
    ‘This place doesn’t look terribly cheery,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘Nevertheless, my good fellows, we shall attain glory in this city and conquer the Lord Protector.’ 
 
    ‘Sir Mage,’ Obdo said, ‘how do you plan on beating the three heroes of the old war?’ 
 
    ‘Using wit and cunning, and supreme power!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘And from now on, Obdo, refer to me as the Great Wizard Ub.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it was magician.’ 
 
    ‘Either will do!’ Archimegadon said. ‘It will be my ingenious disguise either way.’ 
 
    ‘I shall be Obdo,’ Obdo said. ‘Can’t be bothered to pretend. We’re not gonna be jumping in their faces, are we?’ 
 
    ‘A tedious ass such as yourself would never succeed in anything without me!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now let us head forth to do battle with Lord Bartell’s forces. I shall display how to deal with this insolent rabble.’ 
 
    They strode their way in a fairly audacious fashion in spite of the forbidding armoured guards who blocked the entryway to Aldrack, presumably some of the Knights of the Order of Endless Skies. The knights turned their spears in the direction of Archimegadon and his companions, rumbling irritably amongst themselves at this interruption of their stationary snoozes at their posts. 
 
    ‘Who are you, and what business have you in the city of Aldrack?’ the lead knight asked.  
 
    ‘I, my good sir, am the great wiz-magician… erm… Ub!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I have come to offer my services for the celebration of his Lordship, the Lord Protector Lord Bartell!’ 
 
    Obdo glared at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘You better not be here to cause trouble,’ the knight said. ‘Anyway piss off, if you want in then go ahead, not like you’d cause trouble long, y’old idiot.’ 
 
    ‘My goodness, sir, do not think you’ll get away with that!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage, he’s letting us in, shut up,’ Obdo said, pushing Archimegadon past the knights, who were looking somewhat eager to take out their frustrations on the noisy wiz-magician. 
 
    Even Neurion joined in with Obdo’s man-handling of the Mage for Hire, and with an apologetic mumble in the direction of the knights, he tugged Archimegadon into the relative safety of some shadows under the wall beyond the city gates. 
 
    ‘How insolent,’ Archimegadon said after being released, and he brushed potential dust off his arms. ‘Those knights deserved to be shown the appropriate respect.’ 
 
     ‘We’re in Aldrack and not dead, that’s what matters.’ Neurion said. ‘But what will we do now we’re here?’ 
 
    ‘No reason for delay,’ Archimegadon replied, apparently forgetting his prior outrage. ‘The citadel of our enemy lies ahead! We shall sally forth and do battle with them!’ 
 
    ‘By going up to the gates and telling them we’re a magic act for the Bartell appreciation show?’ Obdo asked. ‘Lord King will recognise us as soon as we enter.’ 
 
    ‘Tssh, you underestimate me,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now, onwards! This place is rather foul, and dark. I would prefer not to dirty myself by lingering in this cesspit.’ 
 
    Neurion looked around with a particularly unhappy expression at the dark streets of Aldrack, his hand tightly gripping the hilt of his sword. There was nobody really to be seen, just the odd guard and a few harassed people shuffling between buildings with their heads down. Archimegadon didn’t terribly have much interest in his surroundings, though; right now his attention was on the castle of Lord Bartell and Sen Delarian, and whether he could pull off a defeat of the two former heroes. With any luck Akarith was still out of town terrorising the paladins far away, and wouldn’t (for the moment) prove to be an issue.  
 
    Concern number one was Sen Delarian, however. The mage’s voice echoed back at him from that time weeks back: ‘I am sure you want to show off those prodigious skills you’ve told us all about so much. Mmm?’ ‘Let this be a lesson you remember. Be what you can be, do not lie that you are more.’ Well bollocks to that – this day Delarian was set to learn a lesson he’d not forget any time soon. Him and that pompous ass Bartell! 
 
    His attention was given a nudge by a sharp trumpet screech somewhere in the city. Some of the guards nearby straightened their helmets hurriedly, picked up their idle spears and ran for it. The companions gave each other looks. 
 
    A helpful guard rushing past noticed their confusion. ‘It’s time for the parade! Get yourself there if you want to look good!’ And in a flash he was gone. 
 
    ‘Damn, that’s going ahead already?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘That ass Bartell will be surrounded by every sodding guard going.’ 
 
    ‘No worries, Sir Mage!’ Obdo said. ‘Let’s just get to the castle as planned and see if we can sneak in and find Lord King’s chambers. We can wait there for our meeting.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, a splendid idea,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Heaven knows where his chambers are in that stupid place, mind you.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll work something out,’ Obdo said. ‘Let’s get a move on while Lord King is occupied with his silly self-celebration!’ 
 
    The festival seemed to be in full sway as the companions neared Castle Aldrack’s side entrance, where Archimegadon had been so unceremoniously cast from that time so short yet so long ago. A crowd of people had gathered (or been gathered) which made it rather hard to see any of the actual festivities. However, fortunately the guards in Bartell’s service were obviously so concerned with being seen at the celebrations that they’d left virtually everywhere unguarded. Archimegadon had a look around briefly and then slipped through the open doorway through Castle Aldrack’s outer wall and led the others along with him straight into Elsim Redrock. 
 
    ‘Good grief!’ Archimegadon said, pulling his hood up right over his face. He adopted a mighty stance and glared down upon the clerk. 
 
    ‘You!’ Elsim said, peering through his cracked glasses. ‘Or… are you..?’ 
 
    ‘I am indeed!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I am the great sorcerer wizard Ub!’ 
 
    ‘Ub?’ Elsim repeated. He peered again, but it was too dark to see Archimegadon’s face with his hood up. ‘I don’t think I recognise that name.’               
 
    ‘I am a famous performer of magical deeds, here for an exhibition for Lord Bartell himself!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I was supposed to have been given an escort to the Lord Protector’s chambers and I received nothing!’ 
 
    Elsim was a little garbled these days, not to mention being terribly afraid of anyone whose voice was louder than his own (read: everyone). He panicked on the spot and then whistled, summoning rather efficiently a couple of soldiers who lined up with smart precision.  
 
    ‘Show the wizard Ub to Lord Bartell’s study,’ he said. ‘He and his… ehm… serving men are expected I believe!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir!’ the soldiers said. ‘Right this way, wizard.’ 
 
    Archimegadon gave Elsim a mocking bow and then strode off after the soldiers, while Obdo and Neurion crept along in his wake. Meanwhile the fanfares sounded as Bartell’s parade got into full swing, the sound dithering off into an ominous dirge. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six: A Lesson in Magic 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon, Obdo and Neurion stood shiftily around the door that led into Bartell’s study. The soldiers had left them there with strict instructions to do nothing, including not entering, talking or otherwise showing signs of life. In spite of their stern commands, the soldiers had swiftly departed leaving no witnesses to the companions. This left Archimegadon with little incentive to behave. 
 
    ‘In we go, fellows,’ he said, barging Bartell’s door open.  
 
    Bartell’s study was rather dark as usual, illuminated by feeble lights on the walls and the dull red glow from outside through the tall glass window straight ahead, to the left from behind Bartell’s desk. Archimegadon wandered over to the desk and started as the demon eye stared back at him, still lying in the middle of the Lord Protector’s desk. It had died since being handed over to Bartell, not that Archimegadon would be aware of this; instead, it was gazing lifelessly at the ceiling, giving off a particularly foul odour that fought the wine bottle’s scent over the desk. 
 
    Archimegadon picked up the wine bottle and knocked the dead eye off the desk, curling his lip. 
 
    ‘This place makes me feel nervous,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘That may have something to do with it being the very centre of our arch-enemy’s lair,’ Archimegadon said, setting the wine bottle down on the table. ‘Not that it was terribly hard to get in.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that works for us,’ Obdo said. ‘Stinks of cockiness to me. I don’t think Lord King’s afraid of anyone.’ 
 
    ‘His arrogance shall be his downfall,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘He’s used that against you before,’ Obdo said. ‘Against all of us, to be honest.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, but he underestimated us,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now enough jabber. We must prepare ourselves to defeat Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you actually do have a plan?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘First step was my flawless pretence to gain entry to this place. Next on the list is killing Bartell himself. It shall be a simple matter.’ 
 
    ‘Go on then,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Cease this insolent tone at once!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now, remember our dear heroes’ foolish attempts to defeat Bartell before?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ Obdo replied. ‘You think we can top them?’ 
 
    ‘My plan is flawless,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Their major concerns rested on two points – one, Bartell’s enormous magical power granted by his magical artefacts. Two – Kalahd, his ability to negate all magic. My idea is quite impressive, I must say. In order to defeat Bartell, we must use his knowledge of me and his own powers against him!’ 
 
    Obdo didn’t look terribly hopeful. 
 
    ‘Now, Bartell believes himself all-powerful and so forth, but when he saunters in here with Sen Delarian he will find me, framed by something dramatic,’ Archimegadon went on. He looked over at the giant glass window, which stretched from the floor up to the ceiling. ‘Ah yes, perfect! A silhouette will make a lasting image for the inevitable bardic tales.’ 
 
    ‘Get on with it,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Silence, you donkey,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now then, Bartell enters, and sees me! The great Archimegadon, in all my glory!’ He punctuated this by throwing his hood back dramatically, casting a pose in front of the window, so that he was indeed looking rather epic. ‘And I shall cry, at the top of my voice, “For I am Archimegadon”, and launch the most impressive flamebolt ever seen by mankind!’ 
 
    Obdo sighed. ‘Sir Mage, let’s go home. We’ll get killed.’ 
 
    ‘I am not finished!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Having done this, Bartell will instantly assume a few things. Namely, he will assume, just as you have, that I am so arrogant and stupid as to believe a simple flamebolt will put an end to him. However, I plan it to be just fast enough that he will be forced to make the second reaction – and use that Kalahd thingy. 
 
    ‘At this point the Lord Protector and his little lapdog Delarian shall be fully vulnerable. You, Obdo, shall strike one of two crucial blows while they don’t have their magic to hand – and knock out Bartell with that club of yours. Meanwhile you, Neurion, shall unleash the power of your rusty blade and put an end to Delarian. You’ll both be hiding to either side of the door, while I distract them by being magnificent over here.’ 
 
    ‘That… might work,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It’s the best idea we have to go with,’ Neurion said. ‘I put my faith in Master Archimegadon.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent!’ Archimegadon said. ‘We’re all set now. Those asses the paladins, and Mortimyr and his dolt friends… they’re nowhere close!’ 
 
    * 
 
    One more knight fell to the ground, his armour clanging noisily, but fortunately the fanfares from the nearby parade concealed it. The dust cleared to reveal a tangle of maybe four to five knights, though it was hard to tell from the mess. Mortimyr wiped his forehead and slammed his sword back in its scabbard, while Valia checked round corners for any further threats.  
 
    ‘It doesn’t feel right at all,’ Valia said once she was comfortable there were no further knights in the vicinity. ‘Killing knights of my order. I could have trained with these people, had dinner in the hall with them…’ 
 
    ‘You know what’s at stake here,’ Gelenn said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know,’ Valia said, heaving a sigh. ‘I should be happy about it given how well I got on with them… they’re the reason I had to move from the city.’ 
 
    ‘Not now,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Valia said, flushing. 
 
    ‘Clear down here – but sheesh, they have every knight out in force,’ Terrill said, concluding his own check. ‘I thought they’d be preoccupied with the parade, not hunting us down.’ 
 
    ‘Something must have set them off,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘We’re nearly at the castle,’ Anjilo said. ‘Let’s get there before any reinforcements arrive. Come on!’ 
 
    The five hurried away into the shadows, the only trace of their passing a pile of defeated soldiers. Which wasn’t terribly subtle. 
 
    * 
 
    Bartell was flanked by several guards carrying the banner of Aldrack, which was a swirl of odd shapes, with three swords crossing in the middle that seemed to be forming some sort of star, if that meant anything significant. The crowd had managed to bring itself up to an insincere cheer (an improvement from the disgruntled rumbling at the start of the parade) but it was still not a terribly happy or exciting affair. 
 
    To the more observant eye it would soon become apparent that many of the quieter people watching the parade were also in cloaks that were a distinctly lighter shade of dull. Two such figures now glowered as Bartell passed them by, huddling together a little close once he’d done so. 
 
    ‘Be ready,’ one said to the other. ‘Once things clear a bit I will give the signal.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Commander,’ the other whispered back. 
 
    The first, whose hood disguised the shining hair of Commander Grand, smirked to himself. What an opportunity! To wipe out Lord Bartell and claim his city in one fell swoop! And it wouldn’t harm that nobody knew how to bring down the dome, leaving him effectively as master of this ‘New Valanthas’ for however long. With paladins stationed in the crowds all across Aldrack, it would be a simple matter to conquer the city and usurp the usurper. Happy days! 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Forseld!’  
 
    The voice awoke Archimegadon from his reverie as he leant against the window. How long was that infernal parade going to last? He’d been sat there for hours, and Obdo was likely bored of staring through the keyhole ready for Bartell’s return. He tried to ignore the voice, but it was rather loud.  
 
    ‘Forseld! What are you doing? You’re supposed to be warning the paladins!’ 
 
    Archimegadon sighed. ‘Now see here, madam, I tried to locate them. However they seem to be nowhere obvious.’ 
 
    ‘So the next place to look is the study of Lord Bartell himself?’ Antagules asked through the staff.  ‘He’s far more powerful than you! Get moving before he returns!’ 
 
    ‘Oh shush, you infernal harpy,’ Archimegadon said. ‘My plan is foolproof!’ 
 
    'I didn’t pay you to get yourself killed!’ Antagules said. ‘You need to tell the paladins what I know so they can defeat Bartell and Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘Fear not, madam,’ Archimegadon said. ‘For I am Archimegadon, Mage for Hire! You shall soon see the defeat of Lord Bartell, and the eternal… erm… what’s that noise?’ 
 
    The companions turned their attention upon a sudden groaning sound that came from behind what appeared to be a huge box with a curtain round it. Archimegadon gave a bemused look to the other two before readying his staff and then throwing aside the curtains. 
 
    ‘Good grief,’ he said as he beheld the miserable form of Marzus. ‘Whoever are you?’ 
 
    ‘You… are not him,’ Marzus said. 
 
    ‘Indeed not,’ the mage said. ‘For I am Ub… er, I’m Archimegadon. Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘I am Marzus, former paladin,’ the broken figure replied. ‘I was sent here to spy on Lord Bartell but he caught me and they… did this to me.’ 
 
    Neurion looked concerned but Archimegadon just shrugged. ‘Right. Why does he have you in a cage in his study exactly?’ 
 
    ‘I… I…’ The paladin broke down into tears. 
 
    ‘Oh, enough of that!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Stop blubbering and answer me! Why?’ 
 
    ‘They did a spell on me,’ Marzus replied. ‘It… reminded me of my failings. So many…’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt a vague shiver even while at his most uncaring. At least he could relate to that. ‘I understand. But why keep you in here?’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry, my eternal lord!’ Marzus cried to the sky (or at least staring in the general direction). Then his eyes came back down to earth and fixed on Archimegadon. ‘He made me speak to the Light to give him directions.’ 
 
    ‘I can understand, it’s a nightmare trying to get round those streets with the red dome as it is,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘No!’ Marzus said, jumping at the cage bars and grabbing them tight, making Archimegadon take a hasty step back. ‘He has been gaining guidance from the Light about the future. Arming himself against treachery and deceit. Preparing to cast away his kingdom.’ 
 
    ‘Cast away New Valanthas?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘The Lord Protector’s plan is ready,’ Marzus replied. ‘He leaves later today for Mount Arranoth. There he will become a demon king and rule over the land for years to come.’ 
 
    ‘He will try,’ Archimegadon said with a snort. 
 
    ‘The Light believes it will be so,’ Marzus said. ‘The dark powers of the Gharlen unleashed… the kingdom ravaged, destroyed. The Light himself cast down!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t be so tedious and dramatic,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Bartell is going to learn to his cost that such power is reserved for myself. For heroes!’ 
 
    ‘There is no escaping,’ Marzus said. ‘Bartell knows he will win.’ 
 
    ‘Is there a key for this thing, incidentally?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Step back!’ Obdo said. ‘Neurion, watch the door.’ The paladin slipped into position. The former farmhand stumbled over and eyed up the cage. ‘So, er, stand back.’ He lifted the club and brought it crashing down on the padlock that held the cage door shut. 
 
    What followed was a series of swearwords too numerous and vile for any man to copy down. Obdo fell out of sight and Archimegadon shook his head despairingly.  
 
    ‘Let’s do this the old-fashioned way,’ he said, pointing at the lock. ‘Flamebolt!’ Surprisingly enough it worked, and the cage door swung open. 
 
    ‘Blessings upon you,’ Marzus said. ‘I must go now… I must atone! I betrayed Him!’ The former paladin barged Neurion aside and stumbled off down the corridors noisily. 
 
    ‘Well, that was somewhat random,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Interesting though,’ Antagules said, her voice still coming from the staff. ‘He seems to have been predicting a similar tale to the Clerics. The demon power used to dominate the world.’ 
 
    ‘A load of tosh,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘I have a bad feeling, old man,’ Antagules said. ‘On the good side, we did a little something by saving that man. Let’s call it a day on that and go find the paladins.’ 
 
    ‘Are you mad, madam?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Do you not see that the moment of heroism is afoot?’ 
 
    ‘I wash my hands of you!’ Antagules replied. ‘I’ll find a way to get there myself! Idiot!’ The staff fell silent. 
 
    ‘What a temper she has,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now let us get back to waiting. I rather have the feeling Bartell will be occupied for quite a while.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Bartell disliked being in such an open position. He had the means of protecting himself, certainly. One of these amulets could alert the wearer of incoming arrows or other such weapons that could potentially strike him, and even provided a mild barrier that would try to knock such things aside (but had been known to fail for previous wearers, and knock the arrow the wrong direction, resulting in a more accurate kill). He was also aware that Sen was nearby and had a superhuman sense for assassination attempts, and he was pretty good at blasting arrows and spears out of the sky. In fact, they’d made a game of it in the old war, and won many a bet between battles. 
 
    However, he’d noticed the rather blatant and sour-looking men in light-ish robes who were lurking all over the place. Quite a number as well -  it seemed that someone had rallied a decent force to challenge the Lord Protector’s rule. Ho hum. Forces had already been moved into position to counter the incursion, while other soldiers had been dispatched with the express orders of finding and destroying the knight Mortimyr and his band, who were somewhere at large in the city. Everything else was not really important next to those two threats – Mortimyr and his band seemed to be moderately competent adventurers, and this crowd of suspicious folk were most likely Grand and his paladins. 
 
    The parade continued its ponderous way through Aldrack’s dirty streets, and Bartell felt a twinge of disgust at this city he’d brought to ruin. Aldrack had been quite a fine place before all this, not perfect perhaps, but at least less of a toilet. It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried, but the people had worked against him. If they’d perhaps done as asked rather than messing about, none of this at all would have been necessary. Indeed, it just served as evidence that the world needed cleansing. People just couldn’t understand. 
 
    The amulet flared and a trumpet blared at exactly the same time, causing Bartell to duck instinctively. Sen Delarian casually blasted a volley of arrows out of the sky as the cloaked paladins threw aside their disguises with a bellow and charged fully-armed at the knights of the Order of Endless Skies. The city burst into disaster. As the battle roared to life the citizens caught in the middle ran in any direction available, while the blades of the combatants cut through all in their way without discrimination.  
 
    Bartell’s instincts fired up as he saw blood spatter across the streets of his city. He had little time to think; his eyes darted around until they closed in on Castle Aldrack. 
 
    ‘Sen!’ he shouted. ‘Back to the castle at once!’ 
 
    ‘Not going to command your men, my liege?’ Sen called back. 
 
    ‘They can deal with it,’ Bartell replied.  
 
    A group of paladins charged into Bartell’s path, surrounded by an aura of light. With a snort Bartell waved a hand and fire swirled about his fist, and gesturing lazily he sent a blast of flames smashing into the ground, killing the paladins outright and injuring his own knights and citizens alike. The Lord Protector did not pause to consider the fate of his people, instead driving his horse on through the chaos, with Sen following soon behind. 
 
    * 
 
    Valia stared at the madness with disbelief.  
 
    ‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘It’s like a war or something…’ 
 
    ‘It’s my guys!’ Anjilo replied. ‘Paladins! Commander Grand must be leading the fight back already.’ 
 
    ‘He sure picks his days,’ Terrill said. ‘Did anyone see where Bartell went?’ 
 
    ‘The castle,’ Mortimyr replied. 
 
    ‘I half-expected Archimegadon to be at the centre of something this stupid,’ Valia said.  
 
    ‘Don’t jinx it,’ Terrill said with a smirk. ‘Now come on, let’s go while Bartell’s guards are occupied!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Bartell and Sen jumped from their horses as they reached the castle and were instantly concealed from view by a wall of knights, who were in turn besieged by a crowd of paladins.  
 
    ‘Bartell, you coward!’ Grand yelled from somewhere behind them. ‘You didn’t expect me to get here, did you? Your pathetic barricade by your whore failed! Now come and fight me!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ Bartell said to Sen. ‘Of all the irritating people to show up.’ 
 
    ‘Ignore him, Auber,’ Sen said. ‘Don’t get drawn into a pointless fight. Let the man yell all he wants.’  
 
    ‘He called Akarith a whore,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Paladins say all sorts of things,’ Sen said. ‘Forget it.’ 
 
    They carried on along the castle entrance pathway while the battle behind them grew more fierce. 
 
    ‘I knew you’d run!’ Grand shouted. ‘You know your whore friend might have stopped me and my army escaping if she hadn’t been so busy doing the rounds with all her soldiers!’ 
 
    Bartell stopped and his eyes flashed. 
 
    ‘Auber, no,’ Sen said. ‘We have work to do.’ 
 
    The Lord Protector tried to master his rage. The words annoyed him both because he disliked to hear her insulted so, but also because he wondered at the truth of them. Akarith had always been pretty free with herself, so who knew how she behaved these days? But no, Grand wanted to force a fight with him… words wouldn’t get the revenge he wanted, the frustration of being denied the fight would be enough irritation for the paladin leader. Besides, Bartell had already decided how to end today’s festivities.  
 
    That amused him enough to let Grand’s insult wash away. He strode on past Sen, who had paused to see what action his comrade would take.  
 
    ‘Wise decision,’ Sen said, following after Bartell.  
 
    Grand swore as Bartell walked off. ‘Bastard! Men! Redouble your efforts! We must take the castle!’ 
 
    Elsim met Bartell and Sen just inside the entrance hall of the castle, wringing his hands so much Bartell had the distinct suspicion they’d melt. ‘My lord! Are you alright? We are under siege! The castle was not ready for an attack!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I am aware,’ Bartell said. ‘Sen will be leading the fight back. Do not worry, Aldrack will not fall to anyone but me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had our soldiers move out to bolster the gates and barricade some areas of the castle,’ Elsim went on. ‘Whoever it is attacking will not get in, I’ll make certain of it.’ 
 
    ‘No, you won’t,’ Bartell said. ‘You’re coming with me to Arranoth. As I said, Sen will be arranging this. Go and get the horses ready, as we’ll be leaving at once.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, my lord,’ Elsim said. ‘It will be done as soon as you need.’ 
 
    ‘Be quick!’ Bartell said, pushing Elsim away and storming on. 
 
    Bartell stopped off first at his own chambers to collect his satchel of belongings, which he slung over his shoulders. He’d prepared everything already, which was just as well considering Grand’s move to assault Aldrack. A foolish effort. He turned to leave and found Sen blocking the doorway. 
 
    ‘I suppose this is it, then, Auber,’ Sen said. ‘Rather faster than I was expecting, but any great movement will encounter resistance. Best get to safety.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t be so long,’ Bartell said. ‘Keep things together while I’m gone, Sen.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Sen said. He folded his arms. ‘Don’t forget me now, will you?’ 
 
    ‘Forget you, Sen?’ Bartell returned with a snort. ‘Don’t be so emotional.’ 
 
    ‘You never know,’ Sen said. 
 
    The Lord Protector gave a sardonic smile. ‘I’m a man of my word, Sen. You’ll get your lordship over the land. Don’t you worry.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but you’ll be more than a man when you return,’ Sen said. ‘We can’t quite guess how it will turn out.’ 
 
    ‘Are you trying to frighten me?’ Bartell asked. ‘I’m not turning back now we’re this far.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Sen said. ‘When you return you’ll be a god, Bartell, no more the mere swordsman or Lord of Aldrack. You will have power over the lives of all in this kingdom and beyond. Try to keep things in perspective, eh?’               
 
    ‘We’ve been through this, Sen,’ Bartell said. ‘I need to pick up some last things from my study. Stand aside.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, my lord,’ Sen said, bowing deferentially. 
 
    Bartell shot Sen an irritable look as he strode from his chambers, but he chose not to comment any further. The sounds of battle outside were getting louder and he didn’t want to get holed up in a besieged castle now that the last key was in his grasp, and entry to Vortagenses’s hallowed treasure would be his. Godhood... it was incredible to think and impossible to fully grasp how things would change. Whether that was to be or not, for the moment he was but a human, and could be killed. 
 
    Felick and a number of his mercenaries fell into line suddenly, joining the Lord Protector. ‘My lord, you need our help with this battle?’ Felick asked. 
 
    ‘You might as well stick around since we’re moving things ahead,’ Bartell replied. ‘Keep following, Broadblade, we’ll be setting off from Aldrack in a few minutes. We need to rush.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, milord,’ Felick said. 
 
    ‘It will be probably a week to ride from here to Arranoth,’ Bartell said as they reached the corridor to his study. ‘The return journey may be rather quicker.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps so!’ Sen said, faking a smile. ‘But then, maybe you…’ 
 
    ‘Enough!’ interrupted a voice, and Mortimyr and his companions stepped into the middle of the corridor from a side room, armed to the teeth and ready for battle. The knight lifted his great sword and pointed it at Bartell’s face. ‘Lord Protector, this is where your reign ends.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ Bartell said, frowning. ‘It was just a few odds and ends, they weren’t worth this. Sen, get rid of this rabble, will you?’ 
 
    ‘Must I?’ Sen asked with a sigh. 
 
    ‘Here, listen!’ Mortimyr said. Terrill, Gelenn, Anjilo and Valia tried to brandish their weapons more ferociously, which looked a bit silly unfortunately. ‘Last time you beat us, Lord Bartell, but this time will turn out a lot different.’ 
 
    ‘Quite,’ Bartell said, rolling his eyes. ‘I’ll see you on the other side, Sen!’  
 
    And the Lord Protector of Aldrack turned and ran away. 
 
    Terrill’s shoulders drooped. ‘He… he…’  
 
    ‘He fled, the coward!’ Gelenn said. 
 
    ‘I don’t think he was impressed,’ Valia said, ever the realist. 
 
    Sen gave Felick a withering glare. ‘You deal with these!’ 
 
    ‘But they’re heroes, shouldn’t you..?’ Felick asked, looking less than eager. 
 
    ‘Well fine, we have a load of your men,’ Sen replied, rolling his eyes. ‘Get them to do it, we’ll go and find Bartell’s little bag of tricks and you can take it to him.’ 
 
    Mortimyr looked like he was going to object to them talking over him, but he didn’t get the chance as the Breakers were quicker on the uptake than their leader at that moment; with a roar, battle was joined, and the brash heroes suddenly found themselves distinctly on the losing side. In the meantime Sen and Felick slipped round the fight and made their way to the study. 
 
    ‘One moment,’ Sen said, pausing on the threshold. ‘I didn’t actually check what Bartell was after.’ 
 
    ‘No worries, milord, we’ll find something,’ Felick said with a shrug, throwing open the door. 
 
    He beheld Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ Archimegadon shouted, and the air split in two as a glowing bolt blasted into Felick and threw the mercenary back into the corridor. 
 
    Sen stared at Felick flying through the air. 
 
    ‘Hm,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Nice one, Sir Mage, you knocked him clean out of the room,’ Obdo said. ‘Doesn’t that bugger it a bit?’ 
 
    ‘Er… hm… didn’t his hair seem fierier to you?’ came Archimegadon’s voice. 
 
    Sen paused. Archimegadon?! That silly mage was back? Hadn’t Erem caught him? First the Mage for Hire broke the spell on himself, then he managed to contact the witch Antagules, and now he was in Aldrack, despite having a rabid Cleric set on him. Something was not right here, not right at all. And Sen was not in the mood to let it carry on. Ignoring the continued fighting of Mortimyr and his companions in the corridor behind, Sen Delarian strode into the study. 
 
    Neurion and Obdo leapt to the attack, or so they had planned. What in fact happened was Sen blasted both of them to one side, Neurion crashing into a bookcase and landing in a pile of torn pages, and Obdo rolling across the carpet and slamming into a thick wooden cupboard. Archimegadon, framed by the window, was frozen in fear. Sen savoured the man’s terror, knowing full well that the stupid mage had not expected the supreme mage of Bartell’s court to be here at full power. Whatever trick Forseld had planned had not involved a direct confrontation. Alas, this was what the mage had bought. 
 
    Sen raised a hand. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt,’ he said with a smirk. 
 
    Archimegadon tried to defend against it rather than jump aside, either out of foolish pride of the inability to move. Either way, he stumbled as the flamebolt struck his weak magic shield, and he was smashed backwards through the window, toppling from the edge of Castle Aldrack. In a moment of sharp thought in the midst of panic, Archimegadon managed to grab the edge of the window and saved himself from instant death, using the Staff of Antagules to get a better hold. However, promised death poked its head out and looked down at him with a broad smile. 
 
    ‘Well, master Forseld, we come face to face again!’ Sen said. ‘I am very, very surprised to see you here. A mage of your ability (or lack thereof) should not have had the capacity to break my mind-breaker. It merely goes to show we cannot plan for everything, I suppose, but it shall not be hard for me to work out some way of outwitting whatever you did to break it.’ 
 
    ‘I had some help, I suppose,’ Archimegadon said, despite the fact his arms were beginning to strain. Fortunately, his feet had found some purchase, which relieved him slightly. 
 
    ‘Antagules?’ Sen asked. 
 
    ‘I learnt some lessons of life from the Mage Academy your King destroyed,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘That place?’ Sen asked, genuinely surprised. ‘Despite its corruption it still protects those who truly have ability or potential. It helped me, after all. For it to help you… well, it interests me. You have no real talent, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Bollocks to you,’ Archimegadon replied. The strain on his arms was getting quite painful, and he couldn’t be bothered to think up a clever rejoinder, or be polite for that matter. 
 
    ‘Bold words,’ Sen said. ‘You are just another nameless foe in the history of my heroics, you know, Forseld. You, the self-proclaimed hero and friend to all, will be remembered in history (if at all) as a crook, a failure, and soon the biggest stain in Castle Aldrack’s courtyard.’ 
 
    ‘You’re no hero,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You’re just a deluded ass working for a dead necromancer. What changed since Tel Ariel?’ 
 
    ‘Necromancers can differ,’ Sen replied. ‘After all, do we not differ despite both being mages?’ 
 
    ‘Quite so,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘For I… am Archimegadon… and you have messed up your name quite completely. You know… everyone hates you… across your New Valanthas now?’ 
 
    ‘Do they indeed?’ Sen asked, smiling. ‘You know why, of course?’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re an ass?’ 
 
    ‘Come now, Forseld, what would you say if you were the target instead of me? Why do they hate me?’ 
 
    ‘Well, my usual answer… would be jealousy, I suppose,’ Archimegadon replied, opting to indulge Sen while he tried to secure himself better. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Sen said. ‘You know, at the end of the old war, I went on to do many “great” things. The demon across the seas, the cultists of Vanestios… all worthy of the bardic tales. But those I helped hated me, because they could not help themselves. They hated that they needed me to do it for them. So, in effect, they hated their weaknesses, but because they could not hate themselves, they directed that hatred to me.’ 
 
    ‘Er..?’ 
 
    ‘It is an amusing thing, to wield such power, Forseld,’ Sen went on, apparently quite lost in his train of thought. ‘It occurred to me after a lot of knee-bending that those who held me in thrall did so with another form of magic. The cheapest magic of all. Suggestion. The threat that if I did not do as they desired, I would be punished. 
 
    ‘But they do not truly hold the power to punish me. I came to realise this recently, if too late.’ 
 
    ‘By recently, do you mean ten or so years ago?’ Archimegadon wasn’t sure he had the date right, since he’d not exactly paid full attention to Antagules. Not only that, but his attention right now was on trying to stay balanced and not plummet from this window, which was starting to prove very hard indeed. 
 
    ‘Ah yes, it must have been around that,’ Sen replied. ‘I worked out the true use of this staff. I extracted the tale of the “menace” of Vortagenses and all of that from Antagules and learnt the true meaning of our nation. The true goal. And I understood, as I sat there in the Mage Academy, surrounded by visions of my own past, that it is a foolish thing to attain such magnificent power… and squander it in bondage. What I have, I earnt by my own hard work, and there is no reason I should not use it now to install a proper kingdom of magic under the command of King Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘So Bartell is off to his death,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Possibly,’ Sen said. ‘There are worse things to die for.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t he your friend?’ 
 
    ‘You could say that, I suppose,’ Sen replied. ‘He’ll die a good death for a good cause though. That’s all that really matters. Auber just doesn’t really have the temperament to do what needs to be done, he’s a soft man and a coward at that.’ 
 
    Archimegadon struggled a little to pull himself up a bit further, but succeeded only in loosening his grip even more. 
 
    ‘Really, now, Forseld, what are you thinking?’ Sen asked. ‘This is the end. You’re not going to get back up from there. All I want to know is how you did it. How did you break the spell?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you how,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I was too stubborn to stay down for long. That part of me that remained untouched by your curse managed to remind me of who I am and your curse faded away like a bad smell.’ 
 
    ‘A part untouched?’ Sen asked. ‘The spell is complete, unless I have misunderstood something.’ 
 
    ‘You and your friend Bartell don’t really understand terribly much of anything, if your dim-witted plan is anything to go by,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Wiping out the world to install your own twisted version of creation.’ He chanced a spit. ‘Utter bollocks. What do you really think mass slaughter on that scale will achieve?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t expect an idiot like you to understand!’ Sen replied, sneering. ‘You’re just a pathetic reject from a feeble money-making con job whose only purpose in life is relorans. All heroes previously failed to save the world when they defeated the great evils of their time. The reason is they did not destroy the core of the evil. To finish is to start, and we will start it afresh! A new dominion of magic!’ 
 
    ‘Is that why you have been building up New Valanthas? You want to take over the kingdom rather than destroy it like Bartell plans?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I suppose you’ll still kill everyone who disagrees with your opinions.’ 
 
    ‘If necessary,’ Sen said. ‘Few people are innocent.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think you’re worthy of making that judgement,’ Archimegadon said. ‘And on that note… er…’ 
 
    ‘Er?’ Sen folded his arms and glared at the Mage for Hire. 
 
    ‘Not sure this will work, hang on,’ Archimegadon said, and he let go of the window with the arm holding his staff, and pointed the staff down towards the courtyard. ‘Flamebolt?’ 
 
    For a moment it appeared that nothing would happen, but then, with a startling bang,  the end of the Staff of Antagules erupted with a gout of flame, and Archimegadon shot up into Sen’s face, making a rather unhealthy-sounding cracking noise as the former’s head connected with the latter’s nose. The momentum pushed Archimegadon onwards, and the two mages fell across the floor and knocked over a couple of chairs and a small decorative table. Obdo and Neurion had managed to get to their feet, and they hovered uncertainly. 
 
    ‘Good grief, I really wasn’t expecting that to work,’ Archimegadon said. He eyed the burnt base of his robes. ‘Curses. My robes did not survive the encounter terribly well.’ 
 
    ‘What about Sen?’ Obdo asked. ‘He’s down for the count?’ 
 
    ‘I think not, you idiotic little man,’ Sen said, rising to his feet, his eyes glaring at them from above his bleeding nose. ‘Do you suppose for one moment that little nobodies like yourselves can outwit a hero like me?’ 
 
    ‘Can you actually picture yourself saying this seriously?’ Archimegadon asked.  
 
    Get out of there! Antagules urged suddenly as he picked up the staff. Sen is no simpleton like Belias. 
 
    ‘But er, I see you are busy,’ Archimegadon went on, more than slightly unnerved by Antagules’s urgent tone of voice, ‘so I shall leave you to it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, Master Forseld,’ Sen said. He pointed a hand. ‘You will stay right… there?’ 
 
    Archimegadon flinched but he felt only a slight shiver. ‘Er... well… if I must…’ 
 
    Sen pursed his lips. ‘Step sideways or something, Forseld.’ 
 
    Archimegadon did so, feeling very confused. 
 
    ‘How did you manage that?’ 
 
    ‘Manage what, sir?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You’re supposed to be frozen, like Auber did to you,’ Sen replied. 
 
    ‘Well, I felt a nudge I suppose,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    Sen’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’ve inadvertently stumbled upon something very interesting in breaking that curse, mage,’ he said, unaware that he’d given Archimegadon a surprising bit of praise. ‘Even so, you are still not immune to death!’  
 
    The air filled with fiery explosions, and Bartell’s fancy furniture burst into flame and launched across the room at the companions, who all dived to one side, with only minor success. Obdo took a book to the face, while Archimegadon’s robes were further soiled as the dead demon sample struck him full force in the back. 
 
    ‘Don’t you think you should calm down?’ Archimegadon called back. 
 
    Sen was clearly a bit pissed off, and he ignored this advice rather noisily by lifting the remains of Bartell’s desk and hurling them with his power at the Mage for Hire. Pens and other stationery suddenly became lethal implements of death and Archimegadon tried to mix a flamebolt into his ungainly scrabble to one side. It was half-successful, insofar as it did hit the desk and other objects. However, they still mostly landed on Archimegadon, stunning him and leaving a nasty cut on his left arm.  
 
    Obdo and Neurion stood to the side of the battlefield/study, and stared as the hero mage of legend cast his glance to either side in search of more heavy objects to crush Archimegadon with, presumably out of sheer irritation. The farmhand suddenly had an image of himself tending to the fields back home (or, frankly, back when he’d sit under the shade of a wall and enjoy a bottle of fine booze), in his old life. Right now, stuck in a completely alien situation, with the heavy gloom of the shadowy study and the red glow from outside swallowing him in their misery, and the sheer destruction of order as the entire room crumbled beneath Sen’s rage, it occurred to him that perhaps now was not the time for watching how things would turn out. Perhaps now, here, stuck at the sidelines of a battle that maybe some day would be spoken of in legend, he should take up arms, as the peasants of old, and stand for what was right, and f- 
 
    Neurion barged him out of the way. 
 
    ‘Sen Delarian!’ Neurion shouted, drawing his sword in a marvellously epic fashion. ‘Stop this at once!’ 
 
    Sen didn’t bother replying, instead shouting a thunderous command that apparently was the spell for a massive wall of fire, as (surprisingly) a wall of fire filled the air and blocked Sen from view, glowing with a slight unhealthy dark tinge.               
 
    ‘The power… to cleanse evil…’ Neurion muttered, and he cut his sword slowly down the middle of the wall, which shook a little and then withered.  
 
    Obdo’s awe at Neurion’s success was short-lived as a flamebolt smashed into the paladin and cast him aside like the rest of Bartell’s expensive furniture. This time Obdo didn’t pause to think, instead taking up his club and charging the enraged mage. He had a flickering thought of yelling an impressive challenge at Delarian, but unfortunately only managed “diiiiiiiie!” 
 
    ‘Get out of it,’ Sen said, freezing Obdo in place with a rushed gesture and another spell word spat out hastily.  
 
    ‘Could you die anyway?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Fear… not!’ Archimegadon yelled, rising to his feet somewhat shakily. ‘It is time, Delarian, for one… last… duel.’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ Sen asked, staring in complete bafflement. 
 
    ‘As we duelled back then atop Castle Aldrack, let us duel here again,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You, for the kingdom, and me… for Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘How pathetic,’ Sen said. ‘This gesture is meaningless.’ He shook some dust from his robes. ‘You haven’t the training or knowledge to outdo me. It’s ludicrous to even try.’ 
 
    ‘Then how about flamebolt?’ Archimegadon asked, firing off a spell at the same time. 
 
    Sen slapped the flamebolt out of the air irritably. ‘Forseld, where do you get these ridiculous ideas?’ 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    Butterflies burst into life as the flamebolt ran into Sen’s counter-spell. ‘You’re untrained, have no knowledge of magic, and are talentless!’ 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon said again. 
 
    ‘It’s just so sad to see,’ Sen said, clicking his fingers so that the fire instantly went out. ‘I mean it! For a man of your age to play at this!’ 
 
    ‘Then stop me moving!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, hah,’ Sen said, knocking the flamebolt aside without any effort. ‘One-trick pony, Forseld, I’m not impressed.’ 
 
    ‘Two tricks,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The mind thing, and flamebolt!’ 
 
    Sen chopped it unnecessarily into various small bits just to show off. ‘My patience is almost gone, Forseld,’ he said.  
 
    ‘And I’m nearly out of flamebolts!’ Archimegadon shouted back, firing another bolt. 
 
    Sen blasted it out of the air and strode at the Mage for Hire with a murderous look, his patience snapping. ‘Enough!’ 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon yelled one more time, and Sen tried to bat it out of the way only to freeze with a look of surprise on his face. And a lot of ice. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Did you… just cast… icebolt?’ 
 
    ‘Erm, yes, I did,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Sen stared back silently, completely frozen in place. 
 
    ‘I thought you had to say the words?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Well, er, the word’s not necessarily the thing, so much as the intent behind it,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It’s possible to say the wrong thing and do the opposite spell.’ 
 
    ‘So he countered the wrong thing?’ 
 
    ‘Quite so!’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘How long will he stay frozen?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s keep him frozen as long as we can,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Won’t the guards come?’ Neurion asked, stumbling out of the wreckage looking a bit better than expected. 
 
    ‘Erm, one would hope that…’ Archimegadon began. 
 
    The ice around Sen began to crack. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage!’ Obdo said. ‘He’s getting free!’ 
 
    ‘Ah, erm… a minor complication,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Icebolt!’ He gestured at Sen, but nothing happened. He tried again, sweat beading on his forehead,  but it was clear from the bulging of his eyes that it wasn’t working. 
 
    The ice shattered, and a severely pissed-off Sen Delarian emerged, eyes blazing. ‘A neat little trick, Mage for Hire, but you squandered what victory you managed!’ He seized the front of Archimegadon’s robes and hurled him with surprising force back through the air, though he fell short of hitting any desks or shelves this time.  
 
    He did however roll into the door, which provided a tempting route of escape. ‘Well, you’re quite right!’ Archimegadon said, hopping to his feet and mustering some sort of dignity. ‘Toodle pip, and all that. Good victory!’  
 
    And he disappeared through the door. 
 
    Sen glanced at Obdo and Neurion. ‘He… just deserted you both to me,’ he said. 
 
    Obdo pursed his lips. ‘Uhm… have mercy, milord?’ 
 
    ‘I have guards for louts like you,’ Sen replied. ‘I’m killing Forseld.’  
 
    And then the mage hero was gone as well. 
 
    ‘Think we should follow?’ Obdo asked Neurion. 
 
    The paladin nodded with a pious look. ‘It is our duty.’ 
 
    ‘Notice you weren’t so eager when he was right here,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Yes, well,’ Neurion said, flushing. ‘Neither were you, necromancer. Now come on!’ 
 
    As the two managed an almost-stationary charge to action, Archimegadon dodged into the corridor and found himself faced by the battle of Mortimyr and company versus Felick’s mercenaries and Bartell’s knights, who had now joined the fray. He tried to look inconspicuous and slip past, which was rather hard for someone who had mastered being noticeable to a ridiculous level. Indeed, as soon as he made one movement virtually everyone turned to look at him. 
 
    ‘You!’ Valia said, looking at him with more hate than she had directed towards the current arch-enemy of Valanthas, Lord Bartell. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘I, milady, am engaged in, erm… shall we say discussions with Sen Delarian?’ Archimegadon said. ‘However, I appear to have misplaced something, and must, ah… collect it.’  
 
    The door to Bartell’s study burst open and to all who saw him, it almost seemed as though Sen Delarian was surrounded by a wreath of flames, so consumed by anger he was at Archimegadon’s spots of luck so far. ‘Forseld!’ he howled. 
 
    ‘Knowing you, it probably was a normal discussion,’ Valia said.  
 
    Bartell’s knights and mercenaries hovered awkwardly, wondering if they should still be fighting. Sen threw a scowl down the corridor that struck them a mighty blow. ‘What are you doing, fools? Kill him! And the rest! But stop him first!’ 
 
    ‘But… they’re the threat!’ Archimegadon said, dodging one sword and stumbling over his robes down the nearest corridor. 
 
    ‘How terribly heroic,’ Terrill said with a soft smile. 
 
    No further opportunity for chatter was given as Bartell’s men made a messy attempt at re-joining the battle. Some of the knights split from the pack and went after Archimegadon, who rounded a corner and found himself faced by stairs leading up and down. Snorting at his momentary pause to choose a direction, he corrected himself and started off down the stairs. His freedom was short-lived as he found more guards headed for the stairs from below, who stopped in surprise to see him. 
 
    ‘I’m Ub, the magician,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Get the mage!’ Sen was yelling down the corridors. ‘Get Archimegadon! I want him destroyed!’ 
 
    ‘Well, really,’ Archimegadon said, turning and bolting for the stairs leading up. ‘This is quite an overreaction.’ 
 
    The wall behind him shuddered and collapsed into rubble as Sen’s rage took a rather more painful form and shot down the corridor at him, and he picked up the pace. He reached a way out into another of Castle Aldrack’s unnecessary corridors but unfortunately found himself faced by more of the soldiers. Saying something too foul to be consigned to paper, Archimegadon took the next set of stairs up and suddenly felt a shiver of recognition. Last time he’d come up these stairs, he’d not been walking. 
 
    His feeling of dread was confirmed as he stepped out into a painful burst of bright light that momentarily stunned him. Then his vision cleared and the glowing ball of energy above Castle Aldrack came into focus, along with the beam that reached up and spread out to form Bartell’s dome. He was on the top tower of Castle Aldrack… 
 
    …which meant he was stuck. 
 
    He slid to one side of the doorway and prepared the Staff of Antagules. One last plan remained to him. This would sort out Sen Delarian once and for all. 
 
    Sen Delarian strode out onto the platform. 
 
    ‘Forse…’ 
 
    The Staff of Antagules struck out with legendary force! 
 
    For several seconds, only the eerie hum of the dome magic could be heard. 
 
    ‘Ow, what on earth?’ Sen asked, rubbing his head. ‘What was that supposed to achieve?’ 
 
    Archimegadon looked at the staff miserably. ‘I don’t know…’ 
 
    ‘You had all the chances I’ll give you, Forseld,’ Sen said. Five guards followed him out onto the tower, eager to prove their boss right. ‘Now let’s discuss this like gentlemen.’ 
 
    ‘Discuss what?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Killing me?’ 
 
    ‘If that is the subject that will entertain you,’ Sen replied, smirking.  
 
    ‘When I was in the old Mage Academy, I saw you, you know,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Is that right?’ Sen asked, looking a little surprised. 
 
    ‘Whatever power gave me visions in there, it sent you at me,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I think you were being used as an example of how not to be.’ 
 
    ‘Your own personal delusion, then,’ Sen said. ‘Guards, hold him.’ 
 
    ‘Hold me?’ Archimegadon asked with a snort as the soldiers grabbed hold of his arms and twisted them behind his back. ‘Whatever do you need to capture me for, sir? Not going to just kill me?’ 
 
    ‘In case you’d not noticed, we have some vigilante would-be heroes and an army of paladins in our city,’ Sen replied. 
 
    ‘Oh, I hadn’t, actually,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I did hear a bit of noise.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, right,’ Sen said. ‘Well, Commander Grand has seen fit to attempt an overthrow of our regime. It may very well succeed, too, but I’m afraid that I’m not interested in letting that happen. Grand is a dark and deceitful man, not at all the type of man who should be a soldier of the Light. That being said, he needs to present a face of heroism to the people. And no hero allows an innocent to die through his own inaction.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to use me as a hostage?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘You may wish to think that one through – you already told everyone I was an arch-villain and responsible for creating some sort of threat that Lord Bartell is working to stop.’ 
 
    ‘That hardly matters,’ Sen said. ‘What matters is Grand will still be forced to decide between the life of a person and his own arrogance, and in public no less. His dreams of being beloved by all would never suffer such a stain to his reputation.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Seems odd, though, for one who claims to be a hero himself.’ 
 
    Sen shrugged. ‘As explained before, we’re working to do what no other hero ever bothered to do. And that’s clean up the whole mess left after they killed the “Big Evil”.’ 
 
    ‘How many of your troops know you wish to kill everyone in the world?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Hardly seems a long-term vision for them.’ 
 
    ‘He’s talking nonsense,’ Sen said to the guards, shaking his head. ‘What are you trying to achieve, Forseld? Nobody’s going to believe a worthless, sub-par, would-be mercenary. Your efforts here are meaningless anyway, as are Grand’s. Bartell is riding away as we speak, to Mount Arranoth, where he will finish off Vortagenses’s legacy and bring an end to all evil.’ 
 
    ‘You mean an age-old necromancer will kill him,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Such a sense of humour you have, Forseld,’ Sen said. ‘It will aid you nothing. Just look down at the city below, at the rabble that swarms and fights this pointless battle. What are they fighting for?’ 
 
    ‘Well, at a huge, fairly daring guess, I would estimate they’re trying to boot out that ass Bartell since he seized power in a bloody coup,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Don’t get smart with me,’ Sen said. ‘Their cause, such as they believe it to be, is utterly meaningless. Half those paladins don’t even know who Bartell is. Causes can be given to people without them caring.’ 
 
    Archimegadon inwardly sighed. Somehow, his fear of death at Sen’s hands was pushed aside at the extreme boredom Sen was surely about to launch into. He needed something to save him, or some plan to thwart the deluded mage. But fighting Sen was a useless effort. The mage knew every spell backwards, and while he had been temporarily fooled, he was no longer taking the risk of a direct confrontation just in case. Archimegadon needed help… he needed someone… 
 
    Oh, so now you need old Antagules, eh? 
 
    I’d rather someone other than you, Archimegadon thought back at her. Sen’s lips were still moving, which presumably meant the mage was still discussing the exciting issue of causes. Look, boring as he is, Sen is going to kill me. That won’t be terribly convenient. 
 
    I don’t know any weaknesses for Sen, Antagules replied. He’s the best of the best. 
 
    I froze him, Archimegadon told her with pride. 
 
    That’s because he assumed you were a total failure, Antagules said. Be glad you’re not quite that bad. But he won’t make that assumption twice. You can’t play on it or fool him that way again. 
 
    So how do I stop him? Archimegadon asked. The ass has got five guards as well as being himself, which isn’t terribly good in terms of odds. 
 
    Well, let’s buy time, if he’s enjoying his chatter, Antagules said. Try telling him that I have sent other agents through while he was tracking you. 
 
    ‘Erm, Sen, old bean,’ Archimegadon said out loud. 
 
    ‘…Which would be the reason such decisions are… what, Forseld?’ Sen glowered at this interruption. 
 
    ‘I have just received a gloating message I need to relay to you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘A… a what?’ 
 
    ‘Antagules says that her agents send their thanks for tracking me down and letting them head for Arranoth without your interruption,’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, there are no “agents”,’ Sen said. ‘I mean, I would have noticed.’ 
 
    ‘How? You have ways of tracking everyone who travels from her world?’ 
 
    ‘Well, perhaps not, but even still, why send agents without the staff?’ 
 
    Archimegadon grinned stupidly, inwardly despising himself for this jester act. ‘Because she knew you’d go for the staff, even if an… an… an idiot like me had it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care about the staff anyway,’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘Then why send your Cleric fellow after me?’ 
 
    ‘Why does anyone do anything?’ Sen returned. ‘It’s irrelevant.’ 
 
    ‘So, you’re saying you don’t really think at all?’ Archimegadon asked with mild puzzlement, which was more annoying to Sen than if he’d said it mockingly, and started Sen off on a rant. 
 
    Right, I’ve irritated him, what’s next? Archimegadon asked, pleased that Antagules’s plan was working. 
 
    Er, yes I didn’t quite come up with that bit yet, Antagules replied.  
 
    Didn’t you tell me you are a powerful and great mage? 
 
    Mages… say a lot of things. 
 
    So I have noticed. 
 
    You are one to talk! 
 
    ‘Are you even listening to me?’ Sen asked, almost shouting with frustration. ‘What on earth is so interesting that you’d ignore your own death?!’ 
 
    ‘I’m dead?’ Archimegadon asked in surprise, looking down for a gaping wound or something he’d not noticed. 
 
    ‘Well, not yet,’ Sen replied. ‘Argh, what is wrong with you? You are the most infuriating idiot I think I have ever encountered. You’re just an old, senile goat with no talents at all. Where do you get this chip on your shoulder?’ 
 
    ‘I think it was my father’s side,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Marius Forseld, a rather grumpy old fellow, certainly. Quite a rich landowner at one point, you know. Until he sold it all off and moved to Elgebra or something, for all we knew.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not interested in your life story!’ Sen said. ‘It was entirely rhetorical!’ 
 
    ‘Um, sir?’ one of the guards spoke up. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t we just kill him now? There’s others we can use who are less annoying.’ 
 
    Sen opened his mouth, then snapped it shut. He pursed his lips. ‘Yes, let’s. Your sword.’ 
 
    The guard handed it over dutifully, leaving Archimegadon staring at the shining edge of his life’s bitter end. Sen allowed himself a smirk. 
 
    ‘Suppose that’s it, then, Mage for Hire,’ he said. ‘You managed to beat a necromancer and even sneak through Bartell’s city to this place, but luck is a bad friend to rely on, and he’s probably gone for tea at this late hour. Any last gloats, rude comments or otherwise?’ 
 
    Anything? Archimegadon asked hurriedly. 
 
    I don’t know! Let me find something! 
 
    Find? There’s no time for that! 
 
    But Antagules had broken the link. 
 
    ‘I would like to make a last speech,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘A speech.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. A last speech.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Forseld, I was being sarcastic,’ Sen said. ‘I didn’t actually want you to say anything, and if you did, my intention was purely to cut you down with a snide remark, then cut you down with this sword.’ 
 
    ‘That was a good one,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Almost as good as… vala andrilus.’ 
 
    ‘Hah, you won’t get me with that…’ Sen paused. ‘No, you didn’t cast it. An idiot like you wouldn’t know how.’ 
 
    ‘Give me a moment, let me come up with something else,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’m sure I can outwit you somehow. Or hopefully Obdo and Neurion will catch up… or Mortimyr and company.’ 
 
    Sen started laughing. ‘Amazing, you really are stuck, aren’t you? You’re throwing every bluff possible at me.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but what if one is true?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Forseld, I faced down the demon Galederoth, defeated the Sorcerer Kings of Mellidium and let’s not forget the great cataclysmic battle to defeat the Bone Dragon, Tel Ariel,’ Sen replied. ‘What chance does a half-wit idiot like you really have? I’m only bothering with you because you irritated me so much.’ 
 
    ‘Sir, can we kill him and get back to the paladins?’ one of the soldiers suddenly spoke up. ‘This guy’s probably just been sent to distract you from the real enemy.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, you’re actually right,’ Sen said, looking surprised. ‘A guard with a brain, what is this? Very well, Forseld, death is yours.’ 
 
    Archimegadon threw around in a panic for the spell he’d cast back when captured by Belias and faced by the demons, but he couldn’t remember how he’d done it, and the fact that he was thinking about it so actively probably didn’t help. What choices were left to him now? An interruption from Obdo and Neurion? The assistance of the paladins below? Antagules returning with some amazing just-in-time solution?  He wasn’t a hero, he wasn’t supposed to be here facing Sen Delarian at all! His stupid bravado had brought him instead to a pathetic end, skewered on the end of some nameless soldier’s sword at the scene of his shaming.  
 
    ‘Vortagenses will kill you too, you know,’ Archimegadon said, deciding randomly on something to comment about. ‘Why should he want some dead-weight fellow like yourself once your purpose is done? He’ll just discard you like you want to discard Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘Turning me against my allies is so typically “evil”,’ Sen said. ‘I’m not open to this sort of paranoia-play. Try it on Auber, not that you’ll meet him again.’ 
 
    ‘But what if I escape?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    Sen smiled disdainfully. ‘A bit slow, Forseld? Even if you did make it out of here, he won’t be around much longer.’ 
 
    One of the guards drew his sword and threw a particularly hostile look at his current employer. ‘What’s that about Lord Bartell?’ 
 
    It wasn’t much of a slip, really, and Sen probably could have smoothed it over, under normal circumstances. As it was, he was a bit preoccupied by the impending assault on the castle by Grand’s paladins, concern that Bartell might not actually make it out of the city alive, and flustered irritation over Archimegadon’s ridiculous manner. Caught off-balance as he tried to juggle all the above, he managed to achieve the most blatantly guilty pause seen in the kingdom for centuries. He glanced between Archimegadon and the soldiers a couple of times, then pursed his lips as the soldiers interpreted his silence accurately and drew their attention away from the captive Mage for Hire. 
 
    ‘Oh, Forseld, how tedious you must be,’ Sen said, sighing. ‘Pretences over then.’ He dropped the soldier’s sword and instantly the guards released Archimegadon, who scrabbled out of the way just in time to avoid a deadly blast of fire take out two of the guards straight away. 
 
    From the sounds behind, Sen was slightly occupied, so Archimegadon pulled up his robes a bit and ran for it down the stairs. It was time for a swift exit from the castle entire, preferably in the direction of Grand and company. It hurt his pride to actually seek help from the paladins, but then again he’d found very definitely that he wasn’t about to outwit or defeat Sen, despite his best efforts so far. He was quite out of bluffs and tricks.  
 
    Stuck in the middle of thinking, he managed to blunder into Obdo, who stared at him as though beholding a ghost. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage!’ Obdo said. ‘You killed him?’ 
 
    ‘He’s occupied,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I seem to have turned his guards against him. Now let us get out of here with all due haste.’ 
 
    ‘Not gonna finish him off then?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ Archimegadon asked, not interested in discussing his retreat at all with this donkey. 
 
    ‘Can’t say I disagree, mind,’ Obdo replied. ‘Nice one getting out of there, though.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, quite,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Onwards, Obdo! We have tarried too long!’ 
 
    An explosion behind them decided to help underline Archimegadon’s point. 
 
    ‘That was..?’ Obdo began. 
 
    ‘FORSELD!’ howled Sen Delarian’s voice. ‘I am OUT of patience!’ 
 
    ‘Does that ass ever sod off?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘There were five guards for heaven’s sake! Incompetents!’ And he charged off down the next flight of stairs. 
 
    Obdo looked down the stairs after Archimegadon, and then behind him, at the corridor that trundled off to somewhere far away from the trouble-prone mage. He whistled and slipped off hastily along the safer route. 
 
    Archimegadon meanwhile found himself on a walkway around the top of one of the Castle Aldrack entry halls. Unfortunately, it appeared that there was no handy stairway to take him down to safety, but since he didn’t really have any time to stand around he stumbled off towards the nearest door. As he took hold of the door handle the stair he’d come from dissolved under a flow of molten hatred that poured from Sen Delarian’s hands. Archimegadon froze and stared as the mage turned on more of Bartell’s guards who had run to see what the commotion was. Then the dark mage saw Archimegadon himself.  
 
    ‘I have you!’ Sen roared, and another molten flow filled the Mage for Hire’s sight.  
 
    It was a close escape but Archimegadon managed to slide through the door in time to escape a rather hot death, but he was stumbling so badly over his robes that it took Sen no time at all to kick the charred remains of the door out the way and follow Archimegadon into the corridor. Neurion chose that moment to round the corner. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon!’ Neurion said. ‘Fear not, the Light is with us!’ He was surrounded by an aura of light, and he pointed his glowing sword at Sen. ‘Begone, being of darkness!’ 
 
    The sword shook with the power that ran through it, and Neurion’s arms suddenly lost control. A beam of light burst out of the end and instead managed to strike Archimegadon himself, crashing him through another door and through a table, a chair and a couple of vases. 
 
    ‘Sorry!’ Neurion’s cry came through the destroyed doorway. 
 
    ‘Neurion you sodding ass, get out of here!’ Archimegadon snapped from beneath the rubble. This was the absolute last thing he needed while trying to escape the deranged Sen. 
 
    Sen seemingly wasn’t too bothered by the threat of Neurion since he followed Archimegadon into the room without even pausing to deal with the paladin. Archimegadon reached for the nearest handy implement, which turned out to in fact be a ceramic plate, and threw it at the mage of legend. Apparently it was a successful attempt, for Sen let out a surprised sound of pain and, at least for that moment, did not destroy everything within range. Archimegadon meanwhile made another timely escape out the only other door available, casting flamebolts all over the place to make it harder for Sen to decide which way the mage had gone, as suits of armour and tables now lay across most paths.  
 
    Now he just needed to find his way out of the wretched castle without getting himself killed. The corrupt knights of Valia’s old order were not particularly in evidence any longer. Presumably Grand’s assault had pulled them away from guarding the castle interior so much. That served Archimegadon well. But he still didn’t know where the exit was, and even if he was to find an exit, wouldn’t that be where the battle was at its greatest? So it was a choice between the deranged mage Sen Delarian and all-out battle between Bartell and Grand’s forces. However, if the paladins were distracting attention, that would be better than being the sole focus of the kingdom’s most powerful mage. 
 
    He spent another five minutes stumbling around the hallways, flinching at the sounds of explosions that came either from Sen’s anger or the battle to take the city outside. Frustrated and frankly a little tired, Archimegadon came to a brief halt by a balcony that overlooked a small courtyard with some quaint stables attached. As his eyes lingered on the scene he noticed three very familiar figures standing next to horses. Elsim, Felick, and Lord Bartell himself! Well now, it seemed the Lord of Aldrack was planning a quick escape rather than staying and fighting!  
 
    Arranoth… could it be the mountain he’d been told about? Was Bartell going to head straight there in search of the power left by Vortagenses? In search of completing the Clerics’ mad prophecy or Vortagenses’s dark plan? He wasn’t sure what force gave him the stupidity to call the attention of yet another enemy, but something seemed to push him to shout at his great foe. 
 
    ‘Bartell!’ he shouted, and the lord turned with a look of surprise on his face. 
 
    ‘Archimegadon?’ Bartell asked. ‘What the devil are you doing here? You’re a damn fool!’ 
 
    ‘That’s the sorcerer wizard Ub,’ Elsim said. 
 
    Bartell slapped the back of the clerk’s head, knocking his glasses askew. ‘You imbecile, did you let him in? Not that it particularly matters, when the man is a complete loon.’ The look in Bartell’s eyes was less dismissive, though; Archimegadon’s reappearance had made him wary. ‘What are you doing here, Forseld?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I actually came here to finish you off, old bean,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It hasn’t exactly gone to plan, but here we are now.’ 
 
    Bartell chuckled and gestured with his hand. ‘But such a distance between us, “mage”. You’ll be hard-pressed to finish me off at that distance with your talents.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you be so sure!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I wield the very powers of the celestial beings and have returned to snuff you out like a cheap candle.’ 
 
    ‘A cheap candle, is it?’ Bartell asked. ‘I’ve been called worse. Since you seem as ineffectual as last time, I’ll be on my way. Get moving, you two.’  
 
    Archimegadon looked at Felick as though for the first time. ‘Wait a moment… we spared you, you ass. What are you doing here?’ 
 
    The mercenary had the decency to look slightly shame-faced, but then he shrugged and smirked in his usual manner. ‘What can I say, Arkermechadon? My blade’s fer the top power around, an’ his Lordship here is up there right above everyone.’ 
 
    ‘I shall not have such mercy next time, you tedious ass,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You shall be set asunder as blades of grass in the wind.’ 
 
    ‘That analogy didn’t really work, now did it?’ Bartell interrupted, his words puncturing Archimegadon’s brief spat of rage. ‘Forseld, I don’t know by what force or power you have returned here, despite Sen’s spell, but you should probably have taken the easy option and stayed far away.’ 
 
    ‘You plan to kill everyone,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Either way I’m dead, might as well go out the heroic way.’ 
 
    Bartell looked momentarily thrown, and then he snorted. ‘A touching show of heroism, but not enough to sway me. And you are correct; whatever you choose, you are dead. I will see to it.’ 
 
    ‘Sen is not on your side, Bartell,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Bartell’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    ‘The power you seek in Arranoth is not what you think,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘It is the power of a demon, and the will of a necromancer… you…’ 
 
    ‘There you are!’ Sen shouted, rounding the corner and stepping onto the balcony, his hands alight with magical fire. 
 
    Archimegadon had no time to think. Sen or Bartell? A swift idea formed in that moment. 
 
    He turned and pointed at Lord Bartell, and surprised himself with his best flamebolt yet. The air seemed to stand still as the flamebolt hung suspended between the Mage for Hire and the corrupt Lord of Aldrack. 
 
    Then the scene unfroze, and Bartell ducked instinctively, yelling ‘Kalahd!’ as he did so. Archimegadon’s flamebolt faded away, as did the flamebolt that had been forming in Delarian’s hands, both wiped out by the anti-magic pendant that Lord Bartell had activated in self-defence. 
 
    ‘Auber, you idiot!’ Sen shouted, distracted so much by frustration that he forgot the Mage for Hire momentarily. 
 
    ‘Here, Sen, let’s get back to that lesson, shall we?’ Archimegadon asked, a deadly glint in his eyes, and Sen looked around just a moment too slowly. The Mage for Hire struck out with the Staff of Antagules, which made a very painful donk noise as it connected soundly with Sen’s forehead. ‘Learn defeat.’ And his fist smashed through Sen’s face with all the frustration and anger of the last few weeks so hard that Sen’s head connected with the castle’s stone wall as it shot back. 
 
    Sen Delarian’s eyes rolled up in his head, and with only the barest of hisses as his words died on his lips before he could begin to utter them, the mage hero of legend fell first to his knees, then flopped onto his face. 
 
    A very awkward silence was suddenly filled by Lord Bartell’s uproarious laughter. ‘Oh, just priceless! Excellent work, Forseld, I’m really very impressed. And now, I bid you farewell! Enjoy your temporary victory.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, Bartell!’ Archimegadon called. 
 
    ‘Do you really think I’m going to wait because my enemy told me to?’ Bartell asked, tugging himself up onto his horse’s back and riding out of the courtyard. Elsim and Felick quickly gathered their confused thoughts and followed their master as swiftly as they were able. As they reached the courtyard exit they joined up with what appeared to be a significant number of Felick’s Breakers, also on horseback, and together they disappeared into the city. 
 
    Which left Archimegadon with his conquered foe. Sen Delarian. Perhaps a little bit like cheating, but it had worked! Where his talents lacked rather thoroughly, a little ‘ingenuity’ had served him well. The bastard who had shamed him was defeated, tricked, whatever you wanted to call it… 
 
    …and Archimegadon was triumphant! 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven: Ashes of Victory 
 
      
 
    Bartell, Elsim and Felick had left the city. Sen Delarian had been, to all extents and purposes, defeated. A few captains remained to command the Lord Protector’s forces but without the correct leadership to coordinate them, they soon found themselves overwhelmed by the organised paladin army. Bit by bit the usurper’s army was pushed back, until finally the remaining knights stood conquered in the courtyard before the main gates of Castle Aldrack, shaken, battered and out of strength. While commands had been few and far between, word that their leaders were gone passed swiftly amongst the knights, and once it became apparent that there was no overall power behind them any more, the Order of Endless Skies capitulated without much hesitation, casting their weapons to the ground with bitter scowls.  
 
    Grand was only too pleased to relieve them of their weaponry, and had the survivors stripped of their armour and rounded up in the courtyard. Aldrack had fallen. Bolstered by his victory, the paladin commander swaggered into the castle itself, unaware of the disappearance of Bartell, nor of Delarian’s defeat. He was quite ready to fight his old rivals in order to prise the kingdom from their dead hands. It would be best that way. 
 
    The castle itself had few guards left, and those were swiftly captured or dispatched. Those who were allowed to live were shuffled off to sit with the rest, all looking most miserable indeed. 
 
    As for Grand himself, he did not make it in very far when he ran into a figure he had not expected to see here, at the heart of the action. 
 
    ‘Archimegadon?’ he asked, beholding the Mage for Hire in all his glory. 
 
    Archimegadon was indeed looking rather splendid, despite the noticeably tattered and burnt edges around the bottom of his robes, and he stood over a fallen mage. Grand peered carefully at the figure, recognising it at once, but unwilling to believe.  
 
    ‘Is that… Sen Delarian?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ Archimegadon replied. He’d used the magical bindings he’d stolen from the Melethas Mage School to ensure that Sen was no longer a risk, though Sen was still quite unconscious at this stage. ‘I have defeated Sen Delarian, and Lord Bartell has fled the city. Alas, I was unable to stop him.’ 
 
    ‘You… defeated… Sen?’ Grand could barely form the words. 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ Archimegadon replied, taking the time to carefully inspect his fingernails. ‘Is that a problem?’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t? You! Yoooou. It’s not possible.’ 
 
    ‘Stop gibbering, you ass,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I assume since you’re here you’ve taken care of Bartell’s men outside?’ 
 
    ‘Ehm, yes, we have,’ Grand replied. He was suddenly struck by a bizarre sense of respect for this mage he’d assumed was a complete moron, talking with such calm while standing over the fallen hero of the kingdom. ‘We’ve gathered them in the courtyard. Bartell’s gone, you said?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, I caught him riding away on horseback, unfortunately from too far away to stop him,’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    ‘Then… he’s beaten,’ Grand said. He looked incredibly surprised. ‘We’ve… we’ve won!’  
 
    ‘Congratulations, sir,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Though I imagine the city will take some cleaning, not to mention his forces outside. And the wretched dome remains yet.’ 
 
    ‘The dome is nothing particularly much to worry about right now,’ Grand said. Indeed, that could wait quite a long time, as far as he was concerned. ‘My men will scour this “New Valanthas” and clear out Bartell’s inbreeds as soon as possible.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s quite splendid,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    For his part, he felt quite relieved. Suddenly a huge weight had been lifted from him, the burden of his defeat gone now. The shadows of the last few weeks had faded away almost completely. With Bartell on the run, his city fallen to the paladin order, and Sen Delarian captive, their enemies had essentially crumbled. It almost felt good to shirk all the responsibility of clearing up onto Grand, although that probably wasn’t a good thing. It did however tempt him to actually share his information with the paladin leader. 
 
    ‘I am surprised, Archimegadon – the Light works in mysterious ways,’ Grand said. ‘My hand was stayed at that farmstead, and here we find you, the conqueror of one of our great enemies. You have my respect.’ And he offered Archimegadon his hand. 
 
    ‘What?’ suddenly split the space between the two men. All turned to see Mortimyr and company enter the room, and at their head was Valia, who looked absolutely livid. ‘This man is a conman! A trickster!’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Grand asked with a frown. 
 
    ‘Archimegadon is just a petty talentless idiot!’ Valia replied. ‘You don’t really believe he beat Sen? He probably just found him knocked out by someone else! There’s no way!’ 
 
    ‘No need to be such a poor loser,’ Archimegadon murmured with a small smile. 
 
    ‘Really now,’ Grand said, looking a little bemused. ‘There’s no call to make such a show.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t get it!’ Valia shouted. ‘You can’t… I mean… we… we broke into here and fought all his men! Archimegadon did nothing but run around in circles!’ 
 
    Archimegadon was a little surprised by just how angry she seemed to be, though he was slightly in agreement that maybe he hadn’t done all that much after all. He wasn’t about to point that out, though. 
 
    ‘Then praise be to you lot as well,’ Grand said without much force. ‘Well… done?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe this!’ Valia said. ‘Time after time, how do you do it, mage?’ 
 
    ‘Valia, my goodness… are you jealous?’ Archimegadon asked with a laugh. 
 
    ‘Oh, forget it!’ Valia said, and she stormed back the way they’d come, slamming a door behind her. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ Terrill said. ‘For my part, mage, I’m pretty impressed you pulled that off! If you did, eh?’ He smirked. 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon replied with good-natured grumpiness. ‘This time it was me… with a little assistance from Bartell, I admit…’ 
 
    And he related the tale of how it was Sen met his defeat. 
 
    ‘Well, Auber always was an idiot,’ Grand said. ‘His supposed kingdom fell without a problem once we’d decided to attack it just the one time, so…’ 
 
    ‘Guess that’s it here, then,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    Archimegadon pursed his lips. People seemed to be forgetting that Bartell was probably on his way to Mount Arranoth instead, to seek Vortagenses’s lost power. Mortimyr and company knew, but the paladins certainly didn’t. Perhaps it was time to do as he’d been asked now and share the tale of Vortagenses. He remembered Grand’s offer of respect, and made up his mind. 
 
    ‘I have some information that is important,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This may take a few minutes…’ 
 
    * 
 
    A while later found everyone gathered in the throne room where Archimegadon had stood before Lord Bartell for the first time, to collect his reward. There were no nobles in the stands, and only the horrible red glow poured through the great windows. The former glory of Castle Aldrack had forever been lost to Archimegadon; memories and the whispers of the past had stained this place forever for him. Simply being here put him on edge, despite his relief at defeating, if temporarily, Lord Bartell.  
 
    Grand and his paladins were now aware of the threat of Vortagenses. That is, they were aware of the story. Despite his initial respect for Archimegadon, Grand had quickly poured scorn upon the recounting of the old Mage Academy, and Antagules. Just to assist, Antagules seemed to be quite absent, and was not available to tell her own story upon demand. That left Archimegadon feeling quite stupid, and not at all happy he’d told the tale. Even so, at least Mortimyr and the other heroes seemed to believe his tale, and were busy chattering amongst themselves.  
 
    Nevertheless, Grand had been kind enough to give a speech to his paladins, and some of the liberated citizens, announcing the heroism of Archimegadon in defeating Sen Delarian, leaving out the true details of the fight. From being most hated man in this part of the kingdom, Archimegadon suddenly knew some fame instead, and felt a warm rush at the thought that Bartell’s attempts to blacken his name were going to be completely quashed. 
 
    While Grand was busy organising the fight against the last few pockets of resistance throughout the city, sitting arrogantly upon Bartell’s old throne, Archimegadon took up a lonely spot on the edge of the room. Sen Delarian, his “trophy”, was in chains along with his magical shackles, over next to Grand. He’d been kept on hand for information once he woke up, but he seemed pretty content to slumber for the moment.  
 
    The Mage for Hire was actually surprised that he was pleased to see Obdo and Neurion wander in, both looking quite bereft. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage!’ Obdo said. ‘You’re here after all. Was starting to think we’d lost you.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I have survived, for now. Look over there. Sen Delarian.’ 
 
    Obdo and Neurion went through the usual expressions of surprise at seeing the great mage defeated. ‘The paladins got him, then?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘It was me, actually,’ Archimegadon replied, with a small smile.  
 
    ‘That was a bit understated, Mr Big Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Does that mean you really did beat him?’ 
 
    ‘It does, in fact, yes,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I managed to get Bartell to do that anti-magic thing of his, which left Sen rather useless.’ 
 
    ‘So I guess you didn’t really beat him,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I “guess” not,’ Archimegadon said. He drummed his fingers on his chair. ‘I told the paladins everything.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ Obdo asked. ‘That’s the biggest surprise of all!’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t really believe me, of course,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But still. I’ve passed on all the information. Mortimyr and Grand are set to do what they will with Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘Nice, nice,’ Obdo said. ‘What does that mean, then? Are we free to go?’ 
 
    Archimegadon looked around the room. That was the question. He felt very cut out, all of a sudden. Actually giving the information away had felt a bit like giving up the “race” to be hero. And moreover, the paladins had stopped Bartell’s forces and freed all the people. Defeating Sen had given him a moment’s respect but all eyes seemed to be on the paladins, and why not? They’d saved the day. They’d freed Aldrack, and they were working on doing the rest for the whole of New Valanthas. They were the heroes. Archimegadon had just followed through with his grudge and hadn’t even won as a mage, he’d just done a lousy trick to win. 
 
    ‘I think we’re done,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We made it through, barely. Nearly died plenty of times there, and risked people in the act. I think perhaps it is time we stepped aside and let the true heroes do their thing.’ 
 
    ‘That’s no good, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Where’s your fighting spirit?’ 
 
    Archimegadon gave a sad smile. ‘What bard will sing the tale of me punching Sen in the face? It’s all delusional, Obdo, and time to move on. We did what we needed to. Got the message to the paladins.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Neurion, tell him!’ Obdo said. 
 
    Neurion instead shook his head. ‘No… I think Master Archimegadon is right. There’s no shame in just delivering a message. We’ve beaten Belias, and Master Archimegadon stopped Sen Delarian. Aren’t you proud?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah, but… we can do more!’ Obdo replied. ‘I don’t want to stop now!’ 
 
    ‘You could talk to Mortimyr,’ Archimegadon said. ‘He’s most likely to chase Bartell now.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but that wouldn’t be the same,’ Obdo said. ‘We’re a team, you know. We’ve stuck through some pretty bad stuff and made it this far.’ 
 
    ‘You think so?’ Archimegadon asked, slightly surprised. 
 
    ‘Well, yeah,’ Obdo replied. ‘Remember when I carried that stupid demon head around, and Neurion was showing off how bad he was at casting holy spells? Remember escaping the Dusk Alliance base? Remember freeing Gale from Belias? We’ve changed!’ 
 
    ‘From bumbling fools to lucky bumbling fools,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘But wouldn’t you be annoyed when Mortimyr comes home from Mount Arranoth going on about what it was like?’ 
 
    ‘I think I would, yes,’ Archimegadon replied, smiling. 
 
    ‘Then maybe we should go to Arranoth,’ Neurion said, apparently warming to the idea himself.  
 
    ‘If you both agree, then…’  
 
    Archimegadon paused. The images of the day on the wagons when all went to hell flickered through his mind. He could never bring back those two, never replace them, but standing up against the odds just to do what was right… that was what they had believed in, and they had been correct. This was his time to follow in their footsteps.  
 
    ‘Very well,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We will go to Arranoth after Lord Bartell and stop him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the spirit!’ Obdo cheered. ‘What about you, Sir Shiny? Planning to stick around with the other pallies?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think so,’ Neurion replied. ‘I don’t like how he’s taken the throne.’ 
 
    Archimegadon shivered, and glanced at Grand, who did indeed look very pleased with himself slouched across Bartell’s former seat. There was something very important about the fact that Neurion would say such a statement about the paladins he loved. ‘But Neurion, they saved the city.’ 
 
    Neurion nodded slowly. ‘Maybe. But for who?’ 
 
    ‘Always have to be difficult,’ Obdo said. ‘Wanna get going?’ 
 
    ‘Probably for the best,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I suddenly don’t feel terribly safe being here.’ He watched Grand sitting high on the throne, and wondered if it was just a silly feeling. Perhaps. But it wouldn’t hurt to get moving. ‘Let’s go, gentlemen.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Valia stumbled through the trees and, once she reached a clearing far enough from the city bounds, hurled her glaive Uldraxios through the air back into the trees with a yell of anger and frustration. She couldn’t see where it landed, but she had no plans to go after it anyway.  
 
    Unbelievable! For once she made a selfish choice and tried to help some real heroes save the kingdom, and instead got the ultimate slap in the face. That horrible, vacuous, selfish pig mage managed to pull off some sort of victory over Sen Delarian and looked to be a hero of the realm. She’d been in the crowd when Grand had given the speech, watched crowds of people cheer on the world’s biggest charlatan, and something had broken in her.  
 
    She was plain, not hugely pretty or even ugly. Nobody really noticed her for anything (though on the rare occasions she actually smiled, she shone, but nobody had told her). And when it came to actions, she was just a nameless knight in an era that had known peace. A pointless guard in a backwater village. Given the opportunity to do something real, she’d repeatedly failed to achieve anything of note. Even helping free Gale from Belias had provided her little pleasure, seeing how Archimegadon swanned around taking all the credit. 
 
    She knew she was jealous but at the same time she felt justified. What did Archimegadon deserve all this for? A horrible person, she couldn’t reconcile it at all. Was the world really so damn stupid that it would hail such a character as a hero? And why had fate handed him the victory just as she changed groups? 
 
    And it drove her even more mad that there was nothing she could do to remedy it. She couldn’t change history, couldn’t change the world, could never do anything.  
 
    ‘Damn it,’ she said. ‘Damn them all.’ 
 
    ‘Something the matter?’ asked a smooth voice. 
 
    Valia turned with surprise to see a man nearby, dressed entirely in regal silks, and leaning nonchalantly against a tree. She’d only seen the man on a couple of occasions, but she recognised who it was the moment she saw him. 
 
    ‘Lord Bartell,’ she whispered.  
 
    Bartell smiled. ‘Ah, you recognise me. Excellent. That saves me introducing myself.’ He pushed himself upright from the tree. ‘You look angry about something, Valia Relassis.’ 
 
    ‘You know me?’ Valia asked. This was all she needed to end a bad day, running straight into the hands of the kingdom’s enemy.  
 
    ‘Not personally,’ Bartell replied. ‘For a time, the Light spoke to me, though, and I heard a handful of things that interested me. You travelled with a man who named himself Archimegadon, did you not?’ 
 
    ‘I did, yes,’ Valia replied. Despite her fear of impending death, a flash of anger ran through her, and her eyes narrowed involuntarily. 
 
    ‘I suppose that would make you an enemy of mine?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Valia replied, sighing. 
 
    ‘So why is it that you are here, throwing your polearm into the forest?’ 
 
    Valia felt her heart steady itself, and her fear seemed to drain a little. Something about Bartell’s manner did not seem to indicate he was about to kill her, or at least not just yet. ‘I… I was angry,’ she muttered, sounding petty even to herself. 
 
    ‘About what?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘That man!’ Valia replied, and she could feel her cheeks go crimson in that frustrating way as she got too angry. ‘The world! Oooh! I hate it all!’ 
 
    ‘You’re not quite making sense to me,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Archimegadon beat your mage,’ Valia said. ‘Sen Delarian. And now they all think of him as a hero! A hero! Doesn’t that make you sick?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really care so terribly much about the man,’ Bartell replied, shrugging. 
 
    ‘But why should he be seen as a hero?’ Valia asked. ‘He’s done nothing! I went all the way to Verrinion Cathedral to warn Grand, I tried to help Mortimyr and his hero friends, and the person who gets the glory is that man!’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like you’ve been rather busy trying to stop me,’ Bartell said with a smile. 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose so,’ Valia said in a defeated tone. ‘Do what you will, it doesn’t really matter now. It was my one chance for some glory in my life, and I lost it, again.’ 
 
    ‘And yet Aldrack has fallen,’ Bartell said. ‘The paladins reached it in time and defeated my soldiers. In rescuing Archimegadon, you brought him to the city in time to defeat Sen Delarian and thus leave my men leaderless in their last battle. Don’t you feel you’ve done plenty?’ 
 
    ‘I… I suppose,’ Valia replied. ‘Why are you talking to me, Bartell? You’re just going to kill me. What am I to you but another pointless enemy foot soldier? I bet you killed plenty of those back in the day.’ 
 
    Bartell smiled at her. ‘You are too concerned with what you are seen to be, Valia. As am I. But we will still win the day, if we just remain sure of who and what we are.’ 
 
    Valia glared at him. ‘Please don’t toy with me. Just kill me and be done with it. You ruined my order on top of everything else – who’s going to trust a knight of the Order of Endless Skies now?’ 
 
    ‘Your order has always followed the higher purpose of infinite possibilities, Valia,’ Bartell replied. He drew a small black dagger from his belt. ‘That is the symbolism of its name, is it not? In the city, they are celebrating my defeat. Archimegadon is revered as a hero. Grand, no doubt, plans to rule Aldrack from my seat of power.’ 
 
    ‘So I suppose we both lost,’ Valia said, wanting at least to hurt Bartell’s pride before he killed her. 
 
    ‘I wonder, perhaps destiny played some part in bringing you here, at this place, and this time,’ Bartell said. ‘Is it not a magnificent view of my city?’ 
 
    Valia looked across the clearing to where Bartell’s eyes were directed, beyond and above the mass of trees, at the rising walls and towers of Aldrack. It was pretty, in its own way, if marred by the glow of the dome, and the energy beam that stabbed to the heavens above Castle Aldrack’s highest point. ‘I guess so.’ 
 
    ‘Enjoy the sight,’ Bartell said. ‘I will build a kingdom without boundaries, and with no need for barriers. To mark this point, let us see an end to the dome. One of Vortagenses’s last safeguards when he founded Valanthas, and one he never used. Farewell, Aldrack.’ 
 
    Valia felt a rush of fear surge through her again, and started to step towards Bartell as his eyes glinted with cruel gloating. And yet she wanted to see this, had to see this. A sudden surge of spite ran through her, remembering the crowds cheering Archimegadon instead of her, and she stayed her hand, listening as Bartell uttered a series of strange words she did not recognise. Bartell held the dagger aloft, while it glowed with some dark sorcery. 
 
    The air shook with a soundless impact. And then the red skies shimmered and surged towards that central point above Castle Aldrack with a terrible hum that made Valia’s vision blur. For one instant, as the skies returned to their glorious blue, she saw the energies gather like some cloud of bloody mist over the city, and then a beam of energy slammed down from it, and the mist was sucked into it in the span of a blink. All the magical energy of the beam detonated in Castle Aldrack, blowing the entire city flat in less time than it had taken Valia to throw away her family weapon.  
 
    Debris flew through the air but it seemed to miss Valia and Bartell, landing close by and leaving great holes where it landed. Valia felt all existence grind to a halt, the scene suspended in her vision as though it would be stuck this way for an eternity, this one dread moment. And then the air rushed past her, and all was still. 
 
    Aldrack had been destroyed. Seeing Bartell about to cast the spell, knowing full well that the Lord Protector was about to unleash something devastating, Valia had chosen simply to watch him do it. Everyone there could only be dead… and all of those lives had been hers to save. 
 
    ‘It is over,’ Bartell said, shaking her from her thoughts.  
 
    ‘What have you done?’ Valia asked, her voice weak. ‘Think of all the people there…’ 
 
    ‘Thus shall it be from now,’ Bartell said. ‘The filth shall be cleansed from this land. Aldrack is only the start of it. And consider this, Valia: Grand and his paladins are dead, Forseld is gone, and all who saw him as a hero have been erased. Who now is the winner of today’s festivities? Certainly not Grand or Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘Your friend, Sen, he was there,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘He was no friend, not in the end,’ Bartell said. ‘He served his own purposes.’ 
 
    Valia nodded slowly. ‘Now you’ve shown me this, please kill me and finish it.’ 
 
    ‘Kill you?’ Bartell asked. ‘You’re worth more than that, Valia. Come with me, and help me unlock the secrets of Vortagenses. I’ve proven them all wrong about me… now let’s finish that off instead. We have great work to perform.’ 
 
    ‘I… I’ll do it,’ Valia said. 
 
    It didn’t occur to Valia in that moment that she could still strike down Bartell, and rid herself of some of her agony for staying her hand in the crucial moment, perhaps even save the day. She’d lost something in that moment, and clinging to Bartell’s cause right now was the only thing she could do to keep herself sane. Who else was going to look at her with anything other than disgust now that she’d done this? Surrounded by her self-loathing, it didn’t occur to her that nobody would know it but her and Bartell. Very little of reason was going on right now in Valia’s confused head. All she knew was that following Bartell out of the little glade was the only thing worth doing with herself, and she devoted herself to that small task, while the ruins of Aldrack smouldered behind her. 
 
    * 
 
    Not long before Valia’s meeting with the Lord Protector, Grand was sitting on the throne of Aldrack looking incredibly bored. The excitement of the battle, and the following victory, had now passed into the tedium of administration, and he was not best pleased. Once he’d properly established himself here, he’d have underlings to do that all for him. In the meantime, though, everyone was looking to him to be the benevolent new lord of Aldrack, which meant overseeing all the stuff he didn’t care for. 
 
    Which was why the revival of Sen Delarian was such a pleasure.  
 
    ‘Well, Sen, welcome back to the land of the living,’ Grand said, taking pleasure in this moment far too much, but deciding to enjoy it for all it was worth. 
 
    ‘Grand,’ Sen said. His eyes took in the scene around him, and for a flickering instant fear crossed them, swiftly hidden. ‘You didn’t really…’ 
 
    ‘We won, yes,’ Grand replied. ‘Now then, conqueror of demons, famed opponent of Tel Ariel, how are you feeling after losing to Archimegadon, Mage for Hire?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, shut up,’ Sen replied.  
 
    ‘Really, it’s quite embarrassing,’ Grand said. ‘How many spells does the man know?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think that’s important right now,’ Sen replied. 
 
    ‘Very well, if you’re not interested in the jibes, perhaps you can tell us why Auber’s run off like a coward,’ Grand said. ‘What was that about?’ 
 
    ‘Like I would tell a filthy paladin,’ Sen replied. 
 
    ‘Your choice, Sen,’ Grand said. ‘In that case, tell me how to bring the shield down.’ 
 
    ‘Not a chance,’ Sen said, nothing but venomous hatred in his eyes now. ‘You idiots. Your world is about to be brought down around your ears, and you think taking some pointless settlement is going to stop it. I don’t matter, the soldiers don’t matter, this castle doesn’t matter. My plans are in motion and will continue to proceed even when you kill me.’ 
 
    ‘Scary words, Tel Ariel,’ Grand said. ‘So pathetic. I never expected you to lower yourself to the level of your old enemies.’ 
 
    ‘What we are doing is the saving of a foul and dirtied world,’ Sen said, fixing Grand with a piercing glare. ‘Where evil men like you hold power under the name of goodness and light.’ 
 
    ‘Save the sermon for the priests,’ Grand said. ‘I want information from you, no excuses. If you don’t tell us what we need to know, then I shall find ways to get it.’ 
 
    ‘No torture would make me speak,’ Sen said. 
 
    ‘That we can find out for ourselves,’ Grand said with a smile. 
 
    ‘Look at you, so smug and pretentious,’ Sen said. ‘I’ll enjoy watching you die to my lord and master.’ 
 
    ‘Bartell? He’s washed out.’ 
 
    ‘Not Bartell, no,’ Sen replied. ‘My real master is truly the greatest of all masters of the arcane. Soon you will meet him.’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t just working with Bartell, then?’ Grand asked. 
 
    ‘Auber is an idiot,’ Sen replied. ‘He’s not the man he was. He’ll never manage to succeed at anything, he never noticed anything about my dealings, and he lapped everything up that I told him. He set up the order of New Valanthas ready for once my King comes back, not knowing he’d never have a part in it. Bumbling fool.’ 
 
    ‘You have both lost, Sen,’ Grand said, drawing close. ‘I’ve waited this long, and now I’ll take your dome and forge my own kingdom here. The Light should not be subject to any kings. Bartell’s time is over.’ 
 
    Sen opened his mouth to reply when everything shook rather unpleasantly. Then the lights outside changed from the shade of blood to the unfamiliar brightness of normal daylight. Delarian felt an unpleasant suspicion develop very quickly in his stomach. He’d given Bartell one of the crucial parts of the dome enchantment, the dagger, with which Auber could have opened a temporary hole in the dome wall so he could ride on to Arranoth.  There was no way Auber would have read up or discovered any details about Vortagenses’s last trap instead, though… he couldn’t have… 
 
    Grand meanwhile did not know anything about what was happening, but he recognised on Sen’s face that something very serious and unexpected had turned up. Not now, not when he was this close to succeeding! He involuntarily found himself reaching for the throne for safety. 
 
    An almighty hum built up in the space of a handful of seconds, to such an extent that all in Aldrack were deafened by the sound. As Grand and Sen were wracked with pain, the whirling energies unleashed their full power, and searing light filled their vision, followed by hollow darkness. 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon, Neurion and Obdo had procured a couple of cheap horses from a stable owner whose delight at being freed from Lord Bartell’s grip had made him particularly generous. Obdo and Neurion had been forced to share a horse, naturally. They’d also purchased a map that probably wasn’t terribly accurate, but it did have both Aldrack and Arranoth on it, so they hoped they’d be able to pick up Bartell’s trail and follow the Lord of Aldrack to his final resting place. 
 
    Their enthusiastic departure from the city came to a sudden halt as the winds changed around them, and instinct caused them to turn and look back at the ominous black shape of Aldrack. As the assembled companions watched, the magicks of the dome seemed to bid a hasty retreat back to the place of their birth above Castle Aldrack. While Archimegadon was still getting his head around the sudden return to a blue sky, Bartell’s vengeance fell upon the beleaguered Aldrack. Even from this distance, the sound of the deadly magic shuddered through the companions, and air rushed past as though fleeing the devastation. 
 
    There was a particularly long moment where the inexperienced adventurers could do nothing but just stare at the ruins. Archimegadon loosed his grip on the Staff of Antagules as he gazed blankly at the remains of Aldrack, and the staff clattered as it fell to the road. Neurion dismounted and ran past Archimegadon’s horse, hand outstretched as though he could somehow heal the scar Bartell had left in the land. After a moment the young paladin fell to his knees, with no idea how to handle destruction on this scale. 
 
    ‘What just happened?’ Obdo asked finally, dismounting and stepping over to Neurion. 
 
    ‘It’s gone.’ Archimegadon swallowed hard. He lowered himself from the horse, retrieved the Staff of Antagules and then joined the other two, squeezing Neurion’s shoulder comfortingly. ‘Someone turned the barrier on the city. That must have been Sen, or Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘But why would they destroy their own city?’ Neurion asked, looking up at Archimegadon. ‘That would have killed every single person there. All their troops there would have died.’ 
 
    ‘And all of Grand’s paladins, the biggest threat to Bartell hereabouts,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The city had fallen anyway. What would Bartell care for the people there?’ 
 
    The initial shock of seeing the city fall wore off, and suddenly it hit Archimegadon just what Bartell had done. From suddenly having the tide going their way, Archimegadon and his companions were back on the losing side. All the paladins hereabouts had probably been taken to Aldrack to depose Bartell, and now they were gone. All the people who had seen Archimegadon was not the villain Bartell had advertised had been wiped out. While the dome had been brought down by this act, that suddenly no longer seemed to be an issue. With such colossal power on his side, it was no wonder that Bartell did not care for the defence of Aldrack.  
 
    Bartell would most likely be incredibly confident in his plans after this evil act. Whether the man was aware of the impending death awaiting him in Arranoth, Archimegadon didn’t know, but the priority now was stopping him from ever unlocking that last door in the Tomb of Vortagenses. If Vortagenses was responsible for the madness in the Mage Academy, the magical toys Bartell was playing with, and the power of the dome, then unleashing him on the world would likely bring about a disaster. 
 
    So, the paladins are dead? came Antagules’s voice. 
 
    I would imagine so, Archimegadon replied. They were all in the city restoring order. And after I told them everything as you asked. 
 
    I am surprised, Antagules said. I didn’t think your pride would allow it. 
 
    That’s enough of that, Archimegadon said. You saw what happened? 
 
    I’ve been keeping an eye on things for a while. I did not know Vortagenses had designed the dome in such a fashion, she replied.  
 
    Who would have done it? Archimegadon asked. Was it Bartell, Sen, or someone else entirely? 
 
    Sen Delarian is dead. 
 
    Delarian is dead? Archimegadon felt a shock rush through him. He’d hated the man, but still the thought of such a man being dead in such an ignominious fashion was quite humbling. Then again, until a couple of weeks back, he’d barely even remembered the fellow’s existence, and had only really known of him for the period he’d despised the man. Others who had paid attention to their kingdom’s hero would be shocked, though, if Valanthas survived the days ahead. 
 
    He remained a guest of the paladins to the end, Antagules told him. Looks like Bartell didn’t care so much for his old friend. 
 
    Apparently not. Archimegadon stared at the smoke rising from the ruins of Aldrack. How do you even know that? 
 
    I have an orb here that shows me visions of things happening in your world, Antagules replied. Apparently it considers what’s happening down there with you most important, which is a first. 
 
    I see, Archimegadon thought back, in no mood for a snappy reply this time. What now, then? 
 
    You know what comes next, Antagules replied. You’re the only people I have left, unless you know any other heroes or organisations close by? 
 
    Not hereabouts, Archimegadon replied. This is not the most populated part of Valanthas. 
 
    Then I must ask the impossible, Antagules said. Follow Lord Bartell. Put an end to his plans. Don’t let the power of Vortagenses be unleashed on the kingdom. 
 
    I’ll do this one for free, Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Valia,’ Obdo said, interrupting Archimegadon’s silent conversation. ‘I didn’t get on with her so much, but… ’ 
 
    ‘I liked her,’ Neurion said, the corner of his mouth twitching. ‘Maybe she got out. She escaped the Dusk Alliance, remember?’ 
 
    Archimegadon remembered indeed, but this was entirely different. Escaping the devastation there had been a natural reaction, but Valia would have had no reason to flee with any particular haste after the day’s events. And for that matter, Mortimyr, Anjilo, Terrill and Gelenn… they had been there too. And now they were gone? 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Obdo said. ‘First time, I’m all out. What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a ruin,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We can mourn for it and the people later. For now, we have to get the man who did this.’ 
 
    ‘Lord King,’ Obdo said. ‘Some “god” he is.’ He cracked his knuckles. ‘I’m ready for him.’ 
 
    ‘Then let us proceed,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    Such a display of power ought to have put him off completely, and yet he still wished to carry on. Here, on the Central Way, looking down upon the ruins of Aldrack, he suddenly felt very alone in the world. Valanthas had opened up again, and he should have been happy to see the skies again, but they didn’t feel like they were there for him any longer. What remained was the road, the mountain at the end of it, and Bartell.  
 
     
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight: The Last Road 
 
     
 
    ‘The city of Aldrack lies in ruins, Lord Bartell races ahead to end the world, and you had to stop to get new robes,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon frowned. ‘Now look, the other robes were quite ruined from my battle with Delarian.’ It still made him feel odd to say the name, now that the man was dead and gone, but he shoved that thought aside quickly. Who could feel any pity for the man who’d put all this in motion ten years or so back? ‘While they seem to have been my reward for conquering Sen’s little magic trick, they weren’t terribly durable in the face of battle.’ 
 
    ‘So you went for pink?’ 
 
    ‘These are purple!’  
 
    He had indeed opted for some fine robes that divided themselves between purple and white, interwoven with lighter violet shades here and there, and some gold patterns for variety. He felt these were the most splendid robes he’d managed to procure thus far, and certainly the best final vanity purchase he would (presumably) make before heading on to Arranoth for what was quite possibly the end of all things. 
 
    ‘I notice you bought a new set of clothes as well,’ Neurion said to Obdo, his eyes narrow. 
 
    ‘Yeah, uh, well I figured we’d better use the time,’ Obdo said. He’d gone for some black leathers that made him look like he’d fit in with Broadblade’s Breakers. Along with his stubbly chin, he looked infinitely more threatening than he actually was.  
 
    ‘Well, let’s use the time to try and work out where we are on this blasted map,’ Archimegadon said, bringing out the worn plan of Valanthas’s many roads. ‘I did say we should go left at Pelaan and head through Eldsmith.’ 
 
    ‘I’m telling you, this way was better,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘The Central Way is the most direct route to Arranoth,’ Neurion said, in such a pious fashion that it sounded almost religious. 
 
    ‘Nah, this way skips out a load of it,’ Obdo said. He poked a finger onto the map. ‘Look, should get us past this bit here, and then we might even get past Lord King.’ 
 
    ‘Bartell already has an extensive lead on us, I suspect,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Today’s necessity has alas put us further behind. Be that as it may, I’m quite sure we’d have been better off not diverting off the open road and having to traverse… what was it… a bog, a river crossing with a mad ferryman, three bandits and ending up in the wrong village for half a day.’ 
 
    ‘Those were just bad luck,’ Obdo said. ‘Bet we’d have run into the Breakers and stuff if we’d followed them on the road.’ 
 
    Neurion’s mouth tightened as Obdo said this. Archimegadon smiled a little to himself. Despite the paladin’s irritating and total faith in Archimegadon, here he found a stumbling block; his belief that Felick should have died back at Gale was so strong that he actually got annoyed that Archimegadon had let him go. That irritation pushing at Neurion’s expression was, to Archimegadon at least, a sign that Neurion was improving. 
 
    ‘I don’t know that Bartell is so worried about being followed,’ Archimegadon said. ‘As far as he can tell, all his enemies were in Aldrack, and nobody else knows where Bartell is going now, nor what his plans are. If I was Bartell, thinking in that way, I’d be feeling rather pleased with myself about now.’ 
 
    ‘You feel pleased with yourself anyway,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I did after all defeat Sen Delarian, and was chosen by a mage of legend to combat the great threat to the kingdom.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds grand without any of the actual details,’ Obdo said with a grin. 
 
    ‘Silence,’ Archimegadon said, glaring. ‘Now then, I believe that the right-hand fork up ahead should bring us near to the Central Way again.’ 
 
    ‘That takes us off to the road back to Gale,’ Obdo said, peering at the map. 
 
    ‘Nonsense!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Follow me at once, and you shall be tutored in the correct manner of deciphering maps.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Lord Bartell rode with his head held high. At his right side, eyes twitching in all directions, Elsim rode in trepidation of attack. Felick, feeling pretty clever, was to the left, his Breakers fanned out around the dark lord protectively. Valia rode behind, eyes staring into nothingness.  
 
    Bartell was finding it impossible not to smile. Being free of his damned study, and the army that required constant attention, he was feeling renewed! Back on the road as an adventurer again, on his way to fulfilling the destiny he’d missed at Malthair. And what a mess he’d cleared up in Aldrack, wiping the world clean of Grand and his corrupt paladins, and the traitorous Sen. What it was Sen had been up to was still a thing of mystery to the former Lord of Aldrack, but those plans had been cut short. Getting rid of Mortimyr, Terrill and Gelenn had been another huge bonus, clearing foolish vigilante heroism out of the way early so he could proceed with matters efficiently. 
 
    The Central Way had been busy for a short while. Many folk had banded together to see what had been hidden behind the mysterious red dome that was now gone, and many groups of local militia had passed Bartell on their way to investigate. Fortunately none had recognised the Lord of Aldrack, and the few that asked whether they had come from that area had naturally been denied the truth. Now, though, the excitement had died down, and travelling along the road was mostly a lonely business. 
 
    ‘Redrock, do stop acting like that,’ Bartell said, getting fed up of the man looking so blatantly afraid of being caught. ‘You will make people suspicious of us.’ 
 
    ‘You are surrounded by a band of mercenaries,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Plenty of minor nobles travel like this,’ Bartell replied. ‘Nobody will care.’  
 
    Valia was still an amusement to him. She only spoke to make snide remarks but otherwise seemed to be in a trance, and didn’t talk if she could avoid using her voice. The girl was so embroiled in her own anger and hate that she was emboldened by not fearing (and even, it seemed, craving) death.  
 
    Running across her leaving Aldrack by chance, Bartell had recognised her as the daughter of one of his former soldiers – one of his best soldiers, in fact. If she had the same fighting talent as her father, she would be a good asset in the coming days. He’d only been a good fighter after he stopped loving life as well. 
 
    ‘Someone’s coming!’ Elsim said, cowering under his arms. 
 
    Bartell turned his head and blinked as he saw a woman riding towards them from behind. The Breakers were quick to reposition to face her, but it was soon obvious she was not there to harm anyone. 
 
    ‘Akarith!’ Bartell said. ‘I didn’t expect you to find us.’ 
 
    ‘Auber, what happened to the dome?’ Akarith asked. ‘And Aldrack! Grand escaped the cathedral, he slipped past, and then… did he do that to the city?’ 
 
    ‘I destroyed Aldrack,’ Bartell replied. 
 
    ‘You..?’ Akarith narrowed her eyes. Possibly, she was remembering that he’d destroyed her old base as well. ‘Why would you want to do that?’ 
 
    ‘Grand’s paladins and a band of would-be heroes were there to kill us,’ Bartell replied. ‘They even got Sen. I had to stop them getting us, so I brought the dome down on their heads and have freed us of all opposition. My so-called knights managed to bungle the defence.’ 
 
    ‘Plenty of your army remains,’ Akarith said. ‘Velris is camped in the Verrinion Cathedral awaiting your orders.’ 
 
    ‘Forget about him,’ Bartell said. ‘He no longer matters. None of the Order of Endless Skies does. Everyone with a purpose is here, right now. Will you join us?’ 
 
    ‘You’re collecting that power of yours?’ Akarith asked with a smirk.  
 
    She had always been pretty sceptical about whether Auber and Sen were right to expect some miracle power to be locked away in Arranoth, even though she showed some deep interest in the concept on some occasions. Bartell wasn’t quite sure what interested her the most: the cause Bartell followed, or the promise of power that he might give her. His right eye narrowed for an instant, and a cold expression washed over his face, quickly replaced by a slanted smile. 
 
    ‘That’s it, Akarith,’ he replied, trying to look jovial. ‘We’re at the end now.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, Auber, when you say they “got” Sen…’ 
 
    ‘He is dead,’ Bartell said, forgetting himself and not showing any remorse. Then he recalled who he was speaking to, and twisted his disdainful scowl into a regretful frown. ‘Because of Grand. But Grand is dead now. They all are.’ 
 
    Akarith looked genuinely upset. ‘Oh, Auber, I don’t know what I can say. I know he saw you as a brother, and cared about you very much. I’m sure he’s proud that you avenged him.’ 
 
    Bartell felt his right eye narrowing again, and tried to force it back to a more neutral expression. It did make him unhappy to think of how he had seen Sen in the past, compared to his more recent realisation of Sen’s own private ambitions and whatever separate agenda he’d been pursuing, contrary to Bartell’s own. Whatever secrets the mage had kept had died with him, though, but still, he’d been trying to play Auber for a fool, and by doing so had spat on everything that had gone before. 
 
    So Bartell would not forgive it, nor would he mourn the mage’s passing, or allow it to affect him. That was done. But Akarith obviously still liked the man, which was tiresome. He reached out and squeezed her shoulder.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he whispered, sounding as though he’d been overcome with emotion. In truth, his attempts to mask his contempt had resulted in his voice coming out strangled. 
 
    ‘Shall we… shall we get going?’ Akarith asked.  
 
    Bartell gave her a smile. ‘Straight away, my dear.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So, in fact, this was the road to Gale,’ Obdo said, as they gazed down from the top of a hill and beheld the mountains in the distance that surrounded Gale. 
 
    ‘You clearly took a wrong turning somewhere and misled us,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Let us head back and find our bearings.’ 
 
    And so the companions spent another hour retracing their steps. Archimegadon cursed this waste of time, and tried to ignore the fact that it had been his fault. What mattered was that the gap between them and Lord Bartell was probably getting pretty big now, and could mean the difference between killing the man and total disaster.  
 
    They still had to consider that Bartell’s mines were probably guarded by more of his soldiers, and these mysterious Clerics might be there in force as well. The Order of Endless Skies had, as far as Archimegadon knew, been mostly concentrated on defending Aldrack, but there was still the possibility that Valia’s old fellows would be there. Getting to Bartell before he reached the mountain was their best bet, or otherwise they’d have to sneak past one of the most dangerous forces around. Despite a handful of successes, largely in part to being good at running, Archimegadon knew that trying to fight Bartell’s men would lead to a premature conclusion for his bardic tale. 
 
    Antagules, are you there? Archimegadon asked, feeling very foolish silently talking to himself. 
 
    What’s that? You again? Has something gone wrong? 
 
    No, I just wanted to ask about the Kalahd spell Bartell uses, Archimegadon thought. Is there any way to stop it? 
 
    Not really, no, Antagules replied. It does disable all of his powers, though, so it’s a double-edged sword. But don’t get carried away, he’s a good swordsman, even now. Now I’ll get back to bed, thank you, I was trying to sleep. 
 
    ‘If only one of us was good at using a bow,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Planning to do it with true assassin style?’ Obdo asked. ‘Don’t look at me. I barely know how to club people.’ He waved the bone-club he’d taken from Belias’s minions. 
 
    ‘I am not proficient with bows, sorry,’ Neurion said. ‘For some reason, I just cannot quite work out how to hold them.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that leaves that out,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I suppose it will be easier to plan once we catch up.’ 
 
    ‘Like that’ll happen after you made us go back to Gale,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘We were not even close!’ Archimegadon said. ‘We’re still outside of the dome’s former boundaries, so cease your impertinence.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, alright, let’s talk about something else then!’ Obdo said, fearing getting clouted by the Staff of Antagules. He fished around for a moment. ‘Uhm… say, what was it like in the real Mage Academy?’  
 
    ‘Unpleasant,’ Archimegadon replied. He still did not particularly like the memories of that time. ‘The place was empty, and stalked only by memories of the past, it seems. Imagine, if you will, a place that was designed by an evil Neurion.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Neurion asked, not looking slightly offended. 
 
    ‘Well, it didn't terribly make much sense,’ Archimegadon replied. Talking to oneself wasn’t exactly the norm, even in Valanthas. ‘For me, at least, the rooms were filled with memories of the past. Things I didn’t wish to remember.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of things?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Back in the old war, I was a wagon runner,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I forget if I told you. Two of my friends were on the same wagon as me – we followed the army about and distributed supplies amongst the soldiers, and would set up camps and craft tools when they stopped in a particular area for a while. We saw a great many things on that wagon, none particularly pleasant, but we made it to the end. Or nearly.’ 
 
    ‘Did they..?’ Obdo stopped himself. 
 
    ‘They died, yes.’ Ardon stared up at the clouds, watched them drift without a care, and focused on them. So silly, to still feel that way, after all this time. ‘Valanthas did not bother for their sacrifice. After the war finished, the King and all his people under him withdrew their support and did not pay for any of what we had done. They furnished their palaces and mansions with the spoils of war and left many of us with nothing.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s why Bartell was so bitter, I guess,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Funnily enough, no,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Bartell and most of the heroes were paid rather heavily for their high-profile role in defeating Tel Ariel. So I heard at the time anyway, I confess I didn’t really learn their names properly until recently. Auber got himself promoted to a General very shortly after.’ 
 
    ‘So what made them like they are now?’ Obdo asked. ‘Something has to have unhinged them.’ 
 
    ‘I once heard it said that it is the small things in life that can wear a person down,’ Neurion said. ‘Perhaps something pestered them for long enough that they went bad.’ 
 
    ‘Or perhaps they really believe that everything is so bad they need to destroy it and recreate it all,’ Archimegadon said, shrugging. ‘Dramatic people do dramatic things.’ 
 
    ‘We noticed,’ Obdo said, smirking. ‘Eh, Sir Mage?’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo,’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    ‘Say, if we actually did win the day,’ Obdo asked, ‘do you think we’ll all go bad too?’ 
 
    ‘I hardly imagine so,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It all seems far too much effort.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps Mortimyr’ll come along and have to stop you,’ Obdo said, before putting his hand to his mouth. ‘Oh, I didn’t mean…’ 
 
    ‘Never mind it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Those responsible will pay the price. Sen already has, and by the will of his own friend, no less.’ 
 
    ‘They’re such a nice bunch of heroes,’ Obdo said. ‘Valanthas really is the worst.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Bartell, Akarith, Elsim and Felick spent the next night in an obscure pub a small distance off the Central Way. It was not the most pleasant place by far, but at least it was crowded enough that they could hopefully slip by largely unnoticed. For his part, Bartell was getting a bit annoyed with Akarith being unhappy about Sen, though she presumably hadn’t realised that Sen was hiding something from Bartell. He had not yet worked out what Sen was about, but the words of the Light and Sen’s shadowy actions had left Bartell feeling suspicious indeed. 
 
    She’d also talked too much about Velris over the past few hours, mentioning the man at least twice and going on about how he was still waiting at the cathedral if they did need back up. Perhaps Grand had not been lying when he had said those things outside Castle Aldrack. Then again, perhaps he was letting the paladin commander trick him from beyond the grave, which would make Bartell foolish indeed. He tried to push the thoughts aside, but he still found his suspicions rising. 
 
    They retired to their own room together, however, and after a short but sweet evening both dozed off and snored merrily in the darkness. Bartell was dreaming about a sandy shoreline when there was a knocking at the door that eventually got so loud it made the former lord awaken with a start and slip out of the covers. Surrounded by shadows, he felt a chill take hold of him, and he grabbed a few of his magical medallions from the bedside table and the now-useless dagger that had been Vortagenses’s means of controlling the dome.  
 
    The knocking persisted, and Bartell walked over to the door as soundlessly as he could manage. Akarith was still snoring lightly in the bed behind him, surprisingly deep in sleep for one who was supposed to be a paranoid assassin. Placing his hand gently on the handle, he threw open the door and kept his other hand resting on the hilt of the concealed dagger. 
 
    His visitor was an old man, with a rough chin covered in stubble, and a fair set of scars on his face. It wasn’t anyone Bartell recognised, for sure, and that put him even more on edge. 
 
    The old man broke into a smile. ‘It is you, milord!’ he said, his voice so deep and rough it was hard to understand anything he said at first. ‘Thought I knew yer face downstairs, right. I’m Lagoss, served under ye fer nine years. Never thought ta see ye here.’ 
 
    Bartell panicked. The man recognised him? It had to be a trap. His hand tightened on the dagger and in a flash he’d drawn it and stuck in into Lagoss’s chest, and felt the man’s heart jump in protest against the blade before falling still. The soldier’s eyes widened and flashed; the life seemed to drain from him as they did so, and his body crumpled to the floor, his eyes still fixed sightlessly on Bartell’s as he fell. A pool of blood started to seep across the floor, some of it meandering around Bartell’s toes. 
 
    Auber stared at the dead man, his right arm dangling uselessly, still grasping the dagger. 
 
    Elsim appeared, seemingly from nowhere, at Lagoss’s side, and he mopped up some of the blood with a cloth, tidying the body efficiently at the same time. ‘Oh sir, sir, you shouldn’t need to do this yourself,’ he said, fussing like Bartell had been having trouble preparing dinner. ‘That’s why you have Elsim. Put your dagger away, my lord. I’ll get this cleared for you.’ 
 
    Bartell shook his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts. What if the man had been a genuine faithful soldier from the old campaigns? When had it become so easy for him to just kill people like that? 
 
    Elsim seemed to notice that Bartell was bothered by this kill, and his hand gently prised the dagger from his master. He also gave Auber a light push backwards, out of the pool of blood. ‘My lord, please, you go and enjoy your night, hm? Elsim will clear it. Nobody will miss an old drunk.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Elsim, naturally,’ Bartell said, lifting his foot and shaking it off. Elsim stooped and wiped Bartell’s foot quickly, so that most of it was clear, if not spotless. Bartell paused as he stepped back across the threshold of his room. ‘He was probably a spy for the kingdom,’ he added. 
 
    ‘Oh, certainly, my lord,’ Elsim said, looping his arm under the dead man’s shoulder. ‘He needed to go. Nothing is more important than what we are going to do.’ 
 
    ‘Quite,’ Bartell said, frowning. ‘Nothing is.’ 
 
    Akarith was still snoring in bed. Bartell stood in thought, his hand tugging at his moustache, and then he smelt the metallic scent of Lagoss’s blood and shook his hand in sudden revulsion. How ridiculous, after wiping out an entire city, that it should bother him over one old fool in a pub. What did it really matter?  
 
    But it wasn’t the business of a hero to go around murdering! That was never how it worked! What was it he was heading to do at Arranoth? Was this really what he had set himself to do, murder and destroy without a second thought? But they had brought it to this! They had squandered the gift! They’d been given peace and misused it. It had to be this way! 
 
    Bartell found he had started pacing and glanced over at Akarith, but she was still snoring away to herself. How silly this was. Hadn’t he discussed this endlessly with Sen already?  
 
    What was the problem? He had enjoyed this evening, it was true, and in some ways, after all that had been going on, he had felt some odd desire to pack it all in and settle for what he had now. On the other hand, after what he’d just done, both here and at Aldrack, was there really any way he could go back on things? 
 
    They’d been right, of course. He was too weak to carry it through. When it came down to it, Lord Auber Bartell was nothing more than a big coward who was loud enough to bluff his way through mishaps.  
 
    No. He wasn’t going to go out like that! Aldrack was the start, not the end. New Valanthas had not crumbled when the dome went down, it just meant that now everywhere was his kingdom. And once he’d opened the tomb, it would all become clear. He’d show everyone that Bartell was no mere trifle! 
 
    But at what cost? 
 
    Bartell folded his arms and drummed his fingers. It was late. Thinking like this was easy when he was tired, and his defences down. Better to leave it to morning. 
 
    He could no longer hear Elsim clearing up outside his room. It could be forgotten now. Everything would proceed as planned. 
 
    * 
 
    A few days later found Archimegadon, Obdo and Neurion back on the Central Way, on a hazy morning. The skies were blue but diluted by a vague wash of soft white clouds that covered the heavens. Droplets of water sparkled on the grass, while a handful of brave birds called the morning chorus together swiftly before retreating into their lairs, where it was distinctly warmer. Everyone’s breath came out as tiny wisp-like clouds, and surrounded by all this haze, Archimegadon had the brief feeling he’d woken up into a world of ghosts.  
 
    ‘How are we doing now?’ Obdo asked. ‘Feels like we’ve been on the road for days.’ 
 
    ‘That would likely be because we have been on the road for days, Obdo, well observed,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘As for how close we are, look ahead.’ He waved an arm, and Obdo stared through the morning mist to see the distant but looming shape of a mountain. 
 
    ‘That’s it, huh?’ Obdo asked. ‘Guess we didn’t manage to catch up after all.’ 
 
    ‘Bartell had a lead,’ Archimegadon said, not particularly wanting to invite reminders of how he’d taken them the wrong way, but plunging into it regardless. ‘We can still catch up, I’m certain. Although we may have a few minor issues passing his guards.’ 
 
    ‘Well, since we’re this far, allow me to say it’s been a pleasure, you two,’ Obdo said. ‘You know, being a peasant and all was pretty dull, if I’m honest. Even carrying the demon head, it’s been a real blast these last few weeks. Dodging thieves, wizards and heroes, getting kicked out of more places than the average pub drunk, I’ve got plenty of tales to tell my children.’ 
 
    ‘Assuming anyone would have them with you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘And I’ll be able to tell them all about your sunny self, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘That I met the legendary hero, the Destroyer of Delarian, the Bartell Beater, the…’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s quite enough,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What is all this sentimentality in aid of, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Just sharing m’thoughts, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Don’t you think it’s been special?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’m used to spending my days casting the odd tiny flamebolt to scare away rats, and ever since I met you it’s been one disaster after another. Besides, all of the people who saw me as the Destroyer of Delarian are now dead. My reputation, such as it was, remains the tarnished name given me by Bartell. As far as Valanthas’s opinion will go, I am no more than a conman. And perhaps that would be the most accurate term.’ 
 
    ‘I will tell everyone your tale,’ Neurion said. ‘I will tell them how Master Archimegadon stood before necromancers, mages and demons to triumph against the great evil of our age.’ 
 
    ‘At which point everyone will tell you to stop drinking,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Myself included. Valanthas needs no more heroes anyway, going by our local ones.’ He pursed his lips. ‘Furthermore, Obdo, you were not cursed, which I can tell you now was not the most entertaining experience.’ 
 
    ‘I did get put on a stake by Belias,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘As did I,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Just before I managed to spell myself into the old Mage Academy.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, bah,’ Obdo said. ‘I enjoyed our little adventure anyway. Sort of.’ 
 
    ‘It all depends on how today pans out,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll look back fondly if we succeed, but otherwise…’ 
 
    ‘…We won’t be able to look back at all,’ Neurion said, not really thinking of the dark truth of his words.  
 
    ‘Indeed so,’ Archimegadon said, staring at Mount Arranoth, and the ghostly mists that hung all around like a shroud. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine: The Gloves Are Off 
 
      
 
    Bartell stared up at the towering mountain peak, far, far above him, lost in the mists. Behind him, the insignificant little mining town lay unaware of the role he had planned for it, as the first place to be judged once he wielded the powers of a god. The testing ground for the force that had been left by the former hero to save the kingdom in its time of need. By this point, the dark and rather vindictive nature of all of this had not been lost on Bartell, but regardless of what shadowy goal Sen had been pursuing, Bartell planned to carry out the act as it needed to be done.  
 
    ‘So this is it,’ Bartell said. ‘A rather anti-climactic finish, wouldn’t you say?’  
 
    Akarith looked uncertain about something. ‘Over so soon? Is there nobody left trying to stop us?’ 
 
    It seemed an odd question to ask, but Bartell opted not to press it since his own mood was pretty thrown by the realisation of how close his goal was now. ‘The only ones opposing me were the paladins, and Mortimyr’s crew. They were all in Aldrack when I destroyed it. We have nothing more to fear.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s a relief,’ Akarith said, casting her eyes about. ‘I can’t help but feel nervous, Auber. Like before we took on Tel Ariel that last time.’ 
 
    ‘The evil we fight this time is not manifest in a single entity,’ Bartell said. ‘It is in all people. What we do here is, I suppose, not an end to anything. The destruction of Aldrack was simply the end of my current opposition.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you even draw the dome over New Valanthas, if you planned to destroy it straight away?’ Akarith asked. 
 
    ‘Sen knew the key to the tomb was in the bounds of New Valanthas,’ Bartell replied. ‘However, we learned that Orgus Alhamis himself was touring the region nearby. We decided to seal the region in the dome to prevent the key from leaving our grasp, while we searched for it.’ He smiled coldly. ‘As for destroying the dome, that was never Sen’s intention. He wanted New Valanthas as his prize when I returned from Arranoth.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Akarith said. A momentary flash passed across her eyes, not lost on Bartell. Again he chose not to comment. 
 
    Instead, he turned to the guards stationed at the mine’s entrance. ‘Has there been any disturbance here since my last visit?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘None, milord,’ replied one. ‘Been quiet as a grave.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Bartell said with a nod. ‘Nevertheless, I want all guards called off break duty, sleeping, whatever. Every available man must be placed on guard at once! On pain of death.’ 
 
    ‘My lord?’ 
 
    ‘Important work is to take place today,’ Bartell replied. ‘I do not want it interrupted. Nobody is to enter these mines but myself and these here.’ He pointed at Felick, Akarith, Elsim and the small band of mercenaries.  
 
    The guard actually had the cheek to look slightly annoyed at these orders, but he very quickly dropped the attitude and nodded curtly. ‘At once, sir.’  
 
    Bartell glared at the man’s back as he retreated. For now he would let it pass, but he’d kill the man later. If he still remembered by that point. Doubts assailed him as to whether this great power would be all Sen had presented it to be, especially in light of Sen’s deviance up to the end, but he wasn’t about to throw it all away now!  
 
    ‘My lord?’ Akarith asked, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    A flash of anger shot through him as he broke out of his distraction. ‘Call me Auber, for heaven’s sake,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Auber,’ Akarith said with a grin, misinterpreting her friend’s anger. ‘Shall we get going?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, get moving.’ Bartell signalled for the Breakers to take the lead, and they did so dutifully, Felick placing himself right at the front of the band. Elsim, Valia and Akarith fell in to either side of Bartell.  
 
    The former Lord of Aldrack paused on the threshold of the mines and stared back at the misty sky. Finding the tomb here… Sen’s knowledge of all these magical items…the fact Akarith had found them all and lined them up so nicely for Bartell to collect…was it fate, destiny, that had brought him to this moment? Were the fatalistic mutterings of the Clerics truth? What was the power that Vortagenses had stored here, at the base of Mount Arranoth?  
 
    It was never good to get ahead of oneself. The answers would be found inside. 
 
    Bartell turned his back on Valanthas and stepped into the gloom. 
 
    * 
 
    It was a short while before Archimegadon, Neurion and Obdo stumbled into the mining town below Arranoth, which had imaginatively been called Arra. One of the dustier places they’d visited, Archimegadon found himself coughing a fair bit before he managed to get his horse to stop galloping, nearly trampling some poor miner in the process. Indeed, people seemed to be moving around quite busily for a sleepy village and getting in the way everywhere, and Archimegadon cast a glance back at the others. 
 
    ‘Anything strike you as suspicious, gents?’ he asked. 
 
    Obdo hopped off Neurion’s horse and scratched his hair. ‘People look like they’re in a rush,’ he replied without much of a pause. 
 
    ‘Bartell,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘You can see him?’ Archimegadon asked.  
 
    Neurion shook his head. ‘No, I can’t, but whatever is going on, it’s in the direction of the mountain. It has to be him.’ 
 
    ‘Surprisingly perceptive today, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well, let’s get moving. I don’t know if Bartell has any guards about, but keep an eye out in case. Either way, I don’t imagine they’re looking for us.’ 
 
    ‘As long as it’s not that mercenary guy again,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I shall prepare my sword of light,’ Neurion said, drawing his blade and scaring a bunch of nearby people who noticed. 
 
    ‘Put your sword back, you idiot!’ Archimegadon said. ‘What are you trying to do?’ 
 
    ‘Imbue it with Light,’ Neurion replied, looking surprised. 
 
    ‘You’re scaring everyone and getting us noticed,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Sheathe it for now, we can cut everyone apart later.’ 
 
    ‘As you say, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Archimegadon led them on along the streets, his feeling of unease increasing with each step taken. For such a small town, it appeared to have a damn ton of people who were arming themselves with everything available, be it a sword, pitchfork or even the odd wooden stick. It looked like Lord Bartell had called on every person available to fight, unless perhaps some great evil had already broken out, causing the people to rise to arms to fight it off. He wasn’t sure which situation he preferred, bearing in mind on the one hand, he would have assistance, but would probably have arrived too late. 
 
    The thought of facing Vortagenses renewed, or Bartell empowered, was quite enough to make him think again about whether he really wanted to be taking this course of action. He just had to remember what a story would be sung were he to pull this off. The ultimate coup! He didn’t particularly want to think of the likelihood of a cold, unknown death beneath the great mountain. 
 
    Some open gates led to a thin path that trailed up to the mountain itself. Dust clouds swirled all about, almost blowing the assembled adventurers upwards to their destined battle with the forces of Lord Bartell. To either side, the land dropped away, sweeping out to magnificent plains across what appeared to be one of the less populated regions of Valanthas, but certainly a beautiful one. Something about the brightness seemed to make the mine entrance, now in view, look all the darker, and Archimegadon found himself wishing he’d had the foresight to bring some sort of torch. With any luck, Lord Bartell liked to have his mines lit rather than leaving it to individual torches.  
 
    A veritable army awaited them at the end of the dust trail, filled to the brim with confused and angry villagers who’d presumably been assembled from Arra. To Archimegadon’s chagrin, they were facing away from the mine entrance, their eyes trained on the dust trail. Bartell had indeed called them to the defence of the mines, poor villagers who were little aware that the deranged man planned only a miserable death for them all. Well, he had little time to plan, so it was time for the first bluff he could think up. 
 
    Archimegadon positioned himself in as noble a pose as he could muster, and surveyed the mob. ‘Greetings, sirs and madams!’ he said. 
 
    ‘What’re you here for?’ one of them demanded, a grizzly looking fellow. 
 
    ‘I am a companion of his lordship the great Lord Auber Bartell!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I was a little held up, but he should be waiting for me somewhere around here?’ 
 
    ‘Lord Bartell specifically gave orders that nobody was permitted to pass aside from himself, and his men he had with him,’ replied a man who was actually wearing some mediocre armour, unlike his fellows. ‘Says he had important business that wasn’t to be interrupted. Said nothing about anyone else catching up.’ 
 
    ‘Well heavens, how rude,’ Archimegadon said, feeling some sweat break out as his confidence in his on-the-spot pretence faltered. ‘He does insist on forgetting about me.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you, anyway?’ the guard asked. 
 
    ‘I, sirs, am…’ Archimegadon began, and then paused, his uncertainty soaring, but fortunately the crowd assumed it was for dramatic effect. ‘I am Sen Delarian!’ He winced as he said it, pretty much sure that at least one of this rabble had run into one of the foremost men who had overseen the mine’s operation.  
 
    Obdo and Neurion threw each other bemused looks. 
 
    The wind whipped dust up around them, while the army of villagers remained eerily silent. 
 
    ‘Oh, my lord!’ the guard said. ‘Please, carry on through, I did not realise!’ The army split in two quick as a flash, cowering behind their makeshift weaponry. 
 
    ‘You have to be joking,’ Obdo muttered. 
 
    ‘They’re scared of Sen,’ Neurion said with a trace of enjoyment in his voice. 
 
    Surprised as Archimegadon was that the crowd had split with such ease, he was even more surprised to see the beginnings of malicious pleasure in the young paladin. Taking a moment to gather himself, he nodded imperiously at the crowd.  
 
    ‘That’s better!’ he said. ‘Now, you be sure not to let anyone else through. There’s a fellow, Archimegadon, a great, powerful and handsome mage, and he and his adventurers are on their way here. He has a paladin and a fearsome fighter with him, and possibly other allies. Make sure they don’t get through.’  
 
    ‘As you command, sir,’ the guard said. 
 
    ‘Onwards, fools,’ Archimegadon said to Neurion and Obdo, sweeping through the crowd like an emperor.  
 
    He stared up at the rather unassuming mine entrance, just a wooden gateway stretching into the gloom. Whatever guards lurked within would probably not be so foolish as to fall for the same trick, and certainly when it came to Bartell and his band, there would be no quarter given. But it had to be faced. Without a single glance back, he followed Bartell’s steps and disappeared into darkness. 
 
    * 
 
    Bartell’s mood had steadily grown darker as he trod the dull path that wound its way through the mountain. How deep these men had dug! And what chance that the meandering path they’d taken had led them straight to an unfound tomb, left with such amazing and great promise. But did it really have to be such a long distance? The further they went, the more he wished they were at his destination. His stomach felt quite bad by this stage, his uncertainty about what lay behind that door he’d visited so long ago dancing about his head like some demonic imp, taunting him with doubts and grim possibilities.  
 
    A wall of shimmering rainbow colours bordered the mines and the crystal caverns, a beautiful unspoilt natural wonder. At least, it had been when they’d found it, but now it bore the hole they’d blown into the bottom, which brought them onto a thin trail winding round a mysterious glowing pit. Glittering crystal walls and yawning caverns that dropped into the void surrounded Bartell and his band, making him feel as though he’d stepped into the furthest reaches of the heavens, and whatever darkness there lay beyond them. He’d not liked it the first time, either. 
 
    ‘You’ll fail, you know,’ Valia said, as they were walking along a blissfully wider track of thick crystal that led out from the wall and directly over the endless nothingness below. ‘An imperfect man couldn’t make a perfect world.’ 
 
    ‘Idle insults, Valia,’ Bartell said. ‘I know how you like to play. Besides, your idea of perfect does not necessarily match mine. When I’ve succeeded here, what you think won’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘Then kill me here,’ Valia said. ‘I don’t care about your “new world”.’ 
 
    ‘If you didn’t, why did you follow me?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘To see how it ends,’ Valia replied. ‘That’s all I care about now.’ 
 
    ‘Why toy with her, Auber?’ Akarith asked. ‘Let the girl go.’ 
 
    ‘Valia has the potential to be a good servant for the coming age,’ Bartell replied. ‘There will be those who I need to keep things under control. I am offering her a spot in the new regime.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘I still say you should let her go,’ Akarith said. ‘I don’t feel right treating her like this.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Bartell said. ‘I brought her here to show her the truth of things. To show the glory of our grand work. She should be grateful.’ 
 
    Valia looked between Bartell and Akarith with a knowing smirk, which went unnoticed by the two former heroes. 
 
    ‘I’m not convinced,’ Akarith said, glowering. ‘And I’d have been a lot happier if we’d asked Velris to back us up at the mountain entrance rather than leaving the defence to a bunch of brain-dead villagers. I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately, Auber.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not interested in your worthless opinion!’ Bartell said. ‘Shut your mouth, and don’t interfere where it’s not needed.’ 
 
    Akarith looked a bit affronted at this outburst, and then her expression softened a little, looking even a bit sad. ‘Alright, Auber. You go ahead. I’ll guard the back.’ She slipped back from him and crept along behind the band, keeping just out of range of Bartell being able to talk to her. 
 
    Bartell glared at the empty space Akarith had left at his side, and cursed his loss of temper at the same time. But Akarith should have understood that Valia had potential to be a good leader when the new regime came in. She’d managed to organise the defeat of Bartell’s forces in Aldrack quite by accident, and yet had no opinion of herself above her station. Perfect for leading material under his command! Akarith was stupid to criticise. And to have the cheek to mention Velris, whose name he did not want to hear, was double the crime. 
 
    He chanced a glance back at Akarith, but he couldn’t quite see her since she was shadowed just out of range of him. Blasted caverns and their dim light… 
 
    His heart tightened. Shadows… 
 
    The crystal walkway wound down slightly and then into a wall of glittering crystal that stretched out in all directions as far as the gloom would allow anyone to see. A golden archway had been erected at the end of the walkway, leading into a smooth, egg-shaped cavern. On the left side of the cavern the floor dropped away into another endless pit, and Bartell cast a worthless grob over the edge. He didn’t hear it hit the bottom. Then as the thought took him, he loosened the string on his moneybag and upended it, letting all his grobs, vallins and relorans pour away into oblivion. 
 
    Elsim looked scandalised. ‘My lord..!’ 
 
    ‘What use will money be when I am the god of this land?’ Bartell asked. Just as he turned, he noticed Akarith was much closer now, and her hand was leaving the hilt of her sheathed dagger. 
 
    Bartell threw the moneybag over his shoulder and made to rejoin the group. Then he sidestepped to Akarith and faster than the assassin could react, he’d drawn the black dagger and plunged it into her chest, taking hold of her shoulder to hold her steady for the killing blow, one last bitter embrace. Her eyes widened and she barely even made a sound, the yell of pain cutting off almost instantly. Bartell stared into her eyes and watched as they flicked first in panic, then found his own and looked back. No remorse was in his eyes as she searched his face for some sort of reason. 
 
    ‘Don’t think I wasn’t aware what you were up to,’ Bartell said. ‘On Sen’s orders, I suppose. You both betrayed me.’ 
 
    ‘I...’ Akarith tried, but she could not muster the strength to speak. 
 
    ‘I gave you a chance,’ Bartell said. ‘You could have been queen of my world. A goddess. But heaven will never accept whores. Now get away from me.’ He pulled out the dagger and pushed her away savagely, watched her body splay uselessly on the cold crystal floor. 
 
    Akarith’s blood seeped through minute cracks in the ground, spreading out like a maze of veins. Nobody wanted to be the first to break the crushing silence that followed Bartell’s act. 
 
    ‘It was her choice,’ Bartell said to nobody in particular, looking down at his feet. ‘Did nobody else see her? She was trying to sneak behind me with her dagger.’ 
 
    The others stood mutely, none of them sure what to say. Felick in particular looked upset at the death of his former boss. Valia, not that Bartell was looking up to see, actually appeared amused. Elsim cleared his throat first of all of them, and stepped forward. 
 
    ‘Nothing to worry about, my lord,’ he said, not quite sounding himself. ‘You have done the right thing. She had no place in the coming world. Now, your destiny is waiting for you, Lord Auber Bartell. Come on. We should head further in.’ He gestured at the far side of the room, where a golden doorway glittered enticingly. 
 
    Bartell did not see the shadow flicker behind Elsim’s cracked glasses. 
 
    ‘You are right,’ Auber said, finally looking up. ‘We’ve cleared out the last of the traitors. We’re nearly there.’ 
 
    ‘Sure that’s the last?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure, no,’ Bartell replied, stopping just as he was turning to leave. ‘Very well, Valia, you can prove my faith in you. You stay here and guard this place. Make sure those idiots up top haven’t let anyone past.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, I’ll do it,’ Valia said, nodding. ‘You’d really trust me?’ 
 
    ‘More than I did her,’ Bartell replied, sparing Akarith’s corpse only the slightest of indications with a tilt of his head. ‘You’ve seen what will happen if you do decide to double-cross me.’ 
 
    Valia gave him another short nod. 
 
    ‘Let’s move on,’ Bartell said to the rest. ‘There’s nothing worth staying here for.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon and the others were quite lost. Bartell’s mines seemed to be quite a large operation, certainly much bigger than he’d expected. Unfortunately, this meant the companions had quite successfully lost themselves in the various tunnels that were, for some reason, empty. 
 
    ‘We should have asked them up top for a map,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I assumed that ass Bartell had just dug straight to the tomb,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That sure worked out well for us,’ Obdo said. ‘Glad he was considerate enough to leave out guards.’ 
 
    ‘I’d imagine that, were we on the right path, we’d be swarmed by soldiers,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘We must be a few miles south of where we’re supposed to be,’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘Have faith, Obdo,’ Neurion said. ‘Master Archimegadon will find a way.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, yes, quite,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Say, Sir Shiny, can’t the Light give us a hand?’ Obdo asked, nudging the paladin, who glared back through the gloom. 
 
    ‘Well, yes, it can, if you don’t barge me around, necromancer,’ Neurion replied.  
 
    ‘It can?’ Archimegadon asked with some surprise. ‘This won’t end up with one of us dead, will it?’ 
 
    ‘You can have faith in me, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion replied.  
 
    He drew his sword and the surrounding gloom shrank away quite impressively, Archimegadon felt. Even so, Neurion’s previous ‘success’ gave the Mage for Hire a distinct shiver as the sword began to shake and flash. 
 
    ‘Er, did you break it?’ Obdo ventured after a moment. 
 
    ‘Take us to the Tomb!’ Neurion said, ignoring Obdo, and the sword launched off down the tunnel, dragging the hapless paladin after it. 
 
    ‘Erm, we should probably follow,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Not like we're going to let him go alone, right?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Well, he is running off making quite a noise,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Very well, let’s catch up.’ 
 
    Just what he needed, here in the realm of his arch-nemesis. Not that it would probably concern Bartell in the slightest if he knew that Archimegadon had followed him all this way. Archimegadon rounded a final corner to find exactly what he’d not wanted in the place he’d been looking for. They were now in a grand chamber that appeared to be full of soldiers and the like, a cavern full of wooden structures where digging and other work was in full swing. Presumably, this was closer to where they needed to go than the pointless tunnels they’d been stuck in before.  
 
    However, Neurion had attracted the interest of quite a hefty number of mercenaries, who were drawing their weapons and stumbling their way over rocks and other obstacles to reach the wooden platform Archimegadon and company were standing on. Neurion was struggling to get his sword back under control. 
 
    ‘Well,’ he said, finally dismissing the Light from his weapon, ‘it got us somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘It’s got us killed from the look of it,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That ain’t who I think it is, is it?’ one of the Breakers asked his fellows. 
 
    ‘Whoever they are, they ain’t supposed to be here,’ one replied with a grin. 
 
    As the Breakers advanced with their jagged cutlasses to the fore, Obdo pushed Archimegadon aside and stood as heroically as he could manage in front of them. 
 
    ‘Stand back!’ Obdo said, holding up his left hand. He reached into a pocket with his right and drew forth a small cube. ‘You guys might think I don’t bring anything to the party, but just look at what I got from Anjilo!’ 
 
    He pinched the Handy Cleanser and then hurled it at the floor just ahead of the Breakers, where it exploded with a bright flash. As the light cleared, the Breakers could be seen holding their arms up in front of their faces, standing still. 
 
    ‘Take that, you bastards!’ Obdo shouted. 
 
    ‘Erm, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That works on undead, not people.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, what, really?’ Obdo asked. Faster than anyone expected of the short farmhand, Obdo fled behind Archimegadon again, nearly dropping his bone club in doing so. 
 
    ‘Ugh, sod it,’ Archimegadon said as the Breakers realised the cube had done nothing and renewed their charge. ‘Flamebolt!’  
 
    He launched a blast that destroyed one of the wooden supports of the platform the mercenaries were advancing across, and with a yell the Breakers fell into the void below.  
 
    ‘Oh, that was rather more effective than I was expecting,’ Archimegadon said, frowning. He’d not really thought about the implications of knocking out the platform. Had he killed those men? 
 
    Obdo noticed Archimegadon pause and grabbed him by the arm. ‘No time for that, Sir Mage,’ he said. ‘There’s more on their way.’ 
 
    ‘Right, right, of course,’ Archimegadon said, shaking his head. ‘Neurion, any clue where to go?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give it another try,’ Neurion replied, drawing his blade again. ‘Please, stay calm, but show me where to go!’ 
 
    The sword listened at least to the second request, but it charged off once again, knocking a couple of Breakers flying as it yanked Neurion through their midst. Archimegadon and Obdo blasted or clubbed a couple of other mercenaries aside and charged after their paladin companion into another gloomy tunnel, no idea whether they’d end up in the right place. 
 
    * 
 
    Bartell had quite liked the Tomb of Vortagenses. The founder of Valanthas had been an extravagant man, it seemed, to judge from his tomb, and certainly a wielder of powerful magic. The walls and walkways of the tomb were sandy marble, polished to absolute perfection, and it seemed they were quite immune to being scraped or collecting any sort of dust or dirt. Several chambers made up the structure, each leading to the next, and all followed a similar pattern. They were each like angular eights, the walkways leading around the edge of the room, and one walkway that led across the middle from left to right. Above and below the walkways there was no ceiling or floor; instead, Vortagenses or his mages had conjured the impressive illusion of an endless starry sky, so it felt as though the chamber was floating far beyond the heavens, rather than being hidden away deep beneath a mountain. 
 
    This time, however, Bartell had no interest in the scenery. In fact, after the events of the previous room, he didn’t much care for anything at all. All he wanted now was to enter the last chamber and bring an end to it all. Valanthas, the King, everything. All his good memories had largely involved Akarith in some way, and now he could not think of a single one. His life, his very self, was something he wanted to forget now. 
 
    Felick and the handful of Breakers still with them seemed to have noticed Bartell’s foul demeanour, and were keeping a discreet distance from their liege lord. Elsim, meanwhile, looked quite happy, and was walking along with a straighter back than he’d ever displayed previously.  
 
    Besides a number of Knights of Endless Skies, there were Clerics in their sinister blue robes bunched up along some of the walkways, talking animatedly. Bartell pushed these aside even if they weren’t in his way, despising each and every one of them for their connection with any of this. He was sick of the whole foul business. The Light had asked of him a terrible price to save the world, and he saw little reward now that his beloved was dead, by his own hand. 
 
    Because she had clearly been looking to betray him, like all the others. He’d not been wrong about that. Not a damned bit. 
 
    He pulled the key from his pockets and held it up to the light. For a flickering instant he considered casting it over the edge and into the oblivion of space, and perhaps himself with it, but then he recalled that it was likely an illusion, and possibly the drop was not far enough for a clean death. If he was going to go, he’d prefer it fast, compared with the torture since he’d felt the last beat of Akarith’s treacherous heart judder through the blade. 
 
    ‘My lord, welco…’ began one of the Clerics standing at the doors of the innermost sanctum.  
 
    Bartell grabbed the man by the front of his robe and thrust him aside, almost sending the man stumbling over the edge of the walkway. Felick carefully signalled at the man to make no protest.  
 
    ‘This is the entrance to the Throne Room?’ Bartell asked, to nobody in particular. ‘It looks more ordinary than I recalled.’ 
 
    ‘This is it, yes, my lord,’ Elsim replied. ‘The Throne of Mirrors awaits within.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Bartell said. ‘Redrock, Broadblade… stay here. I want none of you to follow me unless you come under heavy attack. In a few minutes, I will presumably re-join you, and be able to teach anyone who has followed us the proper etiquette for treating with Gods.’ 
 
    ‘My lord,’ Elsim said with a nod. 
 
    Bartell took the key and put it carefully in the small hole. Was it really this simple? A basic key and lock that had barred them access for all these months? But then he could remember the first time a Cleric had tried to open the doors, dying with a hideous shriek within mere seconds. Auber had no such fear that this would be repeated this time, though; some strange feeling of fate had filled him, and he did not fear death. With a quick twist, the key turned successfully, and the final barrier lay open. 
 
    Bartell stepped into the room and instantly shut the doors behind himself. He didn’t want anyone else to see this scene.  
 
    The final room was quite different to the rest of Vortagenses’s tomb. The marble here was sleek black and purple, the colours winding and twisting around each other and encircling the central circular dais, which was raised three steps up from the floor. At the very top was the throne itself, this one constructed from silvery marble, and aside from a few inscriptions around the edges, it was largely unadorned with anything fancy. At the sides of the room, bordered by deep black walls, great mirrors stood proud, silent sentries over this last step in the final journey of Valanthas’s sorry history.  
 
    Bartell stepped further in. Around the central dais, he could now see, ran a circle of glass, under which innumerable stars spread into infinity. Overhead, covering where there should have been a ceiling, raging clouds thundered and flashed behind glass. How terribly dramatic. Well, enough of the sight-seeing.  
 
    He dropped his satchel to one side and withdrew the three pieces of the Staff of Vortagenses. An easy matter to combine them again. Sen had shown him exactly how to do it. Apparently, they would serve as part of the ritual that would fill Bartell with the power of a god. Quite simply, all he needed to do was put the staff in place in a carefully-carved groove in front of the throne, and the magic of the place would do the rest. 
 
    The staff hummed in his hands as he twisted the last piece into place. Odd, it had never done that before. But then, that was how it was supposed to be, he assumed, since it was now near the place of its own private destiny. He stepped up towards the Throne of Mirrors. 
 
    He heard the faint rustle of what sounded like cloth or something behind him, as though someone else was in the room with him. Had the Clerics dared follow him? 
 
    Bartell turned and caught a glimpse of a dark figure. The air burst into light, he felt his senses numb, and suddenly there was nothing more. 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon was quite fed up of all of this running. They’d been chasing Neurion for what seemed to have been forever, and in so doing had gathered quite a group of Broadblade’s Breakers chasing behind them. 
 
    ‘This is quite possibly the worst day of my life,’ he said as he stumbled over yet another loose rock in the latest delightful tunnel. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s not so bad,’ Obdo said next to him, wheezing all the same. ‘At least Neurion’s sword hasn’t turned on us.’ 
 
    ‘Yet,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Where the sod did that ass Bartell go anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure that sword’s taking us the right way if I’m honest,’ Obdo said. 
 
    They turned a last corner and found themselves before the entrance to the Crystal Caverns. 
 
    ‘Well, that sure showed me,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘At long last,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    He chanced a look behind and saw that the Breakers were getting closer. At least Felick had been kind enough not to arm his men with bows, or the three companions would likely have been less-than-alive right now. That being said, the mercenaries did not look as though they were going to run out of strength just yet, whereas Archimegadon, stumbling in his blasted awkward robes, was losing the will to live altogether. Whatever was wrong with damned stupid spiders in a wretched house in the forest? He missed those days. 
 
    Neurion’s sword was rather too enthusiastic as they stepped out onto the thin walkway across the void, and he fell flat on his face, skidding across the marble. Obdo dived at the paladin and grabbed hold of his leg before Neurion could slip over the edge altogether. Archimegadon, meanwhile, turned and faced the mob of Breakers. They were out of time, and luck. 
 
    ‘Fools!’ he said. ‘You have chosen poorly this day!’ He raised a hand. ‘Flamebolt!’  
 
    Grand as the flamebolt was, the mercenaries were less than impressed as it fired upwards, rather than at them. Shrugging, they charged, only to find a great stalactite plummet straight on top of them, killing a few outright and knocking a couple more from the walkway. The remaining handful tried to climb over their fallen comrades. 
 
    Archimegadon found his bluster struggle against this new experience of killing not merely spiders or demons but people. Had this really been what heroes did on a daily basis? It certainly didn’t carry the heroic feeling of euphoria he’d been hoping for. Now wasn’t the time to debate it, though; with a regretful sigh, he blasted away the last of his restraint and funnelled his power into the advancing Breakers. He almost wanted to pull the punch, but this was for real, and it wasn’t sensible any longer to be nice to his enemies. Trying to ignore their faces, he pushed harder, until the column of flame forced the last mercenary over the edge. 
 
    He turned to see Obdo and Neurion staring at him. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘That was, like… that was completely not “Sir Mage” at all.’ 
 
    ‘People change,’ Archimegadon said, stepping past the farmhand. ‘The power of Archimegadon has been awakened and brought to bear. Let the mountain tremble at our passing.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, very nice, very dramatic,’ Obdo said with a snort, in spite of himself. 
 
    ‘I did tell you he was a master,’ Neurion said. 
 
    They didn’t get much further when they stumbled into the last person they’d been expecting. Archimegadon felt a mix of confusion and huge relief as he saw that it was Valia, back from the dead. 
 
    ‘Valia!’ he shouted, forgetting their pointless rivalry now that he was so pleased to see she’d actually survived Bartell’s wrath. ‘Good grief, you actually made it!’ 
 
    The knight froze in her tracks and stared at them with a completely unreadable expression. Archimegadon tried to work out if it was just unfathomable surprise. She replaced it shortly after with a dazzling smile. 
 
    ‘You lot!’ she said with quite surprising cheer. ‘I thought you were all dead!’ 
 
    ‘Nah, we managed to sneak out!’ Obdo said. ‘Didn’t want to hang around with Grand and his paladins, which I guess was just as well. Say, does this mean that Mortimyr and his mage friends made it out?’ 
 
    ‘They… no, they didn’t,’ Valia replied. ‘I was supposed to meet up with some of Grand’s paladins outside the city, but I didn’t find them. And then Bartell did…’ She shivered uncontrollably. 
 
    ‘I know,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You tracked Bartell all the way here by yourself?’ 
 
    ‘I… well yes, I did,’ Valia replied, looking a little put out. ‘I wanted to get revenge. So I tracked him across Valanthas.’ 
 
    ‘We were engaged in the same thing, although slightly behind,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Any idea how far ahead Bartell is?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not very,’ Valia replied. ‘I heard a noise and thought either trouble or help might be on the way so I was coming back to make sure. We can carry on as a group if you like?’ And she smiled at the companions. 
 
    ‘Well, of course, Valia!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We are quite delighted to have you back on board. After our successes at the Dusk Alliance base and Gale, what better way to bring an end to Lord Bartell’s ambitions than by teaming up for a last push to destroy him?’ 
 
    ‘Sounds perfect,’ Valia replied, still smiling. ‘Follow me, you guys. It’s a straight road from here.’ 
 
    They carried on deep into the belly of the earth. Archimegadon felt a shiver suddenly, picturing a small book, a lantern, robes… remembering his bizarre entry to the magical border world where Antagules had been stuck on guard, watching over the Mage Academy, and Vortagenses’s madness. When they finally reached the Throne of Mirrors, and if they could defeat whoever awaited them there, where would the bridge lead? To their salvation, as in the Mage Academy? Or the endless drop that yawned to either side of that bridge, at the end of the plains of desolation? 
 
    Silly thoughts. Foolish expectations. Stopping Bartell’s mad ambition was its own reward. Expecting more was pure greed. On the other hand, the odd bit of gold would not go amiss now, would it? 
 
    Obdo and Neurion were chattering away with Valia, who seemed to be silently withstanding their barrage of information rather than trying to get any words in. Archimegadon was pleased to see her, even if she was the most irritating woman this side of Elgebra. He wondered when she’d lost her glaive, though. As far as he could recall, it had been pretty important to her, but then battle was as battle did. Who knew what had caused her to lose it between here and Aldrack? She had instead gone for a sword and shield, both of which looked a tad cheap. He also was reminded she was left-handed, the shield guarding her right arm. 
 
    Neurion was the first to spot Akarith’s corpse. He let out a bizarre yelp and raced over to the fallen assassin’s side, putting his fingers to her neck to check for a pulse. Her body was quite still, and a great pool of blood surrounded her; if she was still alive, it would be by necromancy or some magnificent yet terrible sorcery.  
 
    ‘A blade to the heart,’ Neurion said, checking without showing the slightest sign of horror at the sight of a dead body. Obdo, by contrast, was very carefully keeping his eyes trained on anything but the slain assassin. 
 
    ‘But who would have killed her?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Is there another hero here?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t remember seeing anyone,’ Valia replied. ‘You three are the only people I’ve run into for a while who aren’t Bartell’s men or underlings.’ 
 
    ‘Akarith Kellason… someone carried out our task on you at long last,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But why?’ 
 
    ‘What does it matter?’ Valia asked, her mouth quirking into a strange smirk. ‘She’s one of our enemies. That just means less opposition.’ 
 
    ‘As long as we did not swap her for another foe,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Nothing to be gained from standing still,’ Valia said. ‘We should get going, before Bartell brings this mountain down on our heads.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, let’s get moving,’ Obdo said, his back turned on Akarith’s corpse. 
 
    Archimegadon felt very uneasy, and he wasn’t sure why. Far aside from the fact he was racing towards a battle with some great and ancient evil, there was something amiss here. He wasn’t sure if it was Akarith’s premature demise, or something else that was out of place. Well, whatever answers there were most likely lay ahead. ‘Lead on, Valia. Let’s get this over with.’ 
 
    ‘Follow me,’ Valia said, smiling back. 
 
    * 
 
    The blur of the Throne of Mirrors was everything, and it was nothing. 
 
    A figure stood before the throne. He was cloaked in night-time. He was the night itself. His skin was dry, lifeless, barely moving as his mouth twisted into mockeries of expressions. Strands of black hair shot back from his forehead and stuck out around his ears, dull, neither greasy nor shiny, devoid of life. Dry eyes shifted in his sockets, seeing darkness, yet seeing everything. 
 
    He was Vortagenses, True King of Valanthas. 
 
    ‘Death,’ he said. ‘Such a foul, unnecessary thing. This pathetic shell has lasted well, but it is not yet ready to carry me as it should. Don’t you agree, my friend?’ 
 
    He held out a hand in a disingenuous amiable gesture towards a crouched figure. 
 
    Bartell was still alive. His arms had been bound with magic behind his back, and blood trickled from his nose and cheek where a great force had struck him, repeatedly. His eyes were trained on the ground. 
 
    ‘Very well then,’ Vortagenses said. ‘I suppose you are rather unhappy with how things have turned out for you. I can understand though. For all your effort, to be nothing more than a puppet for your betters must be so frustrating.’ He stared up into the clouds. ‘Believe me, I can understand. When those jealous fools destroyed my last attempt to seize ultimate power, I was left as nothing more than a corpse here in this very throne room, split from my staff, frustrated right before the realisation of my goals. But bringing it here has revitalised me.’ 
 
    Vortagenses looked across the room at one of the mirrors, beheld his tattered visage. ‘Yet I am nothing more than a corpse. My good servants Sen and Belias sent you here to me as my salvation. Your life force to feed me. I am very grateful for their work. What a lot of work it has been, too.’ 
 
    The True King of Valanthas paced back and forth. ‘Years ago, your dear friend Sen happened upon the original Mage Academy. He found a way to speak with me, helped me to reach my influence across the kingdom. I found Belias, a simple farmer to those around him, but in truth a necromancer. With his aid, I was able to recover many of my old trinkets and toys, and lead your miners to uncovering my tomb. Manoeuvring those two around has been quite a fair bit of trouble for me. 
 
    ‘But in time they came to deliver what I needed. The old keys to the Throne of Mirrors. My staff. And now, we shall see the result of all their years of work in my service. You would never have made proper use of the power I have here. You do not truly hate as I do. You lack the focus of thought that is needed to empty the world and replace it with a haven of death and un-life. The beauty and silence of the grave.’ 
 
    Vortagenses smiled at Bartell, his dry, dead lips cracking as he attempted the first such expression in thousands of years. ‘You are so quiet, Auber Bartell. Do you not have anything to say now, when you kneel before your true god and master? The hand that lay behind all your actions over the last few years?’ 
 
    He kneeled before Bartell and brought his face close to the defeated lord. ‘Come now, Bartell – do you not have any last words?’ 
 
    Auber’s head rose slowly, and bloodshot eyes swivelled to lock on to Vortagenses’s dead gaze. His lips parted, twisted into a hateful sneer. 
 
    ‘Kalahd.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon was taken quite aback by the Tomb of Vortagenses. After all that wandering deep into the bowels of the earth, after all the madness of the Mage Academy, it all seemed too beautiful to be connected to the same man. Mind you, it was pretty disorienting having stars above and below. He only wished he could cast the same sort of illusion. He could just imagine filling someone’s house with patches of starry sky, and watching them panic.  
 
    Unfortunately, it seemed some of Valia’s former allies did not plan to allow him much time for consideration, recognising instantly that he was not supposed to be there.  The Knights of Endless Skies guarding this chamber charged without any formality at all, not even an idle threat or attempt to scare them off. Cursing the men for giving him no time to think, Archimegadon resorted to the only spell he could do reliably. The air filled with fire, crackling and roaring as it blasted apart the ranks of Bartell’s men. 
 
    Obdo and Neurion were quite taken aback by the change in the Mage for Hire. Was there any finesse to his magic now? Perhaps not. But he did make up for it with brute force, and he managed to turn back the five knights without his three companions needing to lift a finger. 
 
    ‘Not my favourite business,’ Archimegadon said. He stepped over to the fallen knights and pursed his lips. ‘Rather damaged, but I suppose they’ll do.’ 
 
    ‘What will do?’ Valia asked, frowning. 
 
    ‘Their armour,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It’s a touch hot right now, but we should be able to disguise ourselves in it.’ 
 
    ‘You think Bartell would be tricked by such a silly idea?’ Valia asked with a snort. 
 
    ‘Unless you wish to rely on me to fight them all off?’ Archimegadon returned. 
 
    ‘A fair point,’ Valia replied. 
 
    ‘Besides, you should be used to this armour,’ Archimegadon added, before realising that probably wasn’t the smartest thing to say. 
 
    Valia folded her arms and looked off to one side. ‘Yeah, an order to be proud of for sure.’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t quite what I…’ 
 
    ‘Forget about it,’ Valia said, a ghostly smile forming on her thin lips. ‘Bartell finished off the decent knights of my order back at Aldrack. These guys had it coming.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded, uneasy about offending Valia for some reason, so he set about getting disguised instead. 
 
    ‘This stuff stinks,’ Obdo said once they’d gone through the grisly business of removing the armour from the dead soldiers, and disposed of the bodies. 
 
    ‘You really think this will work?’ Valia asked. 
 
    Archimegadon frowned at her repeated question. ‘Yes, I do. Simply observe, and be amazed.’ 
 
    The four dishevelled soldiers attempted a formation and strode into the next room. Archimegadon felt sweat bead on his forehead as the first batch of knights turned and glowered (if helmets could glower) in their direction. A few seconds passed and then the knights looked away again, unconcerned. Bolstered by this first success, Archimegadon strode onwards, hoping he was heading in the right direction. On the other hand, he hadn’t yet seen any other doors leading in other directions, so all seemed well. 
 
    Or it did, until he opened a door and beheld Felick Broadblade and Elsim Redrock. They were at the far side of the room, guarding a huge doorway. Archimegadon hoped they wouldn’t, somehow, recognise them, and strode on with rather less confidence again. 
 
    The air suddenly shook, and the stars around disappeared, revealing the rather dull marble walls that lay behind them. It seemed real fires burned on the wall-mounted torches around Felick and Elsim, but many of the lights behind faded along with everything else. Another moment passed, and then Elsim let out a cry, collapsing. Felick gave the doorway a suspicious glare before checking on the clerk. 
 
    ‘What’s happened?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I… I don’t know,’ Elsim replied, looking quite befuddled. He adjusted his glasses. ‘My Lord Bartell must have used his Kalahd ring.’ 
 
    ‘His what now?’ 
 
    ‘It’s…’ Elsim began, dusting himself off as he rose to his feet. 
 
    ‘Redrock!’ Valia said suddenly, making Archimegadon jump a mile. ‘I deliver to you our enemies! Behold Archimegadon, Mage for Hire!’ And she pulled off Archimegadon’s helmet before he could do a thing. 
 
    ‘What in the name of..?’ Archimegadon found himself quite speechless. 
 
    Elsim and Felick stared.  
 
    ‘You!’ Elsim said. 
 
    ‘You!’ Felick yelled, drawing a short sword. 
 
    ‘Valia, what are you thinking?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Neurion, I don’t work for your side any more,’ Valia replied with a sneer. She drew her own sword and stabbed out at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘No!’ Neurion said, throwing himself into Valia and knocking her aside. 
 
    ‘Get off me, you idiot,’ Valia said, wrestling with Neurion, who was trying to grab her sword. 
 
    ‘Balls to it, as you’d say, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. He surveyed the assembled Breakers and Clerics behind Elsim and Felick, and took in the two leaders themselves, who were watching the scrap between the paladin and knight. ‘I’m going to trump your heroism. Beat this one! Go get Bartell. We’ll finish things here for you.’ 
 
    ‘Obdo, no,’ Archimegadon said, grabbing Obdo’s arm. 
 
    ‘Something’s happened in there,’ Obdo said, yanking his arm from Archimegadon’s grip. ‘Bartell has to be stopped! It’s what we’re here for. Be the hero and stop him!’ He let out a bizarre war cry and launched himself at Felick and Elsim, who were still distracted by Valia and Neurion’s struggle and consequently bowled over by the farmhand’s assault. 
 
    Archimegadon watched as Neurion and Valia’s swordfight grew ever more hateful, and Obdo set the Breakers and Clerics into confusion. His mind whirled at Valia’s betrayal, and Obdo and Neurion’s acts of heroism. He didn’t want to leave them, but what were they fighting for if he squandered their distraction? But what kind of friend was he to leave them here? 
 
    It didn’t bear thinking. Yet as the stars below and above returned to life, he was reminded that something had happened at the Throne of Mirrors. He would do what Obdo had told him. Regretting leaving a fight unfinished, he barged open the doors to the Throne of Mirrors and left everything behind. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty: The Ruins of a Hero 
 
      
 
    Darkness surrounded Archimegadon. So here he was at last, in the accursed room that was the centre of all the nonsense Bartell and Delarian had brought to Valanthas. He was filled with a thick sense of revulsion that so many deaths had resulted from this ridiculous collection of mirrors, that the last few weeks had all had their beginning in this grim chamber. But now was not the time to be consumed with misplaced moral outrage. Now was time to stop Bartell before he made a mess of things! Archimegadon stumbled out of his suit of armour and let his robes settle, before tugging them up and running over to the bottom of the dais. 
 
    ‘Bartell, you knave!’ he yelled at the figure standing at the top. 
 
    The figure was standing with his back to Archimegadon, silhouetted by some sort of light source, but on hearing Archimegadon shout, he turned and took a step towards the Mage for Hire. Archimegadon squinted but as the figure came closer he could now see Bartell’s familiar sneer, dark eyes staring down from beneath heavy eyebrows. It was like standing before Bartell the very first time he had seen the Lord of Aldrack in recent days, there to present the capture of Akarith. But there was no crowd of muttering nobles, no Neurion, no Obdo, and Akarith was gone, dead somewhere in these nameless caverns.  
 
    Bartell was wearing the sort of scarlet frippery you’d expect at a ball, apparently taken by vanity much as Archimegadon was, showing off for his big moment. It had clearly not been a ceremonious occasion, however, as Bartell’s face and nose were bloodied, and a deeper shade of crimson stained his chest and particularly his sleeves around his wrists. In spite of appearances, though, Bartell looked quite alert and unconcerned by whatever battering he’d taken on his way to the Throne of Mirrors. 
 
    Bartell’s eyes widened in mild surprise. ‘You? Forseld?’ He let out a roaring laugh. ‘Of all my enemies that I pondered might have followed me, it was not you I was expecting.’ He inspected his fingernails. ‘Indeed, you, well, you barely count as an enemy at all.’ 
 
    ‘I defeated Sen,’ Archimegadon returned. 
 
    ‘I defeated him for you,’ Bartell said with a snort. ‘Somewhat accidentally, but nevertheless… I’d hardly call you a better mage than him.’ He smiled softly. ‘Besides, the final victory over him was all mine.’ 
 
    ‘So it was you who destroyed Aldrack?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed, Forseld,’ Bartell replied. ‘So many of my enemies in one place? A perfect opportunity. A pity you slithered your way to safety, but that is something that can be easily remedied.’ 
 
    ‘Enough of this tedious banter,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We may trade insults later. Bartell, do you understand what you’re doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I do, Master Forseld,’ Bartell replied. He stepped aside, and Archimegadon saw the familiar ebon shape of the Staff of Vortagenses, standing, so it appeared, by itself. ‘I have placed the last key in its lock. The power left behind by Vortagenses will soon transform me into a god.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite, old fellow,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Look, Vortagenses was not the hero Sen led you to believe. Look around at this chamber! He was evil, Bartell, a necromancer, and…’ 
 
    ‘You think I was unaware of Sen’s scheming?’ Bartell asked. ‘You think I didn’t realise that Vortagenses dabbled in dark powers while he was playing the hero?’ 
 
    ‘I… well, I did, yes,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘The destruction of the barrier was one of Vortagenses’s old spells he left behind,’ Bartell said. ‘I thought I’d better check through Sen’s books, and found out a great many things about his hero, and how Vortagenses really was. Sen was out to conquer the world for Vortagenses and become a King of some dubious sort, I suspect.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I suppose I don’t need to explain that much, then.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry if I have ruined your speech, Forseld,’ Bartell said, smiling. ‘Do carry on.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, well.’ Archimegadon floundered. He’d quite lost his place. ‘Yes, well, erm, Vortagenses… yes, him! Vortagenses left behind not a power of righteousness and light, he secured this power from a demon. It was one of several ancient demons known as the Gharlen. And… well, I think they were evil.’ He tried to remember how Antagules had phrased it.  
 
    ‘I am aware that Vortagenses’s means of securing the power were not good and just,’ Bartell said, shrugging. ‘What matters is that this power is here, and that I can take it.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well that’s the thing!’ Archimegadon said. ‘You know Sen planned to bring Vortagenses back, I’m guessing? Well, Vortagenses’s corpse is here, somewhere, and activating this ritual… or even unlocking the door, I think… that will bring him back to life! Because of his staff! Necromancers bind their life to their staff, and once they are re-joined, he can return from the dead!’ He looked again at the Staff of Vortagenses. ‘Hell, he’s probably already back! He is the true enemy, Bartell! He will destroy the world, and us!’ 
 
    Bartell didn’t look particularly worried. ‘He’ll have a slight bit of trouble. Do you know how we used to deal with the necromancers, during the old war?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t, no,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I hardly see how that’s…’ 
 
    ‘Well, perhaps you know something of magic?’ Bartell asked, with a dry smile. ‘What are the important parts of casting a spell?’ 
 
    ‘The intent, eye contact, and the words to back up the intent,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘They are not always necessary, and the very best mages can get around some of them, but without those, most spells will either not work, or go wrong.’ He was surprised he now knew that well, mostly from experience in the past few weeks. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Bartell said. ‘So when dealing with necromancers, we would take their eyes, to destroy their sight contact, their tongues, so the words no longer came to them… and the pain would usually destroy their ability to think well enough to cast against us.’ 
 
    ‘Well heavens, all you need to do is destroy the staff,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I did that to Belias. Or had a paladin do it for me, after I got Belias incinerated in his own poisonous goo.’ 
 
    ‘But Forseld, where then was the lesson learnt?’ Bartell asked. ‘We were trying to thwart the biggest necromancer of all. We had to find their secrets somehow. And even wracked with pain, they could write down their secrets when we needed. And their staffs were too powerful toys for us to dispose of straight away, when they were so useful. No, Forseld, given the correct guarding, we could keep necromancers around for weeks, on the verge of the death they so worship.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds barbaric,’ Archimegadon said. And it certainly didn’t sound as ‘shinily’ heroic as the heroes of the old war had always been presented. 
 
    ‘But necessary all the same,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘Were you going anywhere with this?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Bartell replied. ‘Say hello to someone you’ve probably been waiting to meet for a while!’ He stepped away a few paces and then dragged a cloaked figure from the floor, hurling it with contempt down the steps of the dais to land near Archimegadon’s feet. 
 
    Archimegadon watched Bartell, assuming the man would go on, but he just gestured at the mage to have a look. Stooping, Archimegadon put a wary hand to the hood on the (was it dead?) cloaked figure, and drew it back sharply. A vision of nightmares greeted him, a decrepit, corpse-like face gagging quietly, its eye sockets torn apart, and his chin was crimson, as though blood had fountained from his mouth. The dying man made indistinct noises and reached a hand towards Archimegadon, who stepped away in revulsion. 
 
    ‘What… who is this?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘That is your founder, Forseld,’ Bartell replied. ‘No tongue. No eyes. That is King Vortagenses, creator of the glorious kingdom of Valanthas and Lord of Necromancers.’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt another wave of disgust rush through him, and now he understood why Bartell’s sleeves were so bloodied. This was the necromancer whose madness had destroyed the Mage Academy? The prime hand behind everything that had torn his life apart these last few weeks? The cause of all this suffering, no more than a ruined, barely living corpse.  ‘You defeated him?’ 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking,’ Bartell replied. ‘He fell for the oldest trick in the book. Granted, I hadn’t realised when I entered this chamber that Sen’s plans were to bring this necromancer back to life, but now I see what it was all for. And what a pathetic mess. That this creature thought he could swan in after I did all the hard work, and then take control of the world! I am afraid not, Vortagenses. If you’re going to gloat over someone, make sure they are truly beaten first.’ 
 
    ‘You could learn that yourself, Bartell,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Amongst all this chatter, you’ve left me alive and well.’ 
 
    ‘I have already won, though, Forseld,’ Bartell said, smiling. He gestured to the staff. ‘Can you not feel it? The powers in these mirrors surge into the Staff of Vortagenses, and very soon I will be able to become what I have always deserved.’ 
 
    ‘You are delirious,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Don’t you realise? You’ve done the hero’s work! Vortagenses is conquered! The threat he has held over Valanthas for these many years, the shadow of his return, is over! There’s no need for any more.’ 
 
    ‘You are quite, quite mistaken,’ Bartell said, his eyes shadowed. ‘Defeating Vortagenses only fixes his particular threat. Now we must take the step beyond his madness, and clean the world of all that has gone wrong with it. It is my duty, as a hero.’ 
 
    A thought occurred to Archimegadon. ‘Wait, Akarith… you were the one who killed her, weren’t you?’ 
 
    Bartell’s endless run of confidence since Archimegadon had first shouted at him here finally faltered for a flicker of an instant. ‘Yes, I did. What of it? She was in with Sen. He’d sent her here to kill me. I am sure of it.’ 
 
    ‘You are sure?’ Archimegadon repeated. ‘You don’t sound it to me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t comment on matters you were not there to witness,’ Bartell said. ‘What matters is that the slut deserved to die. She typifies the corruption of Valanthas, and all the peoples beyond our border. I will bring an end to it all.’ 
 
    Archimegadon wanted to reply with something snide, but his eyes flicked to the staff again. How much time was left before it burst into life and transformed Bartell to something quite undesirable? He needed to figure out some way of stopping him. If only Antagules was around, but she had been quite stubbornly silent for a while now. 
 
    ‘Come now, Forseld,’ Bartell said, seeing the mage hesitate. ‘Are you not going to give me one of your famed insults? Cast me aside with a mighty flamebolt?’ 
 
    ‘Do not be so arrogant, Bartell,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I have learnt much since you put up the dome, and you will perhaps be surprised to learn of it first-hand.’ He needed to buy some time while he tried to think of a way to break the staff, or interrupt the ritual, and Bartell seemed to be in quite a narcissistic mood right now, easy prey to be lured into trading insults. 
 
    ‘Learning more than what you knew before is hardly a great feat,’ Bartell said.  
 
    ‘Well, one thing I learnt, for example, was that you seem to be a closet paladin,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I beg your pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Marzus told us plenty about your interest in the Light,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Did he tell you that I was assured victory?’ Bartell asked. ‘That I would take Vortagenses’s power as I desired?’ 
 
    ‘He did say something to that effect, yes,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Even so, I fear the Light did not reckon with the true power of Archimegadon being brought to bear against you.’ 
 
    ‘Quite, quite,’ Bartell said, looking a little bored now. He even looked off to the side at the mirrors, quite unconcerned with the Mage for Hire. 
 
    Archimegadon decided to take his chance, while Bartell wasn’t paying proper attention. ‘Flamebolt!’ he roared, charging towards the dais, but Bartell moved out of the way almost before Archimegadon had cast it. The Mage for Hire struck out with his staff swiftly, using the momentum of his charge to hurl as much power into the swing as possible. Unfortunately, this caused Bartell to unleash a panicked burst of energy, catching Archimegadon on his right side, and the Mage for Hire was cast through the air to land painfully in a heap next to one of the glowing mirrors. 
 
    ‘A pathetic attempt!’ Bartell said. ‘And now, we finish this.’ He raised a hand, which was covered in magical rings and bracelets, preparing to strike the final blow. 
 
    Archimegadon, instead, fumbled to his feet and raised the Staff of Antagules. ‘I’d stay your hand, Lord Bartell! Cast at me, and I will smash this mirror! Do you have any idea of the destruction interrupting this ritual would cause?’ He hadn’t the first clue himself, but hopefully the famous swordsman wasn’t so knowledgeable about magical rituals either. 
 
    Bartell paused, obviously considering this threat seriously, despite his disdain for Archimegadon’s abilities. ‘Well, what a quandary,’ he said after a moment. ‘Do I believe the mage who purchased his title from a money-making scam course, or do I turn you into a small stain on the ground, as you should be?’ 
 
    ‘I ask merely that you consider the option of stopping the ritual yourself, and disposing of the dark power Vortagenses left behind,’ Archimegadon said. ‘These are not powers you should be toying with!’ 
 
    Bartell’s eyes flashed. ‘I reject your request,’ he said. ‘I am perfectly capable of controlling what those mirrors contain. My journey through the mountain prepared me for the last step.’ His eyes lost their fire and went stone dead. 
 
    ‘Akarith,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Because you killed her, you’re willing to use a demon power to ruin everything you fought to protect years ago?’ 
 
    Bartell smiled with the right side of his mouth only. ‘It made me completely ready to do what needs to be done. If I can clear away trash like her, despite what she meant to me, then…’ 
 
    ‘Then you don’t give a toss about all the people you don’t know, I get it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘How very dramatic of you.’ 
 
    ‘Step away from the mirror, Forseld,’ Bartell said, passing over this last comment. 
 
    ‘There’s no way you’ll get me to move, old bean,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’m not about to let you get away with this knavish plan of yours.’ 
 
    Bartell’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment it looked like he would dare Archimegadon’s bluff and blow the mage off the face of the earth. Then he raised a hand, and the air seemed to shimmer. Archimegadon smiled. 
 
    ‘Sorry, old bean, dragging me around doesn’t quite work like it used to,’ he said. ‘Your friend Sen found that out.’ 
 
    A dark shadow passed over Bartell’s face, but a sudden knocking at the door distracted him and he looked away. 
 
    ‘My lord!’ came Elsim’s voice. ‘My lord, is everything alright in there?’ 
 
    ‘Oh for heaven’s sake, Redrock, yes!’ Bartell replied. ‘What are you, my mother?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, my lord,’ Elsim said, poking his head round the door, which banged noisily against Archimegadon’s discarded set of armour. ‘It is just we have a couple of prisoners. I wondered if we’d need them.’ Archimegadon felt his hopes dim; it was pretty obvious who they’d have captured. 
 
    Bartell shot Archimegadon a smug grin, before turning back to the doorway. ‘Very well, bring them in.’ 
 
    The door creaked open all the way, and Felick marched in with three of his Breakers, a handful of Clerics, Valia and some of the remaining Knights of Endless Skies, and there in the middle, looking very much worse for wear, were Neurion and Obdo, who’d obviously not had much success in thwarting Bartell’s men. Valia did not even bother looking for Archimegadon, instead forcing the two prisoners to their knees one by one at the base of the central dais. Archimegadon twitched, wanting to head straight over there and blast the traitorous woman in the face, but his only advantage right now was in Bartell thinking that he’d ruin the ritual if he smashed the mirror. If he moved from this spot, he was bait for the former hero’s dark powers, which had devastated the Dusk Alliance all that time ago. 
 
    ‘Up yours, Lord King,’ Obdo said, and Valia kicked him in the stomach, causing him to cough violently. 
 
    ‘Keep it shut,’ she said. 
 
    Bartell’s smile remained firmly fixed on his face. ‘Well, now, welcome all to the ascendance of a God. And a long time coming it has been too.’ 
 
    ‘How can you side with him, Valia?’ Neurion asked. ‘He is the enemy of the Light.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a knight, not a paladin,’ Valia replied, folding her arms and glaring down at him imperiously. ‘I don’t give a crap about your Light. And Bartell is right. This world does need fixing. And not long-term wishy-washy rubbish either. Wiping the slate clean. Starting over.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you help us before? Were you planning this all along?’ 
 
    ‘I changed sides recently,’ Valia replied, ‘when it became clear just what a pathetic mess the world has become.’ 
 
    ‘Oh heavens, don’t tell me it was because I beat Sen?’ Archimegadon asked, feeling a little like an intruder in their conversation, for some odd reason. 
 
    Valia looked round, and the hatred in her eyes as she caught sight of him made the mage feel quite self-conscious. ‘You’re still here?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I’d rather be at home, frankly, not that I’ve been there in a few months now. But erm, yes, I can think of better places to be.’ 
 
    ‘And don’t think it was anything so petty as the ridiculous accolades you got back in Aldrack,’ Valia said.  
 
    ‘Oh, it clearly was,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You turned on the kingdom because you were envious of me?’ 
 
    Valia looked like she might explode messily there and then, but Bartell raised a hand. ‘Enough,’ he said, and Valia swallowed whatever response she had been building up to. ‘I have little patience with teary reunions. What matters is we have prisoners. Now, Forseld, care to rethink your threat?’ 
 
    ‘Erm, well.’ Archimegadon paused and looked across to Obdo or Neurion to see if they’d say anything. Frankly, he hadn’t a clue what to do now. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage got you stalemated?’ Obdo asked Bartell. ‘Nice one, you old fraud,’ he directed at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Fraud, eh?’ Bartell asked. ‘Clerics! Tell me this, if you know of the ritual that is going on here.’  
 
    He gestured back at the Staff of Vortagenses, which had now begun to glow softly. Tendrils of feathery light were now flowing from the mirrors to the dark crystal at the very top of the staff, and with each passing moment they seemed to be getting brighter. 
 
    ‘What do you wish to know?’ one of the Clerics asked. 
 
    ‘Should the conman over there smash one of these mirrors, what would happen?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    The Cleric folded his arms and looked very awkward indeed. ‘Well, that would probably cause an outburst of energy that would chain-react and blow this mountain apart.’ 
 
    Bartell didn’t look hugely pleased. ‘Congratulations, Forseld, you’ve indeed got yourself in a fine position.’ He glanced at the Clerics, then at the dying Vortagenses. ‘As for you Clerics, do you know who that is?’  
 
    The Clerics all tried to look quite innocent as they looked at the writhing mess that was what remained of Vortagenses. 
 
    ‘That’s not Ardon’s necromancer, is it?’ Valia asked. 
 
    Bartell fixed all the Clerics with a piercing stare. ‘We all know that is Vortagenses, don’t we? I begin to understand what your religion is all about… and where your allegiances lay when Sen was still in the picture.  
 
    ‘Well, Delarian is dead now. And Vortagenses will be, very shortly. I trust I have your loyalty now?’ 
 
    The Clerics all fell to their knees and lowered their heads. ‘We are yours to command.’ 
 
    ‘Well, good,’ Bartell said.  
 
    He didn’t really look like he had his heart in it, nor much interest in whether they’d serve him. Archimegadon suspected that was because the Clerics would likely not survive five minutes into Bartell’s intended godhood. Valia and Felick were watching Bartell closely, unreadable expressions on their faces. 
 
    ‘And now to the important matters,’ Bartell continued. ‘Forseld.’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt a sudden rush of confidence. He’d not expected to actually put Bartell on the spot like this. He’d not really thought about how he’d deal with the deranged lord at all, to be honest, aside from maybe convincing him that Vortagenses was going to try and jump him. Well, for now, the mirror threat would do. 
 
    ‘I make you this offer,’ Bartell said. He waved his left arm at Obdo and Neurion. ‘I have your friends here. See how they kneel to me? See how the Clerics have kneeled to me? Soon the world itself will kneel before me, as it collapses into oblivion. Kneel before me now, abandon this defiance, and your friends need not suffer for it. Remember that time is on my side. In a matter of minutes the ritual will complete, and you will lose your bargaining advantage entirely. And I will destroy you, to boot.’ 
 
    ‘Do not give in to it,’ Neurion said. ‘Our deaths are as nothing compared to what Bartell will do to the world when he gains that demon power.’ 
 
    ‘Uhm,’ Archimegadon managed, his confidence doing a full reversal that made the situation feel that much worse. With this limit on how long he could hold out, not to mention the threat of torture, for which he would be responsible… 
 
    ‘Come now, Archimegadon, Mage for Hire,’ Bartell said. ‘Where is your famed confidence? Your reborn fire? Your towering intellect and wit? It is a simple choice. On the one side, your friends suffer. On the other, they don’t!’ 
 
    Silence filled the chamber. Felick was looking a little tense, Elsim was his usual jumpy self, Valia was red-faced and glaring daggers at Archimegadon, and the Clerics were all back on their feet, looming ominously over the prisoners. 
 
    ‘Broadblade, strike Neurion, if you will,’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘The paladin?’ Felick asked, looking a bit surprised. ‘Not the mage, or..?’ 
 
    ‘The paladin, yes, get on with it,’ Bartell replied. 
 
    Felick looked slightly uncomfortable about it for some reason, so much so in fact that Valia pushed him aside impatiently and seized Neurion by the front of his tunic.  
 
    ‘Oh, don’t feel bad, Neurion,’ Valia said, flashing him a beautiful smile. ‘It’s just the Light testing you, right?’ And she struck him so hard that his nose audibly cracked, and Neurion collapsed to the floor with a brief cry.  
 
    Obdo surged to his feet and made to lunge at Valia, but one knight took hold of him while another placed his blade at his neck. Valia, meanwhile, pulled Neurion back to his knees, and the young paladin swayed as blood dripped from his nose. Obdo tried to give Valia a defiant glare, but he dared not turn his head much with a sword at his throat. Instead, he flicked his eyes over to Archimegadon.  
 
    ‘Sod it, Sir Mage. We’ve had a nice run. But let’s call it here.’ 
 
    ‘Obdo, what are you suggesting?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Cowards will always be cowards,’ Valia said. 
 
    Obdo ignored her remark. ‘Smash the mirror, Sir Mage. Blow us all sky high. At least Bartell will lose. And everyone outside will be saved. We don’t have time for negotiations.’ 
 
    Bartell’s eyes whipped round to Archimegadon. ‘You’d kill your friends, then?’ 
 
    Berus and Kalissa seemed to stand in front of Archimegadon, eyes judging him, blaming him… 
 
    ‘No,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I can’t do that.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be an idiot, Sir Mage!’ Obdo said. ‘Lord King got one thing right back at his castle, and that’s that heroes need to do what needs to be done. Stop him.’ 
 
    ‘So you’d side with my way of thinking, Forseld?’ Bartell asked. ‘Wipe out everyone without discriminating?’ 
 
    ‘It won’t be everyone,’ Neurion said, his voice sounding strong in spite of things. ‘It would be just us. Obdo’s right, this stalemate won’t help anyone. We need to end this all here and now.’ 
 
    Archimegadon swallowed hard. It had all gone quite out of control. What on earth was he, Ardon Forseld, former handyman, doing here, deep under the earth, facing the deranged Lord Bartell in this deadlock? This wasn’t how his life was supposed to go! He was supposed to make easy pickings from his Mage for Hire business! He should have told Elsim no back in that pub, should have stuck with his danger ratings and seen it was way out of his league. Fighting demons, the undead, necromancers, evil heroes… 
 
    Something the matter? 
 
    Antagules! Archimegadon thought back. I’m stuck! I mean really stuck, worse than with Sen! 
 
    How could it be worse? Antagules asked. 
 
    This time, it’s more than me who will die, Archimegadon replied. 
 
    You’re improving, Antagules said. What’s happening? 
 
    I don’t have much time. It’s Bartell. He’s beaten Vortagenses and started the ritual to get the demon power or whatnot. 
 
    He did what? 
 
    He beat Vortagenses, never mind that, he’s history now. But Bartell’s got Obdo and Neurion captive. I’m next to one of the mirrors and if I smash it, the ritual will explode. We’re in a stalemate. He’s threatening to torture Neurion and Obdo if I don’t kneel to him and give up. Obdo and Neurion want me to destroy the mirror and all of us, just to stop Bartell. 
 
    Oh, sticky indeed, Antagules said. Try to reason with Bartell, Forseld. Play for time. I’ll see what I can do. 
 
    How? 
 
    Remind him of his values as a hero. Tell him that people are alright, and that killing them is pointless. 
 
    Erm, right. 
 
    ‘Forseld, what are you doing?’ Bartell asked. ‘Do I need to give you another reminder?’ 
 
    ‘Uhm, Bartell, didn’t you ever consider that what you’re doing is wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t we already go through this?’ Bartell asked, sighing. 
 
    ‘Well, I mean, think about it,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I mean, people, they are, erm, they are alright.’ 
 
    Bartell just stared. 
 
    ‘I mean, what about animals, and…’ 
 
    No, people! Antagules said. 
 
    ‘Erm… no people are… uhm…’ 
 
    Good! Antagules said. They’re good! 
 
    ‘… Good… erm… wait.’ 
 
    ‘No people are good?’ Bartell asked with a frown. 
 
    ‘Oh, sod it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Look, Bartell, people may be a bunch of lousy asses at times. I mean, there’s murderers, cheats, all sorts of dubious types, and sometimes, when you’re at the top, trying to sort the whole mess out, it must feel like there’s no fixing it. I mean, I’ve never been high up, but I can understand what it probably looks like.  
 
    ‘Down at the bottom, I’ve sometimes wondered if anyone up above can fix the whole thing. But then you have a day when you go round town and visit the market, buy some things, have a few chats, and you remember that just because the bad memories stick more, doesn’t mean that evil holds sway. No, the world isn’t perfect, but by heavens, it’s not so bad we need to destroy it!’ 
 
    Better, Antagules murmured. I’ll see what I can sort out for you. 
 
    Bartell stood still for what felt like a very long time indeed. His men and Valia all watched him warily, waiting for whatever he’d say next. Obdo meanwhile shifted his head round to look at Neurion, who was still looking pretty dazed from Valia’s brutal punch. Archimegadon was actually surprised by the concern in Obdo’s face, but then this wasn’t some silly jaunt along the Central Way. All pretences and otherwise were out the window, and the lines were quite firmly drawn.  
 
    They just needed to bring Bartell back across it. 
 
    The Lord of the destroyed city of Aldrack finally looked back up. ‘Valia… strike Neurion again.’ 
 
    Archimegadon reached out as though to stop the act, but he could do nothing as Valia’s fist crashed through Neurion a second time. The bright-haired paladin’s face was now smeared with blood, and his nose looked slightly off-angle, though it was hard to tell exactly from this distance. After a moment’s further consideration, Valia kicked Neurion savagely to the ground, and Obdo hurled abuse at her, almost looking as though he’d risk the sword at his throat and try to break free. 
 
    ‘Bartell…’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I’m not in the mood for ridiculous moral debates,’ Bartell said. ‘The decision was made long ago. I’ve made my terms, Forseld, now kneel to me.’ 
 
    Archimegadon froze again. Antagules had gone silent, convincing Bartell not to kill anyone wasn’t getting them anywhere… what was he expected to do? Would he have to smash the mirror, and go out in a blaze of sort-of glory? He should have come in with a plan, should have spent those last nights thinking up a proper strategy, not messing around having drinks in the pub and buying robes. 
 
    ‘A proper hero would have decided by now,’ Bartell said. ‘So ridiculous to watch you, Forseld. Don’t you get tired of pretending to be a hero?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you get tired of pretending to be a villain?’ Obdo shouted back, and he managed to get one of his arms loose. ‘Standing up there full of yourself, thinking you’re so damn big. Well, this is what I think of you.’ 
 
    And he gave Bartell the finger. 
 
    Bartell stared at Obdo’s gesture, and his expression hardened. ‘Very well, then, let’s move things along a bit. Forseld, will you kneel?’ 
 
    Archimegadon wavered. ‘I… I… no, I will not.’ 
 
    ‘Then Elsim, get out your knife,’ Bartell said. ‘We do this the old-fashioned way.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, sir, I understand,’ Elsim said, smirking. ‘Right away!’ He got out his knife and inspected the edge. ‘Yes, it’s all ready. Felick, would you be so kind as to hold Obdo up for me?’ 
 
    ‘Uh… right away,’ Felick replied, brushing the two knights aside and grabbing Obdo roughly round the throat from behind, lifting the farmhand to his feet.  
 
    ‘Hold his left arm, if you would,’ Elsim said, his voice very steady and business-like now. Felick simply nodded and pinned Obdo’s arm behind his back. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Archimegadon demanded, his voice lacking any real force. 
 
    ‘Valia, would you be a dear and hold out his right arm for me?’ Elsim asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t talk down to me,’ Valia said, but she grabbed Obdo’s unwilling arm and yanked it out anyway. 
 
    ‘Get off me,’ Obdo said, his voice straining with Felick’s arm so tight round his neck. 
 
    Elsim stood in front of Obdo. ‘Now then, this will sting quite a lot,’ he said. With meticulous care, the clerk took hold of one of Obdo’s fingers. The air went quite silent for a moment, as all in the room saw what was about to happen. Archimegadon froze completely, all ideas completely gone, any certainty he’d had previously evaporated and faded out of existence. 
 
    And then, with a careful motion, Elsim cut off Obdo’s finger. 
 
    The farmhand’s yell of pain stabbed through Archimegadon worse than any of the injuries he’d had over the last few weeks. And it didn’t stop, Obdo went on and on, shaking and struggling wildly in Felick and Valia’s grip. But neither released him. Valia looked over at Archimegadon, her expression a lot softer now than it had been for a long time. 
 
    ‘It’s the way he got me,’ she said, then she looked down. 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t quite understand what she meant, but he did know that Obdo’s agony was all his fault. His inaction, his inability to control or master this situation… he’d brought this on Obdo as surely as if he’d held Elsim’s blade and done the deed himself. Bartell was watching him, eyes hard as iron, making no comment, movement or gesture. What Elsim had done was enough to speak for him. 
 
    ‘He’s got you, Arkermechadon,’ Felick said, actually sounding a little put off by the situation. ‘Just give it up. He’s not gonna stop there.’ 
 
    ‘Now look, Bartell, this isn’t solving anything,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘No, you’re quite right,’ Bartell said, breaking his silence. ‘Kneel, and this is all over.’ 
 
    Archimegadon stared at Obdo, who was still convulsing in agony. ‘At least bind the wound, Bartell!’ 
 
    ‘There’s no point, Forseld,’ Bartell said. ‘If you’re not going to kneel, then we’ll have to take another one. Elsim!’ 
 
    ‘Ready,’ Elsim said. 
 
    ‘Your next chance,’ Bartell said to Archimegadon. He gestured at the beams of energy from the mirrors, which were now much brighter and now making a low humming sound. 
 
    Neurion looked up. ‘Smash the mirror, Master Archimegadon. Don’t let him do this.’ 
 
    Archimegadon stared at the Staff of Antagules he held in his hands. One quick strike and Bartell’s plans were dead… but so would he be, so would Neurion and Obdo… there was surely some other option, some way of saving the day that wouldn’t demand their deaths to secure? But his inaction now was costing his friends, and once the ritual was completed, it would cost the world for all time. 
 
    ‘Very well, refuse an answer,’ Bartell said. ‘Elsim, take off another.’ 
 
    ‘No, wait!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘What, are you going to kneel, then?’ Bartell asked. 
 
    ‘No, but…’ Archimegadon withered. 
 
    ‘Then continue, Redrock!’ Bartell said. 
 
    In some ways it wasn’t as bad as the first time. Obdo’s yell was not so terrible, but he also looked a lot weaker, and that was almost certainly the reason for it. Valia’s eyes now held the same accusation and loathing that the imaginary Berus and Kalissa had when Obdo had first suggested smashing the mirror. If only Archimegadon had done it, if only he’d smashed the mirror and saved the day with the ultimate sacrifice. But now, with this torture going on, Archimegadon didn’t want to be stuck with his last living deeds being the inaction that led to the maiming of his friends. He still couldn’t bring himself to smash the mirror, no matter how he tried to just get it over with. 
 
    ‘Oh, this is quite disgusting,’ Elsim said with the air of a nobleman finding a piece of cheese on his carpet.  
 
    With a sniff he threw the two fingers aside, so that they skidded across the floor and off towards the darkness at the back of the throne room. Obdo himself was quite beyond noticing, but Neurion let out a cry of dismay. 
 
    The moment passed, broken by the sound of Bartell chuckling. ‘What say you now, Forseld? Where is your renowned courage?’ 
 
    Archimegadon was quite still. He stared at Obdo, willing him to give him some sort of sign, but it was no use. The farmhand was in too much pain to concentrate on anything else. What did the world expect him to do? 
 
    ‘Still no answer?’ Bartell asked. ‘Very well, then. I’ve taken two of his fingers, now let’s take off a whole hand! Redrock!’ 
 
    Obdo looked like he was about to faint. The clerk paid no mind and grabbed Obdo’s left arm out from Felick’s hold, yanking it towards him away from Obdo’s bleeding right hand. Neurion made to move again but one of the knights lowered his sword to the paladin’s throat. Elsim shook some of the blood off his knife and placed it meaningfully over Obdo’s left wrist. 
 
    ‘What is your choice, Forseld?’ Bartell demanded. ‘Is this foolish act of defiance really worth it? The world kneels to me now, and you must fall in line! On your knees! NOW!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t do it,’ Neurion said. ‘Don’t bow to him, don’t give him his victory.’ 
 
    ‘What difference does it make anyway?’ Valia asked. ‘Stop making them suffer and kneel!’ 
 
    ‘You would do wisely to listen to her,’ Bartell said. The magic swirled about the Staff of Vortagenses, and now tendrils began to surround the former hero, and the energy seemed to grow stormy as though affected by Bartell’s mood. ‘It is but a simple act, and it changes very little. I may even be merciful when all this is done. You have a simple choice – kneel, and Obdo and Neurion will live. Continue this resistance, and they will suffer until you break. We can find plenty of ways to scar them both before they die, and you will watch each and every one and know that it is by your decision that they suffer it. Now kneel!’ 
 
    Archimegadon stood frozen next to the mirror, his eyes darting between Bartell and Obdo.  
 
    ‘You just have to ask yourself,’ Bartell went on, ‘why does this matter to you so much anyway?’ 
 
    What did it matter? This refusal did not stop Bartell’s plan; it would not interrupt the spell and it could not free his friends.  It was just an arrogant refusal that made a symbolic difference for a bardic tale that would never be sung. For everyone involved, it was utterly pointless. 
 
    Archimegadon’s right knee bent slightly. 
 
    But then was Bartell asking the right question? Was it a matter of its importance to Archimegadon… or to Lord Bartell himself? The Lord Protector controlled everything in this room – the spell was now filling him with the power of the Gharlen, the knights and mercenaries held the companions bound, and Bartell’s Clerics guarded the door against all who would enter or try to leave. Yet he insisted on Archimegadon kneeling. 
 
    What was the reason? Was it simply the narcissistic act of a man plagued by feelings of inadequacy? Or was it because Archimegadon, unchained as he was, was the only uncertain factor in this room? As the only person or thing uncontrolled by Bartell, Archimegadon was perhaps the only one who could turn this situation on its head and defeat the Lord Protector once and for all. This demand to kneel was Bartell’s last fall-back, his way of controlling the one person left he did not have a hold on. 
 
    But that was irrelevant anyway. The reason Bartell feared Archimegadon right now was because he could potentially break the mirror, but the Lord of Aldrack seemed quite aware that Archimegadon didn’t want to end his own life, nor those of his friends. If he tried anything else it would fail. Attacking Bartell was pure folly – aside from the fact that the Lord Protector likely had some means of fending off a flamebolt, the mercenaries and knights would undoubtedly execute the others on the spot if Archimegadon made a move in that direction. Equally, if he cast a spell at anyone else, the Clerics would probably have no trouble countering it at this distance, and then the Clerics, the knights, the mercenaries, Valia and Bartell himself would all react at once, putting a very swift end to Archimegadon’s resistance. 
 
    Lastly, if he spent too much time debating the point, Obdo would continue to be tortured, they’d move back to Neurion, and Bartell’s spell would finish casting, granting the Lord Protector the power of a demon ‘god’. But what solution was there? What could possibly free his friends, disarm Bartell and end the spell at the same time? Nothing that lay in the Mage for Hire’s power for certain.  
 
    But what was left then? None of the companions could act. There was no good relying on some outside help. Which left him with what he was good at, which was approximately nothing. 
 
    He ran his head through everything that had come before now, from walking to Melethas, to running into Mesellanillian in the forest, to the Dusk Alliance base. Then to Castle Aldrack, the meeting with Bartell on good terms and then distinctly bad, off to the Mage Academy, Belias, back to Aldrack, Sen Delarian… things gathered pace until he arrived back here. What had he learnt? Were there any nuggets that together would save the day at long last? Some small thing that he had forgotten? 
 
    Some small thing… 
 
    Something that could thwart Bartell and everything else at once, but how? 
 
    But then, there was something Archimegadon was good at. Something he was very, very good at. 
 
    ‘Forseld, your answer!’ Bartell said. ‘I am no longer interested in waiting! Kneel before me at once!’ 
 
    Archimegadon arranged his robes carefully and smiled crookedly. ‘I do hope that wasn’t the line you used with Akarith, though it would rather explain why things turned out the way they did.’ 
 
    A hush descended on the room. Only the hum of the magical beams filled the empty space. 
 
    Bartell froze. ‘I… beg your pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Old man, what do you think you are doing?’ Valia asked in disbelief. 
 
    ‘Oh, well, I am merely wondering if it was a bedtime pursuit of yours,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘Whip crack and all that, hmm? We all have our own special interests.’ 
 
    ‘This is utter babble and nonsense,’ Bartell said, his face going purple. ‘Don’t talk about me and Akarith, you know nothing!’ 
 
    ‘Oh come now, Bartell, it’s not so hard,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Didn’t take much to make her believe you would get a magical amulet to increase your… ehm… potency. At the end of the day, that was your big… or little… problem! Akarith is a feisty woman, I doubt she had much time for under-performers.’ 
 
    ‘How dare you?’ Bartell demanded. ‘Who do you think you are?’ 
 
    ‘Valanthas’s foremost Mage for Hire, of course,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘For I am Archimegadon! And you know, even that line would likely work better than “Kneel!” But I suppose when the passion takes you…’ 
 
    ‘I have never commanded her to…’ Bartell froze mid-sentence. ‘I cannot believe I am even discussing this. Enough, Forseld, there are other matters…’ 
 
    Bartell was off-balance. Archimegadon went in full force. Time to end this. ‘You murdered her because she did not love you. All the bedtime matters paled into insignificance alongside the fact that she liked you, yes, but she did not love you. Even when it came to sex you two simply did not go together. You cannot force a person to love you just because you want it that way… and to murder them for not loving you is pathetic.’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough!’ Bartell said. ‘How dare you?’ 
 
    ‘How dare you?’ Archimegadon hurled back. ‘How dare you deem yourself worthy of commanding other people’s lives when your own is such a mess. There are plenty of women in the world, and you let yourself be taken by an obsession. You are a disgrace.’ 
 
    ‘Your entire assumption is wrong!’ Bartell said. 
 
    ‘She did not love you!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘She did!’ Bartell yelled, his voice uncharacteristically shrill. 
 
    ‘No, she did not,’ Archimegadon stated with damning finality in his voice. 
 
    ‘She did!’ Bartell howled. He pointed his finger at Archimegadon as though casting a spell. ‘Would you just… SHUT… UP!’  
 
    There was a faint sensation in the air, and then with a blast everything went pitch black. Everyone yelled with surprise or panic and in the middle of that, barely audible, there was a slight sound of a crack. Then a voice pierced the gloom. 
 
    ‘Neurion, light!’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Oh, right,’ Neurion said. A moment later illumination flooded back into the room as a grand bubble of light burst into life over Neurion, bright but still leaving shadows around the edges of the chamber. It appeared that he’d wisely taken the opportunity to scrabble away a short distance from Bartell’s minions. 
 
    ‘And Obdo,’ Archimegadon added. 
 
    ‘Of course!’ Neurion turned to Obdo, who had collapsed to his backside as Felick and Valia had released him in their surprise, and summoned a great aura of light that surrounded the farmhand. While Obdo was not healed, he was at least no longer in pain. 
 
    With that act done, people’s attention turned back to the room at large. There were no more magical beams between the mirrors and the Staff of Vortagenses. Overhead and below through the glass the swirling storm and starry sky were gone, and they could see only darkness and cold stone. Bartell stood frozen in position in front of the throne, apparently quite lost for words. 
 
    ‘What have you done?’ Bartell asked after a moment. 
 
    Archimegadon did a grand flourish with the Staff of Antagules, looking every bit the showman now. ‘Ah, but it was not what I did,’ he replied. ‘It is what you did, sir, that has brought this upon us.’ 
 
    Bartell looked quite blank. 
 
    ‘Indeed so!’ Archimegadon said. ‘You, my lord Auber Bartell, have activated your own ring, and in so doing killed all magic in the area… aside from the Light, which as I believe is not affected by that ring of yours.’ 
 
    ‘I did not say Kalahd,’ Bartell said, frowning. 
 
    ‘Quick language lesson,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Kalahd was the old word for “Shut up”, which rather nicely you said for me. But you didn’t just say it… you willed it, which was what all that insulting was for. Thank you, Bartell. You have done me proud.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish!’ Bartell said. ‘I did not do it! This is some trick!’ 
 
    ‘Believe what you will,’ Archimegadon said. ‘In the meantime… Neurion! Is the Light with us?’ It was a hell of a lot of pressure to put on the barely-trained paladin, but there was no time left to them. 
 
    ‘Always,’ Neurion replied, apparently knowing right away what Archimegadon was about to ask. The Light surrounded him, and Archimegadon knew he’d summoned the Spell of Holy Fury. He only hoped the paladin had looked at the right people.  
 
    Neurion’s first targets were the assembled Clerics, who had all frozen up in the magic-free gloom. Without their powers, they were the weakest target, and the paladin’s vengeful blade took two of them down in a matter of moments, before they could so much as think to react, causing the others to panic and run straight for the doorway. Archimegadon meanwhile charged in and lashed his staff at Valia, who was the quickest of Bartell’s bunch to gather her wits. She noticed him instantly and blocked his clumsy strike with her shield, before pushing him back. 
 
    ‘Nice trick, old man, but you lost your advantage now,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Enough of that,’ Felick said, grabbing her arm from behind. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Valia demanded. 
 
    ‘Same as you, defecting,’ Felick replied, twisting her arm round so that she let out a cry and dropped her sword.  
 
    ‘Good grief, of all the times,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Whatever made you change your mind?’ 
 
    ‘Boss?’ one of Felick’s men asked. 
 
    ‘They’ve been right all along,’ Felick replied, unable to meet his underling’s gaze. ‘I see it now. He’s gonna wipe me and you all out sure as anything just like he did Miss Kellason, he’s the real enemy here. I messed up at Gale, and this is repayment.’ 
 
    Valia’s leg shot up behind her, striking Felick between the legs, and then she rammed her free elbow into his midriff, and he released her arm. ‘Talk less,’ she said, stumbling away from him and the rest. ‘You others, who are you with?’ she demanded of Felick’s mercenaries. 
 
    They stared at Neurion, shrouded by the Light, then at Felick, doubled over in pain, then up at Lord Bartell, who had frozen worse than Archimegadon had. The Breakers stared at Felick, who gestured with his head for them to join him, looking worse the wear for Valia’s impolite kick. An unspoken conversation took place between them all as they all exchanged looks, and then the Breakers joined Felick. 
 
    ‘Bastards,’ Valia said. She looked at her fellow knights next. ‘What about you lot, you’re going to play heroes as well?’ 
 
    ‘I’m with Bartell,’ one of them replied without a moment’s hesitation, and the others took up his cry. 
 
    ‘Then get them!’ Valia said, pointing wildly at Archimegadon, Felick, Neurion and the Breakers. ‘Kill all of them!’ 
 
    ‘Be in pain later,’ Neurion said, waving a hand at Felick, who blinked and straightened.  
 
    ‘Nice one, pal,’ Felick said, grinning. 
 
    Neurion didn’t look happy at being called that, but he turned to the issue at hand, Bartell’s knights. His sword had been bloodied on the Clerics when they’d not been able to use their magic, but ready and able opponents were quite another matter.  
 
    ‘Neurion, once you’ve beaten them, get out of here,’ Archimegadon told him. ‘Take Obdo to safety, go as fast as you can. Just in case.’ 
 
    Neurion looked slightly confused, but he nodded after a few seconds. ‘Very well, Master Archimegadon. Now, excuse me…’ He bowed his head for half a second of piety, and then raced alongside Felick to battle. 
 
    Valia tried to retrieve her sword while everyone was distracted, but Archimegadon kicked it away towards the discarded suit of armour.  
 
    ‘Then I’ll do it with my bare hands,’ she said, knocking Archimegadon’s staff aside with her shield and grabbing his throat.  
 
    ‘Valia,’ Archimegadon said, forcing the words out, trying to prise her hands off, ‘all this hatred… is quite… unnecessary. Even Felick saw the right of things.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no way back for me,’ Valia said, tightening her grip. ‘I watched Aldrack burn… I let Bartell kill them… there’s no return from willingly letting a city die.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, well,’ Archimegadon began. He looked past Valia’s shoulder and tried his old trick. ‘Yes, kill her now, Neurion!’ 
 
    Valia gave him a withering look and then punched him full in the face, dropping him instantly. As the world blurred, Archimegadon found his confused senses feeling all the more sympathy for Neurion having suffered two of Valia’s punches. Then burning anger replaced all that as Valia spat in his face while he was down, and without thinking he aimed a kick at her, narrowly missing as she dodged backwards. 
 
    Archimegadon stumbled  to his feet, grabbing the Staff of Antagules as he did so and brandishing it threateningly before himself. Teeth bared, Valia looked ready to charge at him right away, but then she looked over at Bartell again, and her expression became one of impatient frustration. 
 
    ‘Well, don’t just stand there!’ she shouted at Bartell. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    Bartell was still frozen, though, his eyes flicking back and forth as though he was having silent conversations with multiple people and constantly having to look between them. Breathing hard, Valia stumbled back away from the dais and towards the doors. 
 
    ‘Screw it then,’ Valia said. ‘Die for yourself, Bartell, I’m not going to.’ 
 
    ‘Get back here!’ Archimegadon yelled at her, and as she barged open the doors he tried to fire off a flamebolt. He realised that the Kalahd anti-magic field was still active just as Valia slipped out of sight, and he prepared to invoke a profanity so terrible it would likely have outdone the power of the Gharlen themselves.  
 
    A Knight of Endless Skies opted to prevent this course of events, though, and Archimegadon dodged back just in time. Before the knight could follow up, Felick grabbed hold of him and neatly pulled him back over his leg and tossed the man unceremoniously to the floor. Felick threw Archimegadon a wink and then set to dispatching the knight, while Archimegadon tried to get a hold on the chaos that had broken out.  
 
    ‘Obdo, come here,’ Archimegadon said to the farmhand, who was still cradling his maimed hand. ‘You need to get out of here with Neurion somehow – Valia and probably other knights might still be out there, but trust me, you aren’t going to want to be here soon if I’m wrong about the ritual.’ 
 
    ‘Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘I should… I should help out…’ 
 
    ‘Just get out of here, as far as you can,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Obdo didn’t seem in much of a mood to argue, which was understandable. He stumbled to his feet, retrieved the helmet he’d stolen and put it on, and then ran for it, looking for all the world like just another of Bartell’s soldiers. 
 
    Felick and Neurion seemed to be doing okay against the knights meanwhile, but the other Breakers had all met their ends at the hands of Bartell’s faithful remaining servants. It looked like Neurion was only surviving thanks to Felick’s watchful protection, as Felick constantly took down knights who got too close to the young paladin. The battle had reached the doorway, and despite their successes the knights seemed to be trying to emulate Valia and escape now. The knights, Neurion and Felick disappeared from view, but just as Archimegadon was about to head over to assist them, the magical lights suddenly came back on. The sky filled with clouds, and the circle below winked with thousands of stars.  
 
    And the beams from the mirrors to the Staff of Vortagenses returned to life. 
 
    ‘Erm, that didn’t stop it?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    Bartell awoke from his reverie, looking just as surprised. He let out a laugh. ‘Your pathetic resistance is over, Forseld!’ he yelled, unleashing a storm of fire that filled Archimegadon’s vision.  
 
    Archimegadon was ready, and did a clumsy magical block like the one Belias had done back at Gale. The fire seemed to pass around him, and he took the opportunity to charge at his enemy, who was momentarily sure that he’d beaten Archimegadon. The Mage for Hire hopped up the steps of the dais and winced as the dark magical energies swirling around Bartell filled his ears with an unbearable vibration.  
 
    ‘Don’t you ever give up?’ Bartell asked, his eyes alight with rage. 
 
    ‘Not quite, old chap,’ Archimegadon replied, ducking as Bartell swiped at him clumsily with his sword. ‘That’s not your usual standard.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been planning this for years!’ Bartell shouted. ‘Why are you being such an infernal pest?’ 
 
    ‘Erm, because you are trying to destroy everything,’ Archimegadon replied, neatly sidestepping another sword strike.  
 
    ‘You have no reason to care,’ Bartell said. ‘I’ve every reason. Why ruin everything on a whim?’ 
 
    ‘It began as a whim,’ Archimegadon said, dancing neatly away from each of Bartell’s furious sword sweeps. ‘But then you went and made it personal.’ 
 
    Bartell lowered his sword and stared at Archimegadon. ‘I didn’t expect a man like you to care about saving anyone but yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but you are planning to kill everyone,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That does include me, remember. And now, let’s…’ 
 
    Bartell suddenly grinned quite savagely, and Archimegadon felt a swift sharp shock in his back that nearly blacked out his senses completely. He blinked, and when his sight came back he was flat on his stomach, staring down at the purple carpet round the Throne of Mirrors. His entire back was completely numb, and all his senses were screaming that something was terribly, terribly wrong. 
 
    ‘Oh, what a surprise indeed!’ Bartell said. He was laughing so hard he had nearly lost his breath. ‘Sorry, Forseld, but you really had to see it from my perspective.’ He raised his gaze slightly and beckoned. 
 
    Elsim Redrock stepped into Archimegadon’s limited line of sight. In all the confusion, Archimegadon had forgotten to take account of the little clerk, and dark realisation of what had happened gripped his dulling senses. The clerk kneeled next to him and shook the blood on his blade over Archimegadon’s face.  
 
    ‘Now, don’t you fear little Elsim,’ the clerk said with a giggle. 
 
    ‘You idiot,’ Archimegadon struggled to say. ‘I saw you… with Belias… you will nev-never… be more than a slave… out of your own choice.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing wrong with picking the winning side, Master Forseld,’ Elsim said. ‘And I don’t know what you’re talking about. Who is Belias?’  
 
    ‘Enough chatter,’ Bartell said. Archimegadon suspected from Bartell’s expression that he had worked out Elsim’s unwitting connection to the necromancer, which likely meant that Elsim would be amongst the first to fall if Bartell attained godhood as well. 
 
    ‘Shall I finish the mage?’ Elsim asked. 
 
    ‘You’re both filth,’ Archimegadon gasped, coughing red specks across the carpet, which showed only faintly against the deep purple. 
 
    Bartell smiled and drew his shining blade. He rested the edge on Archimegadon’s neck. ‘Let’s not give you all the pleasure,’ he said to Elsim, before turning his attention to Archimegadon. ‘How ironic, really, that after all this magical business, it ends with just a simple sword.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ Archimegadon said. He laughed painfully. ‘You see, Lord Bar… Bartell… every plan has… a crack.’ 
 
    ‘That would be sending you to stop me,’ Bartell said, chuckling, and he gave Archimegadon a mocking salute. ‘Either way, farewell, Mage for Hire. I am severing our contract.’ 
 
    ‘It seems,’ Archimegadon said with a cough, ‘that things are refu-refusing… to favour my sense… of the dramatic.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Bartell asked, puzzled and slightly wary. 
 
    ‘Oh, ignore him, my lord,’ Elsim said. ‘He is buying time. Perhaps he believes his friends will return.’ 
 
    Bartell snorted. ‘You have no real friends, though, do you, Forseld? And that is the difference between my victory and your defeat. Elsim remained, and your friends ran off.’ 
 
    ‘Your real friends are dead, and the blood of both is on your hands,’ Archimegadon spat back. 
 
    Bartell did not look angry or lose his temper this time. For a moment he seemed regretful, and then he simply shrugged. ‘They were only ever liars.’ 
 
    ‘I think there was a time when none of you were,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    And suddenly the vortex of swirling clouds around Bartell seemed to be drawn inside the former hero, though one of the beams of energy seemed to be shaking quite violently. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Archimegadon said with a smile. 
 
    ‘And here we go,’ Bartell said as the aura of dark power filled him. ‘At least as you die, you shall know that you failed. Everything is mine.’ 
 
    ‘A crack, Bartell,’ Archimegadon said, his energy returning slightly as he managed a small grin. ‘You unutterable bastard, you and your minion are buggered now!’ 
 
    Bartell looked around. The beams looked fine… just… fine… 
 
    Or… 
 
    The last one was most certainly not. And a slight whine steadily grew louder.  
 
    Archimegadon looked up at the mirror he had been standing by before. Light gathered around the crack he had made when he had struck the mirror during the darkness following Bartell’s accidental Kalahd. His last backup, and hopefully Neurion and Obdo had run well out of range of what was about to happen. 
 
    The room began to shake. 
 
    Elsim looked to Bartell for what to do, afraid to act without a command from his master. 
 
    Bartell ignored the clerk and dropped his sword to one side as realisation began to set in. He brought up the Kalahd ring and opened his mouth. 
 
    Archimegadon was faster. He threw every ounce of power he had left into one last strike against the tyrant and his henchman. His hands shook and stabbing pains shot through the numbness across his back as he turned over and pointed at Bartell and Elsim. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ he roared, and it exploded almost immediately as it came into existence right in Bartell’s face, throwing Elsim and Bartell backwards and smashing Archimegadon back through the air in the opposite direction. 
 
    For Archimegadon, it was essentially the end. His sight flashed and filled with strange colours, and it seemed as though somebody was turning down the lights. He lay broken across the floor in the middle of the glass, above the swirling vortex, staring vaguely at his nemeses. 
 
    Elsim, who had fallen on his backside near the mirror, had dropped his knife, but he had not been directly hit and was slightly less confused than his master. His eyes flicked across the floor and the moment they saw his knife not far from Archimegadon he scrambled towards it, his hand outstretched. 
 
    Bartell meanwhile had landed near one of the mirrors, and he struggled to get his balance back as he stumbled against it, looking rather dazed. Once he shook his head sudden rage seemed to take him, and he turned his attention to Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Not dead?’ he howled. ‘Then let’s…’ 
 
    The cracks in the damaged mirror spread like lightning and it shattered.  
 
    ‘Toodle pip, you ass,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Bartell remembered his ring again and opened his mouth one last time to utter the word and save himself. It was too late. The energy beams all shot back into their mirrors, which exploded outwards with tremendous force. Bartell, standing with his back to one, was shredded instantly in a cloud of red by thousands of glass shards. 
 
    The full force of the blast hit Elsim, and his body flopped lifelessly across the floor as he landed messily some distance past Archimegadon and skidded to a halt in a crimson spray. His glasses shattered as they landed not far from Archimegadon. 
 
    In the middle of the room, the Staff of Vortagenses shook wildly as the unstable energy collected above it, and Archimegadon knew the final explosion was about to go off, ending everything once and for all. He sighed that it had come to this, and only hoped Neurion and Obdo had run far enough so they could tell his tale to all who would listen. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon!’ Neurion’s voice interrupted his mild philosophising, and he cursed profusely. 
 
    ‘You absolute… asses,’ Archimegadon said, turning to see Neurion and Obdo both there, with Felick lingering not far behind. 
 
    ‘Not gonna leave you,’ Obdo said with a crooked smile. ‘Well, it was Neurion’s idea.’ 
 
    ‘You idiots, it’s about to explode!’ Archimegadon shouted, in spite of himself. ‘I wanted you to get to safety!’ 
 
    Don’t be such a fool, Antagules said. The explosion is going to take out most of the mountain. The village should be safe, but not much else. And now, a bit late… rescue! 
 
    A bright light flickered in Archimegadon’s eyes, and then the chamber of the Throne of Mirrors seemed to fade away, along with everything else. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-One: Casting Shadows 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, wake up, you lazy old man,’ was the next thing Archimegadon heard. 
 
    He sat up to find himself lying on some horrible mossy rock in the middle of some pretty empty grasslands. His suspicious eyes followed a rock-strewn valley over to the sight of a tower far in the distance, and then turned to see the looming black shape of the old Mage Academy. They slowly made their way round to see Antagules glowering down at him, flanked by Obdo, Neurion, and, of all people, Felick Broadblade, who looked very awkward indeed. 
 
    ‘Death would have been better than this awakening,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Don’t be so snide, old man,’ Antagules said. ‘Just because you defeated Lord Bartell, doesn’t mean you get to ignore manners.’ 
 
    Archimegadon blinked. He had, hadn’t he? Somehow, sort of, by some luck and fortune and any other words he could think of for chance, he’d managed to stop Bartell right on the brink of attaining omnipotence and bringing the foretold age of darkness upon the world. The Clerics’ prophecy and the Light’s grim foretelling had both been wrong, and now, after these awful weeks, he could take a blessed break. 
 
    ‘You know, for the first time in a while, I think I might be in a good mood,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Just as well,’ Obdo said. ‘Someone needs to be.’ 
 
    ‘Obdo,’ Archimegadon said, feeling shame wash over him. ‘I didn’t want… I didn’t mean for it to happen…’ 
 
    ‘We both told you not to give in to him,’ Obdo said, smiling a little regretfully. ‘Just as well you held off, too, this old witch was damn slow getting us out of there.’ 
 
    ‘I beg your pardon?’ Antagules asked. 
 
    ‘Joking, ma’am,’ Obdo murmured. ‘We’re all very grateful you got us out of there.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better be,’ Antagules said. ‘I’ve half a mind to teleport you back there.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think you knew how to, anyway,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I made a few educated guesses,’ Antagules said, looking shifty. ‘If it hadn’t been that or death, I wouldn’t have even tried. Sen Delarian would have been your man to ask about teleporting, he was a dab hand at it. Wasted genius…’ 
 
    ‘But yeah, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said, yanking the conversation back, ‘there’s nothing to worry about. We knew we were going to be in a tough scrape, and damn, if anyone was going to hold off Bartell from killing us all, it was you.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, I’m not so sure about that, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Modesty? From you?’ Obdo asked. ‘Something big must have happened.’ 
 
    ‘Well for a start, I thought I was about to die last thing I remember,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Thank Neurion for that,’ Antagules said. ‘Though he cheated a bit – his powers are greater here, just as with us mages. I was all for letting you pass away. Would have saved us all a big headache.’ 
 
    ‘Charmed,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well, Neurion, looks like I owe you a debt as well.’ 
 
    Neurion’s eyes went wide, and Archimegadon noted that he’d fixed his broken nose, though it appeared to have a slight slant to it now. ‘Master Archimegadon, you are the newest Hero of Valanthas! You defeated Lord Bartell’s plans and stopped him murdering everyone! We all owe you a great debt.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get carried away, boy,’ Antagules said, rapping him on the head with her knuckles. ‘But you’re right, in some ways. Well done, old man.’ 
 
    ‘Well, erm, thank you,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That was probably the most unpleasant episode of my life.’ He glanced at the Mage Academy. ‘One of them, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think any of us enjoyed it much,’ Obdo said, looking at the two remaining fingers on his right hand. ‘But doesn’t it feel good to come out on the other side and know we won?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it does,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘No crowds like when I stopped Delarian mind you, that’s a shame.’ 
 
    ‘It’s better for your head,’ Antagules said.  
 
    ‘So what now?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘We’re in magic land, right?’ 
 
    ‘To simplify it excessively, yes,’ Antagules replied. 
 
    ‘I trust you can actually send us back?’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Of course, same way as last time,’ Antagules said. ‘Though I won’t send you back to the spot you teleported from, that would probably be painful. I’ll try to drop you near somewhere nice. Melethas?’ 
 
    Archimegadon shivered as he thought of the Mage Academy, and his first meeting with the traitorous Valia. ‘No thank you, madam. I shan’t be returning there in a long while, I can assure you of that.’ 
 
    ‘Where, then?’ Antagules asked. 
 
    ‘I’m sick of the whole damn region,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Pop me onto the Central Way near Ferrina, if you could.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Antagules said. ‘You others?’ 
 
    ‘I’d better go to Belden, I think it was,’ Obdo replied. ‘My cousin Albarte was running away there.’ 
 
    ‘Verrinion Cathedral for me,’ Neurion said. ‘I want to see if there’s anything left of the order there.  I want to become a proper paladin, and help restore what’s left after Bartell killed Grand and the others.’ 
 
    ‘And you, Felick?’ Antagules asked. 
 
    The mercenary had been staying very quiet for the whole proceedings, and now looked terrified that someone had spoken to him. ‘Me? Well, uh, I guess dump me in Telanne, it’s a long way from Aldrack. Don’t wanna hang around there any more.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not my favourite,’ Antagules said, ‘but from what I hear, you did a brave thing. Helping stop Bartell saved more people than you may realise. I’m not sure what else you have done in your life, or whether it would absolve them, but it was something.’ 
 
    ‘Right, uh, thanks,’ Felick said. ‘I’m, well… it’d be better if I left. If you could show me the door.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Broadblade,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You’ve tried to kill me on several occasions, but you did come through when it mattered.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, he was gonna kill all of us,’ Felick said. ‘Just saving my own neck, Arkermechadon.’ 
 
    Antagules led the mercenary away to the portal where she’d sent Archimegadon back from before, leaving Archimegadon, Obdo and Neurion alone. 
 
    Neurion shifted. 
 
    ‘It’s sad,’ he said finally. ‘That we have to part ways.’ 
 
    ‘Not like it’s the end,’ Obdo said. ‘Valanthas isn’t all that big. We can meet up and have a drink sometimes. If I can afford it. Not sure what use I’ll be missing two fingers.’ 
 
    ‘I have a feeling you’ll get on just fine,’ Archimegadon said. ‘There’s never really any stopping you.’ 
 
    ‘Not for long,’ Obdo said, ‘least that’s how I try to do things. Besides, I stole all of Belias’s money when you guys weren’t looking.’ He looked regretful. ‘Got used to hanging around you two.’ 
 
    ‘You have your cousins, if you can ever find them,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You’ll forget us in no time.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no forgetting what we just went through,’ Obdo said. ‘No way at all. We’re, like, bonded… or something.’ 
 
    ‘Probably not the word I’d use, though I suppose so,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But we all have our lives to return to. Neurion’s going to train to be a paladin, and, well, I might even try to get proper mage training. Or just head back on the road and scare off wolves for grobs.’  
 
    ‘So I guess this is where you ended up before?’ Obdo asked. ‘When Belias tried to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, yes,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Where I found out about Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t much use,’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘We all underestimated Bartell,’ Antagules said suddenly, making them jump. ‘Vortagenses, Delarian, Akarith… each of us misjudged what they’d made him into. It is just as well Archimegadon managed to stop him, or right now I think his reign would not have been a happy one. He held a lot of hate for a man who was so successful.’ 
 
    ‘And smiled a lot for one who held such hatred,’ Neurion said. ‘I did not realise people used it as a mask so much.’ 
 
    ‘So what happens to Bartell’s demon power?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Now that it’s free of the mirrors?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll just fade away in the air, and return to the natural cycle of magic energy,’ Antagules replied. ‘After exploding like that, I’d imagine it’s mostly burnt out anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Something of a shame,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If only I could have yoinked it.’ 
 
    ‘That would have been worse than Bartell ruling the world,’ Antagules said. ‘Let us be thankful for that mercy.’ 
 
    ‘Tush, I would be a marvellous ruler,’ Archimegadon said. ‘So will the Mage Academy go back to normal now Vortagenses is dead? I assume he and his staff were wiped out, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Even dead, my guess is that his madness will likely live on in that place,’ Antagules said. ‘Some magical things we leave behind when we die. Not the best legacy, but it would sum the man up.’ 
 
    ‘You should flatten that place,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It is not a pleasant location.’ 
 
    ‘And yet it was the saving of you, was it not?’ Antagules asked. ‘A two-sided coin.’ 
 
    ‘Hrmph, I would have worked it out somehow,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘What about Valia? Did you rescue her as well as Felick?’ 
 
    ‘Erm, I didn’t, no,’ Antagules replied, looking slightly red. ‘Well, from what I could tell, she’d joined Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be the end of her, then,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Rather odd. Didn’t quite expect it of her.’ 
 
    ‘She was not so different from Bartell,’ Antagules said. ‘It’s the ones who pointedly don’t ask for attention that you need to watch. People like the old man here are much less threatening.’ 
 
    ‘I beat them all!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Well done,’ Antagules said, in the tone of a teacher praising a toddler. ‘Well, hadn’t you boys better be off?’ 
 
    Obdo and Neurion didn’t look so eager, but Archimegadon nodded. ‘I’ve had enough of the region of Aldrack, and no offence, but anywhere associated with what just happened, which includes here. Pop me through the portal, if you would be so kind.’ 
 
    Neurion seized his hand and shook it firmly. ‘It’s been a pleasure and an honour, Master Archimegadon, to have travelled alongside you in your campaign against the machinations of Lord Bartell. If you ever plan another adventure, you know I will always be ready to lend you my aid!’ 
 
    Archimegadon regarded Neurion for a moment. How the paladin had changed, from bumbling his swordplay on the Central Way to facing down Bartell’s personal guards with apparent success. Whether Neurion had quite got over his dislike of Obdo as a necromancer was another matter, but it was still surprising all the same.  
 
    ‘Should that happen, I’ll be sure to give you a prod,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I rather doubt it, mind you, but we shall see.’ 
 
    ‘And thanks for bullying me into carrying that demon head to Melethas!’ Obdo said. ‘I’d have missed some interesting stuff otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’re most welcome,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It was certainly an odd experience, and not quite what I expected after being hired to apparently clear wolves from a farmstead.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, can’t believe I worked for a necromancer all that time,’ Obdo said. ‘Yeesh.’ 
 
    ‘But much as tearful reunions are attractive, I wish to head on to my home, and have a good, long doze,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Farewell, my good fellows, and good fortune on your travels!’ 
 
    ‘Farewell, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Toodles, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon gave them a flamboyant bow and then allowed Antagules to lead him away, off a short path round the side of the valley, and into the cover of some trees. The portal itself was a half-collapsed ring of stones, not terribly well maintained by their keeper. Some slivers of light illuminated the area, but on the whole it was rather gloomy. 
 
    ‘You’ll miss them, won’t you?’ Antagules asked after a moment. 
 
    ‘Tush, do not be foolish,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘They will miss me, however.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever you say, old man,’ Antagules said. ‘Well, good bye, and enjoy yourself in your saved kingdom!’ 
 
    ‘Not that I’ll get anything for stopping Bartell,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What is the point of saving the world if nobody sees you doing it?’ 
 
    * 
 
    Mortimyr drummed his fingers on the ground, leaning back against a rock while he sat in the dust. Above him, the ominous spire of Mount Arranoth loomed, while nearby a crowd of people concealed the mine’s entrance. Terrill wandered over. 
 
    ‘Well, they’re not going to take us prisoner at least, not any more anyway,’ he said. ‘I convinced them we weren’t the band coming here to kill Bartell. They couldn’t remember the name of the mage they were expecting, but they were pretty sure it wasn’t Terrill.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘They don’t know if Valia came this way,’ Terrill went on. ‘But they were damn sure they’d not have let her into the mines if she did. They only let in Bartell, Sen Delarian and his followers.’ 
 
    ‘And the mines?’ Mortimyr asked. 
 
    ‘Collapsed,’ Terrill replied. ‘There was an explosion, they say. Not sure what it was, but it wasn’t all that long after Bartell swanned in, demanding that nobody be allowed to pass.’ 
 
    ‘So he’s dead,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘Guess so, suppose the ancient power he was after was unstable or something,’ Terrill said. ‘It was only Bartell and Delarian who went in, so not like any “heroes” beat us to it. Thought we’d caught Delarian, but guess he escaped just to get killed here instead.’ 
 
    ‘Comforting,’ Mortimyr said. ‘Back to Aldrack to help clear up then?’ 
 
    ‘Might be Valia stayed there,’ Terrill replied. ‘She definitely left the city, in a real huff, but I don’t know if she went back in. Just as well we chased her, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘But we were too slow for everything,’ Anjilo said, joining them with Gelenn in tow. 
 
    ‘Good thing too,’ Terrill said. ‘We dodged two massive explosions! Fate is on our side.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t solve the fact we have no money left,’ Mortimyr said. 
 
    ‘We’ll work something out,’ Terrill said. ‘There’s always people need something sorted out.’  
 
    ‘Coming here was the biggest waste of time yet,’ Mortimyr said. ‘Let’s go and find something else pointless to do. No reason to change habits now.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon reappeared in a bush, and after ripping and tearing his way out, found himself on the edge of the Central Way, surrounded on either side by thick forest. Antagules had nearly got it right… or knowing her, exactly right. He waved the Staff of Antagules in the air with rage, before stepping down off the grass and onto the Central Way. 
 
    Well, there it was, then. He was done with his adventures in the region of Aldrack, and had made a few pennies out of it. Not quite the promised thousand or even two thousand relorans that he had allegedly been offered, but at least he hadn’t been killed by Bartell or his imbecilic cohorts.  
 
    He’d even, come to think of it, completed Akarith’s quest finally, defeating the man who’d destroyed her base. Perhaps a little after the fact, considering what Bartell had done to her at the last, but nevertheless, it hadn’t been the easiest task he’d been set.  
 
    Archimegadon wasn’t quite sure he recognised this stretch of the Central Way, but there was a lot of the roadway throughout Valanthas, and much was easily forgotten. The underground city of Ferrina shouldn’t be too far away, and his seldom-used home, and blissful sleep once he got there. Affording a trip to the Isles of Filikis remained out of his price range, unfortunately, so the spirit Archimegadon that had warned him all that time ago had been right, it seemed. 
 
    He took the reloran Antagules had give him from his pocket and flipped it a few times as he wandered along the lonely road, thinking over the last few weeks, and yesterday’s dark finish. All in all he didn’t regret it, though there was a lot that he’d rather forget. And he did feel a certain amount of pride in the fact that he’d sort-of outwitted Bartell and put an end to his scheming. He guessed his luck was turning somewhat, especially bearing in mind the coin he was flipping seemed to be landing heads-up a lot.  
 
    Archimegadon looked at it and frowned. The face was not the current king, or any other he remembered. He didn’t recognise the face at all… or did he? 
 
    He peered again. 
 
    And then it hit him, though he’d never seen the face in quite the same way. It was the brooding, dark face of Vortagenses, glaring off the right side of the coin, thick brows and a crooked nose giving him a powerful if slightly unfriendly look. Antagules had paid Archimegadon with a genuine reloran from the age of Vortagenses’s reign! 
 
    And those were worth a lot of cash. 
 
    Archimegadon lifted his robes and hurried off to Ferrina as fast as he could. 
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