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 Chapter One: Why One Should Avoid Quests at Inns 
 
      
 
    There once was a mage, cunning and proud, known o’er the land for his great deeds and heroic stature. Where evil stepped, his feet shook the earth. Where darkness dwelt, his glory outshone it. Where there was sadness, he brought joy and happiness to all. 
 
    Yet his early deeds were as nothing compared with his last struggle, for the evil Lord Bartell, seditious leader of the city of Aldrack, had plans of his own for the kingdom. Sending his nefarious minions across the land, he sought artefacts of great power to grant himself the ability to control the world. His sinister right-hand-man, Sen Delarian, mage of similar renown, also turned traitor, and with the assistance of the shadowy cultists known only as the Clerics, they pillaged the knowledge of the past. They discovered a fearsome demon power left behind by King Vortagenses, founder of Valanthas, hidden away below Mount Arranoth. 
 
    The hero of this tale was between adventures, serving the kingdom as a noble Mage for Hire. Fresh from his titanic defeat of the demon feared by Horan, called by many the Shadow, he heard of Lord Bartell’s dark dealings. Unperturbed, he summoned to his aid a local weapons expert, and a paladin of the Light, and together they set out to crush Lord Bartell’s schemes, and those of the thief organisation known as the Dusk Alliance.  
 
    Led by Akarith the Assassin, the Dusk Alliance plotted misery for the kingdom, and the region of Aldrack cowered under their shadow unguarded as Lord Bartell pursued his own vile ends. Their reign came to a sudden end as the Mage for Hire struck their fortress down with a cataclysmic firestorm, and once again the kingdom could live in peace. Shamed by her defeat, Akarith fled into the arms of Lord Bartell, who recognised a fellow snake and accepted her into his traitorous band. 
 
    The Mage for Hire and his assistants broke into Aldrack and confronted Lord Bartell atop his castle. There, beset by Bartell, Delarian, Akarith, and the corrupt knights of the Order of Endless Skies, the Mage for Hire was forced to retreat, but not without leaving Sen Delarian shamefully beaten first. Fearing that the Mage for Hire would undo his plots, Lord Bartell rushed his plan and brought a magical dome down around the region, sealing out interference while his incompetent agents scoured the land for the Mage for Hire. 
 
    Able easily to avoid the Clerics, our Hero instead travelled to the land of magic, where he conferred with the great mage Antagules, who assisted him in perfecting his already staggering powers. Returning to the region of Aldrack, the Mage for Hire defeated a necromancer and recruited the Paladin Order, sending them to assault Bartell’s forces head-on. In the ensuing battle of Aldrack, Sen Delarian once again was sent packing, and Bartell grabbed his bags and ran for it with Akarith. Filled with great dread at his reversal of fortunes, Bartell reversed his dome spell, turning it into a great beam of destruction that laid waste to the city of Aldrack. 
 
    Yet this was not to be the end of our Hero! For he and his companions used their powers to hold off the terrible blast, and chased the vile Lord Bartell all the way to Mount Arranoth. There, with nowhere to run, Lord Bartell and Akarith turned to face the Hero. Lord Bartell offered the Mage for Hire two options – to serve him, or see his friends die in great pain. The Hero declined both, and trounced the knavish Lord and his minions, leaving Arranoth as the victor! 
 
    Upon leaving, he met with the King, who, astounded by this mighty deed, asked the Mage for Hire: 
 
    ‘How much have you been drinking?’ 
 
     ‘Erm, wait, what?’ Archimegadon asked, swaying on the spot. Indistinct faces blinked at him, waiting for a reply. 
 
    Despite his inebriation he could make out the shape of a man dressed in a black shirt with grey leggings, giving the impression of a violent footpad, with his rough black beard, messy hair, and most notably his longsword, which was at least sheathed right now. The man’s hands were on his hips, and he had a particularly scornful look on his face.  
 
    ‘I said, how much have you been drinking? Seriously, I’ve not heard a bigger pack of lies in a while, and I listened in on a council meeting just a week ago.’  
 
    There was a murmur of approval from some of the others in the pub. 
 
    Archimegadon looked around, as though for the first time. He’d probably drunk quite a lot, come to think of it, but his short-term memory seemed to be momentarily shot. From what he could see it was a familiar, well-kept pub, strong oak beams criss-crossing the ceiling, and a grand fireplace soaking the room in a warm glow. Vague memories of being dared into telling his story came back to him, and he tried to remember exactly how he’d told the tale of his recent adventures.  
 
    ‘Well, sir,’ he began, trying to buy a few extra seconds, ‘I do believe that you are jealous.’ Yes, that was a good way to start, turn the crowd against the dissenter. 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ the black-haired man said. ‘Nobody would believe that stupid story. Lord Bartell and Sen Delarian were both heroes of the kingdom from the old war. Not even the politicians know what exactly happened when that magical dome went up around Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t know,’ Archimegadon said, correcting his steady tilting to the left, ‘because they were not there. I was.’ 
 
    ‘Not to mention the fanciful journey to what, the “land of magic”, was it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the one.’  
 
    The black-haired man stared. 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon glared at the man, pondering if perhaps he might ignite the fellow with a look. Some vague cautionary sense in his brain warned him off this just in case, so he remembered to blink instead. ‘You are most insolent, sir. I daresay I am quite offended at your foolish interruptions.’ 
 
    The crowd meanwhile was losing interest; they’d seen many other arguments than this in their times as locals, and usually more violent and thus more interesting. Meanwhile the landlord quietly moved away from Archimegadon, hoping the mage would stop ordering drinks. While he didn’t mind the money, this wasn’t the first night Archimegadon had been drunk while there, and the itinerant mage had a habit of causing some of the rowdy folk to get even more stirred up. Not enough to make him kick the mage out yet, of course; Archimegadon was renting the expensive room, and there weren’t so many that would do that. 
 
    ‘Alright, I tell you what, mage,’ the black-haired man said. ‘I’ll have a bet with you.’ 
 
    ‘Tush, name your challenge,’ Archimegadon said, steadying himself with the Staff of Antagules. ‘I can take up any battle you wish.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had a few to drink, and so have I,’ the man said. ‘How about we see who can drink the most?’  
 
    ‘Hah, I’ve already drunk more than you,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You’ll need to catch up, old boy.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so now you’re saying you can’t take up any battle?’ the man asked. 
 
    ‘Hmph, fine,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I shall show you exactly what it means to challenge the great Mage for Hire.’ 
 
    The man pulled up a small table and a couple of chairs and motioned for Archimegadon to take a seat, settling down himself after allowing a moment for the mage to respond. Archimegadon, a little too preoccupied with trying to sit down without giving away that he was in no condition for a drinking contest, chose not to reply to the man’s offer. He nearly dropped the Staff of Antagules as he tried to balance it against the table, probably not the most reverent way to treat what had been the property of one of the most powerful mages of Valanthas. Resigned to his fate, the barman came over and deposited a couple of drinks, rationalising that the money they’d give him would override the potential for disaster. 
 
    ‘Name’s Tharanor Vakard,’ the man said after a pause. ‘City guard of Ferrina, though not on duty tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Mage for Hire, and Hero of Valanthas,’ Archimegadon said. ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘A mercenary mage, eh?’ Tharanor asked. ‘Interesting. So, who’s starting?’ 
 
    Archimegadon reached into his right pocket, where he kept his new lucky coin. He held it up to the light and let the flickers of the fireplace play over the stern profile of King Vortagenses, the old founder of the kingdom from centuries ago. Deified in the kingdom as a mage of legend, Vortagenses had actually, it turned out, been a deceitful necromancer, seeking to build his own army using his unsuspecting citizens. Foiled instead by the mages of his time, he’d been killed before completing a ritual to grant himself a terrible demon power, that had later become the focus of corrupt Lord Bartell’s campaign to clean up the world he’d grown to despise. To avoid ruining the identity of the newly-formed kingdom, those same mages had hidden the truth of their founder.  
 
    The important part of all this was that coins from the days of Vortagenses were worth an absolute ton. There were a hundred grobs to a vallin, and a hundred vallins to a reloran (bronze, silver and gold respectively), and ones with Vortagenses on them tended to sell for roughly a thousand times their base worth. Given that Archimegadon’s lucky coin, granted to him by the mage Antagules, was a reloran, he was set for riches, and soon to boot! After all the stress of putting up with Lord Bartell’s plans, he was going to be rich, and had been living in style on his short journey back to Ferrina now that he was no longer worried about gold. 
 
    He carefully kept the coin in his right pocket so he’d not spend it by mistake. His left pocket had a few coins loose so he’d not always have to dive into his coin purse for buying things. Since his recent adventures he’d picked up quite a few spare coins and his coin purse had attracted  unsavoury attention on a couple of occasions, so he didn’t like to show it off where possible. 
 
    Archimegadon flipped the coin casually. ‘Shall we decide by a toss of the coin?’ 
 
    Tharanor shrugged. ‘Might as well. Feel free to call it.’ 
 
    Ever the showman, Archimegadon spun the coin on the table first for extra effect, before snatching it up and flipping it in one smooth motion. ‘Heads,’ he said, but to his dismay it was not Vortagenses staring back at him when the coin landed – on the floor.  
 
    ‘You start then,’ Tharanor said, retrieving the coin and tossing it back to Archimegadon, who nearly dropped it again. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Landlord fellow, fear not, this chap shall be defeated within but a few drinks.’  
 
    He gestured at Tharanor dismissively, knocking his staff as he did so, but managed to stop himself dropping his coin in his beer as he reached to grab the staff before it hit the ground. Quickly he deposited the coin in his left pocket and steadied the staff again. 
 
    ‘Going to start?’ Tharanor asked with a smirk. 
 
    ‘Of course, just pre-game preparations,’ Archimegadon replied. He took up his first beer of the competition. ‘Let the games begin.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I suh… suppose… that means I win,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘You’re a bastard,’ Archimegadon said into the table.  
 
    His spilled beer lapped against his grey hair, as though chastising him for losing the game. The barman meanwhile looked relieved that the game was over and no glasses had been smashed, and also rather pleased with his earnings. 
 
    ‘Now, as agreed, let’s have the one reloran,’ Tharanor said, continuing to drink despite the conclusion of the contest.  
 
    Archimegadon sat up slowly, shaking the dripping, cool beer from his hair as he did so. ‘One reloran? Did we bet on that?’ 
 
    ‘Of course we did, are you trying to get out of it?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘No, no,’ Archimegadon replied, still not quite sure if he could remember the actual bet. ‘Far be it from me… far be it that I’d go back on my word.’ He grabbed a reloran from his left pocket and flipped it across the table. 
 
    Tharanor made a grab for it and lost his balance; while he did manage to catch the coin, the floor also caught his face, and he made an indistinct “oww” noise from where he landed. 
 
    ‘What on earth is this?’ a female voice asked, interrupting the festivities.  
 
    Archimegadon peered through the haze at a tall woman with long brown hair in a ponytail, who had just stormed in. She was garbed in similar dark clothing to Tharanor, with two swords sheathed on her back, and from the look on her face she was here to murder several people.  
 
    ‘Oh, uh, hello, Yuriath,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Yuriath asked, kicking him in the side where he lay. Archimegadon winced; it didn’t look like it had been particularly playful. ‘I’ve caught them both while you’ve been in here, it’s time to go, and you’re… well, look at you.’ 
 
    ‘I just lost my balance is all,’ Tharanor said, fumbling back onto his chair and nearly falling over in the opposite direction. ‘Still good for working tonight.’ 
 
    ‘You’re an idiot, Tharanor,’ Yuriath said. ‘Every time you do this. Do you ever learn?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be fine,’ Tharanor replied, looking annoyed as he pulled himself to his feet. ‘Bit of night air will clear it off.’ 
 
    Yuriath’s glare could have sharpened an army of swords, and it swung round to centre on Archimegadon next. ‘And you, old man, aren’t you a bit above drinking that much now?’ 
 
    ‘Madam, I am a hero,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I may do as I will.’ 
 
    ‘Great company you find,’ Yuriath said to Tharanor. ‘Look, let’s just go and deal with the Clerics now.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect, lead the way,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    Archimegadon, despite not really being able to see or track much right now, figured that the extra enthusiasm in the guard’s voice was supposed to ingratiate himself with his angry friend. He was also still sensible enough to realise that wasn’t going to work. 
 
    A moment later he froze. Clerics? Had they been talking about random religious people, or had Yuriath used a capital letter there?  
 
    ‘One moment, madam,’ Archimegadon said. ‘When you say Clerics, you don’t mean a bunch of fellows in usually blue cloaks who predict that a dark ruler will take over the kingdom and whatnot, do you?’ 
 
    Yuriath glanced at Tharanor, who gave a measured nod. 
 
    ‘You know them?’ Yuriath asked Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘I have run into them before,’ Archimegadon replied with a nonchalant air. ‘They were involved in the dark doings over at Aldrack.’ 
 
    Yuriath looked around the room and then grabbed Archimegadon’s robes and tugged him from his chair. ‘Let’s discuss this outside,’ she said. 
 
    With barely a moment to retrieve the Staff of Antagules, Archimegadon found himself out in the sharp night air, and the thick cloud of beer-ness lifted momentarily as the yellow glow of the torches outside the pub cast stark contrast to the silver moonlight that washed over the forest. Tharanor was looking a bit sharper himself, eyeing the mage with unconcealed distrust as Yuriath turned to face Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘The Clerics were behind that magical dome?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘That they were,’ Archimegadon replied, with a nod. ‘They were working with Lord Bartell and Sen Delarian to erm… well, to summarise, they were trying to steal some great power to help them take over the world.’ 
 
    ‘He was telling this fanciful tale inside,’ Tharanor said. ‘Said that he defeated them and Bartell, and went to a realm of magic. Was why I was getting him drunk, to find out more.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Yuriath said, irritation flashing briefly across her face. ‘Look, mage, I’m not in the mood for games. What are you here for?’ 
 
    ‘A break, a holiday,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I just came over from the ruins of Aldrack. Was trapped in the dome along with everyone else in the region, ‘til Bartell brought it down on Aldrack’s head.’ 
 
    ‘You must know that the Clerics are operating in Ferrina as well?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Erm, no, I didn’t,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I have a house here but I very rarely stay longer than a day. Not a fan of endless night-time in underground cities, but I came across the house rather cheap. I was playing a game of cards down in…’ 
 
    ‘Okay, never mind the house,’ Yuriath said. ‘If you have experience with the Clerics, we have some business tonight that we need to see to. Also, I’m not sure I trust you, and I don’t want you out of my sight.’ 
 
    ‘Lead on, madam,’ Archimegadon said. His drunkenness and current mood as self-proclaimed Hero of Valanthas gave him a feeling of invincibility as an observer in whatever Tharanor and Yuriath were up to, and he was in the mood to show off a bit. 
 
    Yuriath loosened her swords momentarily before signalling for the other two to follow her into the silvery gloom of the forest. It wasn’t the most subtle expedition, between Archimegadon’s robe-hindered stumbling and Tharanor’s heavy stomping, while Yuriath herself seemed about as good at quiet movement as a cavalry charge. Nonetheless their seemingly directionless wandering brought them upon a clearing after not too much time, where they beheld a rather odd sight. 
 
    Two figures were there. One was robed in blue, a woman with red hair, and the other was a man with an ebon ponytail and tightly-trimmed beard, clad in sinister black armour. The robed woman was cutting what looked like some sort of magic symbol in the earth, though Archimegadon had no idea what it could be, even if he’d had a better viewpoint. What he knew of magic was limited to a particularly brief course, and stuff he’d picked up while Bartell’s minions tried to kill him. 
 
    ‘Recognise her robes?’ Yuriath asked, keeping her voice down to a whisper. 
 
    Archimegadon peered through the moonlight. Robes were robes, really, but admittedly it did remind him a little of the Clerics he’d run into in the past, the deranged Erem being the one he’d probably seen up closest. Though the light was a bit limited, he could make out the deep blue and gold trimmings that had adorned the robes of Bartell’s Clerics.  
 
    ‘These two are the Clerics you were talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Zamire and Zarastro, sorceress and swordsman respectively. She’s self-taught in magic and dangerous to others and herself. Zarastro was trained by the High Templar of the Ferrina Clerics, but lacks common sense. They have a habit of being sent around doing the Clerics’ dirty work.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The High Templar is the leader of all the Clerics?’ 
 
    ‘No, not quite,’ Yuriath whispered back. ‘There are Clerics in a few different areas and cities, mostly down in the southern parts of Valanthas, though I’ve heard rumours of some in Arenfel. They all sit in service of their alleged god, and the High Templars seem to take orders from someone else, or at least be funded from elsewhere. 
 
    ‘This isn’t really the time,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Point,’ Yuriath said. ‘Zamire and Zarastro are laying a Rune Trap there – see her cutting marks in the earth? Course we’re not going to walk into it this time, are we Tharanor?’ 
 
    The guardsman rolled his eyes. ‘No, Yuriath, we’re not going to walk into the Rune Trap this time.’ 
 
    ‘Glad we have that out the way,’ Yuriath said, grinning. ‘Come on, let’s go give them a hand.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, do you want me to do anything in particular?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You’re a mage,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Control Zamire’s spell-casting, keep her from being able to finish any spells, you know how it goes.’ 
 
    ‘I could also… attack them with flamebolt?’ Archimegadon asked. Given his lack of formal experience (aside from some brief guidance in offensive casting in his short course), he’d never learned how to do any defensive spells aside from occasionally deflecting attacks, and even that wasn’t reliable at all. 
 
    ‘Don’t get us killed if you do,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘I shall do my best not to,’ Archimegadon said, glaring. 
 
    As the three of them stepped out into the clearing, Zarastro kneeled next to Zamire to look over the rune she was carving into the earth.  
 
    ‘You’d better hurry,’ he said. ‘You know what happened last time.’ 
 
    ‘What, you mean when Tharanor got caught and you punched him out of the trap?’ Zamire asked, scraping a slightly uncertain line through the dirt. 
 
    ‘Uh, no, I mean how you didn’t trap Yuriath, and then we had to fight her,’ Zarastro replied. ‘Which wasn’t the plan, right?’ 
 
    ‘Stop worrying!’ Zamire replied. ‘This trap is going to catch them both. I absolutely guarantee it.’ 
 
    ‘Good evening to you both,’ Tharanor said from across the clearing. 
 
    ‘Ah damn it, I told you to hurry,’ Zarastro muttered at Zamire. 
 
    ‘Like it would’ve made a difference,’ Zamire hissed back at him. ‘Did you lead them here again?’ 
 
    ‘You know, it’s rude to whisper,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    Archimegadon felt slightly out of place here, in part because he was still feeling the effects of his drink. Whatever was going on, he wasn’t certain that he would have just wandered into the clearing like this and revealed his presence. Surely it would have been better to lay a counter-trap, luring the Clerics into an ambush of some sort? Yes, that was what he’d have done, much better than stumbling into the middle and making a show of it. 
 
    ‘We will of course accept your unconditional surrender,’ Yuriath was saying meanwhile. ‘Just throw your weapons on the floor there and we’ll take you to the nice, warm guard house for a chat.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s a trap,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t take us to the guard house for fun,’ Zamire said, giving him a shove. 
 
    ‘Come on guys, we’ve known each other long enough,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, look!’ Zamire said, waving a finger between Yuriath and Tharanor. ‘So the rune failed! Soon we’ll be the rulers of Ferrina and you guys…’ 
 
    ‘…Won’t be re-hired as guards!’ Zarastro said. 
 
    Zamire sighed and elbowed Zarastro hard in the side, only to let out a yelp as her elbow met Zarastro’s armour. Zarastro apologised profusely to her as she snapped a few choice curse words. 
 
    Yuriath drew her twin blades. ‘Alright guys, that’s enough for now. Let’s just finish up, it’s late.’ 
 
    ‘I quite agree, madam,’ said a deep voice. ‘Let us end things here.’ 
 
    Zarastro and Zamire both visibly jumped, and then shuffled away from the embarrassment of their failed Rune Trap as another figure stepped out of the gloom. This one was garbed in a similar fashion to the other Clerics, but his cloak was a deep black, clearly not a cheap and tatty one reserved for minions, but carefully tailored and exquisite. The tunic underneath it was red as blood, while at his side a sword was sheathed, though any detail of that was swallowed by the night’s gloom. Not unlike Archimegadon, his white beard was trimmed to a reasonable shortness, rather than hanging to his waist as was so popular with many cultists and mages these days.  
 
    ‘Sordath Alkaras,’ Tharanor said, his posture changing from unconcerned to battle-ready instantly. 
 
    ‘Erm, who is that?’ Archimegadon asked Yuriath, who was closest. 
 
    ‘Sordath,’ Yuriath whispered back. Archimegadon glared at her, but she was already stepping forward to join Tharanor’s side. 
 
    ‘I assumed your trap would fail,’ Sordath said, turning his eyes towards Zamire and Zarastro. ‘It does not matter – I planned my own trap.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Zarastro asked, gazing at Sordath with awe. 
 
    ‘Me,’ Sordath replied. 
 
    ‘It’s about time you showed your face again,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’m tired of wasting time with your underlings.’ 
 
    ‘I’m tired of wasting time with you altogether, Tharanor,’ Sordath said. ‘That a dull pair of guards should ruin seven of my plans – ridiculous. And here you are, stuck in the open, hardly the cunning, clever adversaries my underlings have been telling me about.’ He threw Zamire and Zarastro a glare, and both of them withered. 
 
    ‘I will kill you and your girlfriend tonight,’ Sordath continued, turning back to the guards. Archimegadon noticed Tharanor colour slightly. ‘Now that things are moving at a greater pace, it is time to get the waste cleaned up.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not…’ Tharanor began. 
 
    ‘Why not get on with it rather than stalling, Alkaras?’ Yuriath interrupted. ‘Or are your threats as empty as your promises of the return of your god?’ 
 
    ‘Stupid girl,’ Sordath said. ‘You have no idea of what will happen. If you think the Clerics are too troublesome now, then you will know only despair as we sweep through your cities, killing all those too proud and stupid to accept the dominion of our god. For centuries he has waited, biding his time, but we have kept his kingdom ready for him, awaiting the moment when we can finally crown him king once more! You and Tharanor will both suffer for centuries, your blood decorating our blades and the tiles of our torture chambers, while I and the Clerics will be exalted as demigods, sitting at his right hand! Mere days from now, our god will rise again, to sit as ruler of Valanthas!’ 
 
    ‘Erm, one moment,’ Archimegadon said, and he stepped in front of Yuriath and Tharanor, his hand raised in the air as though he were a pupil in a classroom. ‘Sorry for interrupting your uhm… your catching-up, or whatever it was you were doing.’ 
 
    ‘Who is this?’ Sordath asked Yuriath, not even looking at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, sir, but I am Archimegadon, Valanthas’s foremost Mage for Hire!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘And I’ll have you know that you’re a tad behind on your information.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    Perhaps it was the drink, or possibly some left-over bravado from his previous adventures, but Archimegadon felt himself committed to carry on his interruption. ‘Well, old bean, your god Vortagenses is rather dead.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and he will rise again!’ Sordath said. 
 
    ‘No, I mean he’s properly dead,’ Archimegadon said. ‘His staff was blown up with the rest of his tomb underneath Mount Arranoth.’ Zamire and Zarastro gasped dramatically, which Archimegadon appreciated, since it made his proclamation sound more impressive. ‘A bunch of your Cleric friends most likely died there as well, since they were all lingering inside the tomb.’ 
 
    Sordath had at first looked very sceptical, but as Archimegadon added details about the tomb, his eyes seemed to sink deeper and deeper into darkness. ‘You overheard some details about where it would happen. Well done. But I do not believe your fabricated story.’ 
 
    ‘He was defeated by Lord Bartell,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘Shortly before I trounced Bartell myself!’ 
 
    Sordath rolled his eyes. ‘Right, enough, back to today’s business. Tharanor, call off your jester and let’s settle matters once and for all.’ 
 
    ‘Now listen here,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If you’re so damn smart, I assume you can speak with your so-called god, yes? Then perhaps you’ve noticed he’s gone quiet of late?’ 
 
    Sordath had been reaching for his sword, but his hand froze. 
 
    ‘Ah, see?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Not so clever now, Mister Cultist. You can’t talk to him now he’s gone. Your dim-witted belief in Vortagenses was a sham, a pathetic hope in a deranged necromancer who was beaten easily centuries ago, and was beaten even faster in the present day.’ 
 
    ‘Enough of this,’ Sordath said. ‘It seems you’re all even stupider than I first believed! I don’t have time to waste when important work needs to be done. Enjoy yourselves here, I have other things to do.’ He drew his cloak together and turned to leave. 
 
    Tharanor glanced between Sordath and Archimegadon. ‘What just happened there?’ 
 
    Sordath didn’t answer, but instead shooed a hand at Zamire and Zarastro, who looked just as confused, but nonetheless started to bid a retreat. Then the lead Cleric made a gesture while speaking a few unintelligible words, and the Rune Trap burst into flames, which began to spread at an alarming rate.  
 
    ‘Farewell, guards,’ Sordath called back, though his voice lacked real force.  
 
    The fire meanwhile most certainly didn’t lack it at all, and it began to advance across the clearing, leaving behind a trail of ash. Tharanor stumbled away from the flames, nearly falling as he did so, and Archimegadon was reminded of their ill-timed drinking game. He wasn’t feeling as tipsy as perhaps he ought, and he began to wonder if the barman had watered down their drinks. If so, then losing their game was even more shameful than… 
 
    ‘Mage!’ said Yuriath, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    Archimegadon blinked and looked over at her, taking a moment to focus his sight. ‘Erm, sorry, what?’ 
 
    ‘I said, can’t you clear up this fire?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Ah, we hardly need deal with it,’ Archimegadon said. He had pulled off icebolt on a couple of occasions, but his real talent lay in flamebolt, which didn’t have much application here. ‘Let us merely run around it.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, it’s too danger…’ Yuriath began, but as she spoke the flames began to sputter out and die as they continued their advance towards the three of them, until they finally faded out in a puff of sickly smoke. 
 
    ‘Aha, see,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I have cleared the fire for you.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t do a thing,’ Tharanor said. While it was indeed the case that the magic fire had died out by itself, Archimegadon felt no need to confirm that. 
 
    ‘No time for that!’ Yuriath said. ‘Let’s get after them before they escape!’ 
 
    Her words were, unfortunately, in vain. In the time it had taken Archimegadon to get distracted and argue about clearing the flames, it seemed that Sordath and his lackeys had made good their escape. It was entirely likely that there were clear signs of where they’d fled, but Yuriath professed that she was no tracker, and Tharanor’s condition was swiftly worsening, to the point that he stumbled into several trees and eventually had to be left sitting to one side so the others could continue their search. 
 
    ‘What a disaster,’ Yuriath said eventually, hands on her hips. ‘We nearly had him.’ 
 
    ‘Tush, madam, I would call it quite the success,’ Archimegadon said, while Tharanor snoozed lightly under a nearby tree. ‘Observe how he turned tail and ran when confronted by me! Clearly they shall try no further misbehaviours while I am around.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Yuriath said, and despite herself she gave a small smile. ‘I can’t believe either one of you is still standing after your stupid game, but it’s just as well. Help me get this idiot back to a proper bed – there’s no point hanging around here.’ 
 
    ‘Tch, very well,’ Archimegadon replied, kneeling to help Yuriath lift their dozing companion. ‘But that was certainly a lot easier and faster a victory than I was expecting!’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two: Ferrina’s Shadow 
 
      
 
    A light chorus of birdsong coaxed Archimegadon into waking up. He was in a cosy wooden room, and at his back the morning sunshine poured through the window over him, first blinding him, then helping him properly break out of his dozy stupor. It certainly wasn’t the fanciest room, rather small, and on closer inspection a tad dusty. Nonetheless, it beat staying out in the forest, which had been tempting given the struggle of helping Yuriath carry Tharanor back to civilisation. 
 
    Archimegadon threw his thoughts back to the previous night, though he probably threw them with a bit much force as a sharp pain stabbed through his head. Well yes, he could certainly remember he’d been drinking… 
 
    Clerics! He could definitely remember Clerics. Zarastro and Zamire, swordsman and sorceress respectively. Perfect. And that fellow Sordath Alkaras, the so-called High Templar of the Ferrina Clerics. He’d got angry when Archimegadon pointed out his god was dead and had gone off in a huff. After Sordath had escaped, Yuriath had led Archimegadon to the guardhouse outside the city after they’d finally reached the road, since it was a tad closer than the pub.  
 
    Right. He was back up to speed. 
 
    Wait, hold on… 
 
    Archimegadon frowned. He’d been messing around with cultists? Worse yet, cultists who he’d just fought against, when he’d made the rash decision to try and stop Lord Bartell, and who would have the perfect reason to seek revenge against him for killing Bartell and stopping their deluded plans. 
 
    Hah, what did it matter anyway? The Clerics in Arranoth had probably all died, along with Valia, the knight who had left Archimegadon’s group of companions to join Bartell’s cause. Bartell and the rest of the traitorous three heroes of the Tarmunath War had died before the tomb had exploded as well. Nobody was aware that Archimegadon had done any sort of heroism or thwarted Cleric plans! 
 
    Oh wait, he’d told Sordath that. 
 
    Well, bollocks. 
 
    He swore there and then that he would never drink again! Much as he wanted to be idolised and adored as the Great Hero who defeated Lord Auber Bartell, Treacherous Usurper of Aldrack (hmm, that title could work), he was well aware that his story was utterly unbelievable, and that his list of witnesses was restricted to a lazy farmhand (not the weapons expert he’d claimed in his fanciful retelling), a trainee paladin, an ex-mercenary leader, and a grumpy old mage woman who lived in a world of magic. Telling anyone that he’d managed to somehow outwit Bartell and stop him gaining the powers of a dead demon was likely to result in people throwing things at him. 
 
    Speaking of which, he’d managed to get the attention of those city guards. They were, uhm – he winced as he tried to think too hard – Tharanor and Yuriath, right, those two. They’d been wearing dull black leather armour – hardly material for any grand paintings of his epic defeat of the cultist leader Sordath, that was for certain! They had gone on about fighting Clerics themselves, which was really quite funny considering the fact that the Clerics had already lost. 
 
    Archimegadon set about dressing and otherwise cleaning up. His robes stank of booze, which was both nice and nasty at the same time. Luckily he had spares over at the pub, but for now people nearby would just have to put up with how… refined he was. He’d also managed to have his minor adventure without damaging the Staff of Antagules, which was just as well. He retrieved it from where he’d stowed it, under some rags in a somewhat ramshackle wardrobe. Since he’d realised that Antagules could potentially use it to shout at him, he’d taken to hiding it away, so hopefully she’d not wake him up asking inane questions. 
 
    Originally a means for Antagules to speak to other mages from her home in the magical world of Constella, the staff had for a long time been broken and used by Archimegadon as pretty much a fancy walking stick. Now that the link had been fixed, she used it to apparently fulfil her strange need to irritate him at every possible moment.  
 
    So, what was the plan from here? Hmm, probably breakfast would be an idea. Fully-dressed and armed with his staff, Archimegadon barged out of the room and found the nearest stairs. He felt slightly out of place since he was a non-guard in a place specifically for guards, but it looked like nobody else was here, or they were sleeping soundly.  
 
    Indeed, the only people he encountered were, sure enough, Tharanor and Yuriath, who were in the small kitchen. Most of the guardhouse seemed, oddly, to be constructed from wood, which Archimegadon felt would have been an easy target to burn down. Then again, he’d never really tried burning anywhere down, so he couldn’t exactly hazard a guess at how easy it would be. 
 
    Tharanor was preparing some rather dull-looking biscuits, along with pouring himself some water. Yuriath was partway through eating her own breakfast, and gave a little wave as she noticed Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Morning, mister,’ she said. ‘You’re just in time for breakfast.’ 
 
    Archimegadon eyed the biscuits. ‘Guard fare, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, don’t give it that look,’ Yuriath replied with a smile. ‘It’s not the worst thing you will eat.’ 
 
    For some reason, Archimegadon was reminded of when Neurion had made surprisingly good soup, and his stomach growled violently as he looked instead at the rock-like biscuits. ‘Of course not, madam, I am just still sleepy, naturally.’ 
 
    ‘Morning,’ Tharanor said, turning to give the barest of nods to Archimegadon before returning to his own food. 
 
    ‘And a splendid morning to you too, sir,’ Archimegadon said, a little sour at getting so little a welcome from the man. He carefully took a biscuit from the plate Yuriath was offering. ‘Thank you, madam. So has everyone recovered from last night’s activities?’ 
 
    ‘I have,’ Yuriath said. ‘I don’t think he has.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ Tharanor said, though his expression didn’t really back this up. 
 
    Archimegadon smirked. Even if he’d lost the drinking game, he did at least manage to deal with the next morning better! He bit into one of the biscuits just as a stab of pain slashed through his head, and he shut his eyes for a couple of seconds until it passed. 
 
    ‘Oh come on, they’re not that bad,’ Yuriath said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘I was overcome with the joy,’ Archimegadon said, pondering if the guardhouse might have any hangover cures stashed away somewhere 
 
    ‘Well, on the bright side, you can leave soon,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Don’t mind him,’ Yuriath said to Archimegadon. ‘He’s always in a bad mood when he can’t hold his drink.’ 
 
    ‘I held it just fine,’ Tharanor said. ‘I just don’t think we should be letting strangers in here like this.’ 
 
    ‘Fear not, good sir, I shall be on my way presently,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I have little business with the guards of this city, you shall be pleased to hear.’ 
 
    ‘I am.’ 
 
    Yuriath slapped Tharanor’s shoulder. ‘Whatever Thara says, we’re grateful you were brave enough to help us with the Clerics.’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt a bit sour at that. They were grateful he was brave enough? He was a damn hero, he’d faced far more threatening situations than two loony Clerics and their dim-witted boss. Nevertheless, against his desires he decided not to pursue that argument.  
 
    ‘All in a day’s work for Valanthas’s foremost Mage for Hire,’ he said instead. ‘Was that really their leader?’ 
 
    ‘Yup, Sordath controls the Clerics here in Ferrina,’ Yuriath replied, leading them out of the kitchen and into an open room with an unlit fireplace. They settled down in some chairs next to wide windows that overlooked the pine forests that surrounded Ferrina. ‘We’ve been wanting a shot at him for ages, so it was a bit of a shame you scared him off.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, nice going,’ Tharanor said, slumping into his chair. 
 
    ‘Tush, there is no need to be jealous that I handled it better than you,’ Archimegadon said to Tharanor, whose expression certainly didn’t get much brighter. ‘And really, I wasn’t expecting him to run off like that.’ 
 
    ‘Did seem a little odd,’ Tharanor said. ‘Especially since I think he’s been wanting to kill us for a while as well. We’ve ruined a bunch of his plans.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of plans anyway?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘As far as I was aware, they were working towards things over in Aldrack and Mount Arranoth.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know much about their stuff in other cities,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Here in Ferrina the Clerics would openly preach about their unnamed god, who you kept saying is Vortagenses. Behind the scenes, Sordath’s lackeys went about stealing from shops and ransacking Council warehouses.’ 
 
    ‘Well, the Council were a bunch of pillocks, if I remember rightly,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Tharanor chuckled, his first positive reaction all morning. ‘You got that right.’ 
 
    ‘They might be less than effective, but they do run things,’ Yuriath said. ‘So me and Tharanor have worked to stop any of Sordath’s plans we were able to find out about. Sordath was proclaiming that the end was coming and that they were showing that civilisation is just an illusion.’ 
 
    ‘He’s almost as bad as Ringing Helrem,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Ringing who?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Infamous man around Market Square,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Runs around telling everyone that everything’s fake and not real. Says they’d understand if they listened to the bells.’ 
 
    ‘Hence “Ringing”,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Sordath’s tried to take over Market Square in the past,’ Tharanor said. ‘He was trying to coordinate an attack on all the major merchants and then start a riot there.’ 
 
    ‘Luckily Zamire and Zarastro gave it away,’ Yuriath said. ‘We counter-ambushed the assassins and really pissed off Sordath.’ 
 
    ‘I see, how exciting,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘So you have had some interesting times too, if what I’ve been hearing is right,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Well, I had some minor adventures over in the region of Aldrack,’ Archimegadon said, inspecting his fingernails. 
 
    ‘You said Lord Bartell, hero of the old war, was really an evil man seeking a demon power,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘It’s perfectly within the bounds of reason that he might have been,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You also said to Sordath that the famous founder of Valanthas was really a malevolent necromancer,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘I can’t help that the facts sound improbable,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘And didn’t you also say that you spoke to a mage from another world?’ Tharanor finished. 
 
    ‘Look, we live in a very turbulent time!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Many strange things happen every day.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not saying that your story is a lie,’ Yuriath said. ‘It’s just... I mean, you know how crazy it sounds, right?’ 
 
    ‘Bah,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I said I would never speak of what happened, since I knew nobody would believe it.’ 
 
    ‘I guess that’s why you told an entire pub,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    Archimegadon pursed his lips. ‘Well… that version of events wasn’t entirely faithful to the facts. There were mitigating circumstances, as well.’ 
 
    ‘And now you see why we have trouble believing you,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Good for you,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I think that’s quite enough of that, I didn’t suffer the knavery of the Clerics in order to put up with this haranguing. It makes no odds whether you believe me either way. What does matter is that the god your Clerics are jabbering about is dead. They’re going to be rather miffed when they realise Sordath has been preaching utter bollocks for however long, and I’ll bet he knew it last night when I told him.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Yuriath said. ‘I’d love to just stick to some regular guard work for once instead of constantly having to run around chasing those idiots.’ 
 
    ‘Regular guard work is very boring,’ Tharanor said. ‘At best you get to stop the occasional thief in Market Square.’ 
 
    ‘Oh trust me,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It’s vastly better that way.’ 
 
    ‘Sure it is, Mr Hero,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    Archimegadon opened his mouth to retort but Yuriath cut him off. ‘What are you planning to do yourself, Mr uh…’ 
 
    ‘Archimegadon, Mage for Hire,’ he said. ‘Sometimes known as Ardon Forseld,’ he added, as he noted their confused expressions struggling to memorise the former name. 
 
    ‘Alright, Mr Mage,’ Yuriath said, and Archimegadon was reminded of the insolent Obdo’s tendency to call him “Sir Mage”. ‘What are you in town for?’ 
 
    ‘I’m having a break from doing anything much,’ Archimegadon replied, ‘not that your little adventure last night helped in that direction. I also need to find a fellow who deals in historical artefacts as I have a couple of things that might interest him.’ 
 
    ‘Luken deals in that sort of thing,’ Tharanor said. ‘He’s just a little way off Market Square, actually, not hard to find. Not the most likeable man, but he tends to know what he’s talking about.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be sure to look him up,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Many thanks.’  
 
    He peered out at the window, across the pine trees, which were beginning to sway a bit. Above them grey clouds were rolling in, and the air was looking sharp, with a slightly unreal glow. Thundery weather. He drew his robe close. 
 
    ‘Been a while since we’ve had a good storm,’ Yuriath said. ‘You’re welcome to stay here for a bit if you don’t want to get soaked.’ 
 
    ‘Once the others get posted out here we’ll get in trouble,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Just let them know he helped us deal with some ruffians,’ Yuriath said, shrugging. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about that,’ Archimegadon said, rising to his feet. ‘I was planning to get back to the pub before it rains in any case. I think it’s about time I got to my home, I’ve left it somewhat unattended for a while now.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re sure,’ Yuriath said. ‘We don’t mind you staying.’ 
 
    Tharanor glowered at her. ‘Let me show you the door,’ he said to Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Kind of you,’ Archimegadon said with narrowed eyes. 
 
    * 
 
    Leaving the guards behind had actually been quite refreshing. Archimegadon was most certainly no fan of Tharanor, and while Yuriath seemed a bit more welcoming, it wasn’t enough to be worth putting up with her dour companion. He’d been back to the pub now and collected his belongings, disappointing the innkeeper by abandoning the most expensive room. 
 
    It hadn’t rained yet, but it was still damned cold, and the wind was definitely starting to get more violent. He tugged his hood up (this one didn’t stink of booze) and looked down at the ground as spots of rain started to fall. He found himself regretting the loss of the horse he’d purchased from Aldrack, which he’d managed to leave behind in Arra. He’d tried to convince Antagules to teleport him back there so he could collect it, but she had told him that teleporting was something only to risk in emergencies, and refused to debate it any further than that. Hopefully, someone had adopted the deserted horses, though Archimegadon mourned his wasted money. 
 
    Soon enough he was pretty much the only one on the Central Way, while the trees thrashed to either side. That had been one blessing during his prior adventure; the weather had, all things considered, been pretty dry. Possibly it had been helped by the magical dome, which incinerated anything that crossed it. Archimegadon pondered whether any rainfall had simply been burnt before it could get past the dome. 
 
    He certainly wished this rain would get burnt away, since it was pretty much soaking everything that he had. Been a while since we had a good storm indeed, bah! What a blessing it would be reaching the unpleasant gloom of Ferrina! 
 
    Ferrina was an underground city, first built as a mining complex and then steadily growing after the main chamber became large enough to house some shacks for the miners, and eventually they liked it there so much they invited all their friends to visit. Once traders realised people there were enthusiastic to buy their goods, they started making runs there and settled down, and soon it had grown into this “great” city. Aside from the old stigma of it attracting demon worship in some quiet corners, Ferrina was fairly well respected in Valanthas. 
 
    The city proper was built around a central pit inside the main cavern, where it was said the demon worshipping had gone on. Next to this pit was the Ferrina Citadel where the Council of Ferrina held sway, and around it spreading outwards was the main city. Snaking through the chambers surrounding the central city were all the other suburbs and living complexes, and up on a high area that overlooked the main city was Archimegadon’s small house. 
 
    As for light, mages had seen fit to cast enchantments on a large number of street lamps around the city, so that they remained lit at all times of day and never (or, at least, rarely) went out. It was still dark, sombre and shadowy, but the lamps did at least provide some relief from the gloom. 
 
    Archimegadon honestly wasn’t a great fan. He hated dark places, and his encounter with Bartell at the Throne of Mirrors hadn’t really helped that any. Nevertheless he wanted to go and collapse in a bed he owned, and the thought of that was especially enticing here in the rain, soaked to the skin.  
 
    As though sensing his thoughts, the rain faded away, and Archimegadon looked up to see the towering gates that heralded the entrance to the city of Ferrina, built beneath a vast hill. The wind was whipping around the trees still, but at least the rain seemed to be making no threats of returning. Indeed, the wind appeared to be making quite a noise today, more so than Archimegadon was used to hearing. He could almost pick out distinct sounds… almost… 
 
    He blinked. Could he hear a call for help? 
 
    Pausing, he listened harder, but there was nothing. He glared at the Staff of Antagules but it didn’t seem to be Antagules playing tricks on him this time. Shrugging, he walked towards the city entrance, only to hear it again. Was it a child’s voice? He was sure he could hear the word “help”, repeated over and over. 
 
    Bah, he’d clearly been drinking far too much the previous night. Either that, or he’d lost his wits. Much as Valanthas was a kingdom deeply entwined with magic, that didn’t mean hearing voices was necessarily the norm. He chose to ignore the sound, and get on with business that made sense, like selling that coin and purchasing himself a title! After all he’d had to put up with over the last few weeks, a little monetary compensation would certainly not go amiss! 
 
    The wind seemed to drop as he got closer to the entrance to Ferrina. There were guards checking everyone who wished to enter, but that would be no problem to pass. It was pretty much a formality, since the Ferrina Council tended to have a lot of guards on patrol in the city who encouraged good behaviour. It was most likely the reason guards like Yuriath and Tharanor could spend so much time chasing after cultists rather than doing their normal rounds. 
 
    For a moment he found himself unable to walk much further. Heading towards the darkness reminded him of when he’d taken that fateful walk into Mount Arranoth, feeling distinctly like he wouldn’t be returning. Luckily, things hadn’t gone that way, but he could still remember that sense of dark fate as he’d chased after Bartell and his followers.  
 
    Foolish thoughts. It was time to get moving, and get on with making his riches! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three: The Forgotten One 
 
      
 
    ‘You knock,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘No way, I always have to,’ Zamire said. ‘You do it this time.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps… neither of us should knock.’ 
 
    ‘Or we could both knock!’ 
 
    Zarastro and Zamire glared at each other for about a minute, before their eyes ached, and both looked away. 
 
    A couple of days had passed since they’d gone to the forest and tried to lure Yuriath and Tharanor into their trap. Their bluff had kind of failed since Yuriath must have spotted them long before they were intending to trick the guards into following them. 
 
    It was just as well Sordath had shown up to save the day! Only he hadn’t, really. He’d saved Zamire and Zarastro, for sure, but stuff had kinda fallen apart after then. Zamire knew that running the Clerics must be pretty hard work at times, but doing nothing at all was starting to be noticed. Sordath had locked himself away in his study for days now, and refused to answer. The sole result so far had been Zamire and Zarastro hovering awkwardly outside, trying to get Sordath’s attention without incurring his wrath. 
 
    They were in a dark corridor, with rich wood panelling, lit by unhealthy candles that had nearly melted all the way. It was their secret hideout in Ferrina, where Sordath usually held sway as their leader. Right now, though, it felt empty, even with both of them blocking the corridor. 
 
    ‘I miss him,’ Zarastro said after a moment. 
 
    ‘He’s been gone two days, how can you miss him already?’ Zamire asked. 
 
    ‘Nobody held the sermon,’ Zarastro said. ‘That hasn’t happened in like forever, I swear.’ 
 
    ‘You heard what they said,’ Zamire said. ‘That old man said Vortagenses is dead.’ 
 
    ‘Never,’ Zarastro said. ‘We know the truth. Sordath wouldn’t have lied about him.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe Sordath was tricked!’ Zamire said. ‘Maybe the guards are all laughing about us now.’ 
 
    Zarastro frowned. ‘If they’re laughing we should shut them up.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have to see what Sordath says,’ Zamire said.  
 
    ‘That’s what he’s doing,’ Zarastro said, suddenly sounding quite excited. ‘He’s in there planning. He’ll burst out with some scheme for starting the end days like he said. The time of reckoning is coming, and we Clerics will take control of Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Zamire said, rolling her eyes. ‘What if that old man’s words were true? What if we just lost everything we were fighting for and we didn’t even know it? Perhaps things are over, for good. Perhaps we’re finished!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Sordath’s study was a mess.  
 
    That was putting it kindly, really. If you’d visited just a few days before, you’d have found a veritable library of carefully-kept books and scrolls, barely even touched by dust. Everything had been ordered alphabetically, except for a couple of special shelves where Sordath had kept the most important books stored, mostly relating to the histories of Vortagenses, and Cleric scripture. His desk had a generous set of quills that had been meticulously lined up, and usually you could find at least one letter in the process of being written, as the High Templar would regularly be contacting his associates in the other cities. 
 
    Now, though, he was sitting on the floor, his chair in splinters, smashed against the wall two days ago. Torn papers surrounded him, and if you were to view him from a fair distance, you might have mistaken them for water lapping around him. The desk had suffered as well, leaning to one side on the remains of a shattered leg, and those few books that remained looked for all the world as though they were huddling away to avoid their master’s wrath. Where the quills had gone it was hard to tell, but they were not on the desk; Sordath was no longer interested in writing but purely reading, reading, reading… 
 
    He flicked through pages in the latest book to be seized from the shelves, lips moving as he read at a phenomenal pace.  
 
    And so it shall be that at the last hour, the world lost in self-indulgence, the brothers and sisters shall converge upon the mountain, there to awaken our Lord. Yea, the mountain shall tremble to its roots, and the seas shall roll and spill over onto the land, and the skies shall twist and tear the earth. What kingdoms and cities man holds in pride shall shudder to their foundations and return to dust, and yet this shall be but the start. 
 
    For as we brethren open the final door, and bring unto the Master his staff, shall his powers be reborn, and send such a tremor that all will know what they have forgot, and have sneered to recall. And let them sneer, for they shall know at the last they were mistaken. 
 
    Mistaken, yes! Where was this tremor, why were the skies still, and why did these cities continue to stand? The other Clerics had claimed they were unlocking the tomb weeks ago, and nothing had happened! He hurled the book at the wall, and its spine struck it, bursting apart into a cyclone of pages. Falsehoods, all of it. Sordath felt keenly how he had been made a fool… and worse yet, he had taken his faithful followers in with lies he had never even created himself. 
 
    He stared at his black robes, the mark of his office as High Templar, and formerly his symbol of pride. Now it was just a reminder that the truth of Vortagenses had been nothing more than invention; there was no more voice just as Archimegadon had taunted. The First King was dead for good, his triumphant return shattered by whoever had opposed him – this man Bartell, Sen Delarian’s accomplice and benefactor for the Clerics’ shadowy dealings. Had it all been a trick, then? Had Bartell and perhaps even Delarian been working to put an end to Vortagenses from the very start? Oh, what did it matter? What mattered was that they’d been double-crossed – by Lord Bartell, and most importantly by Vortagenses. 
 
    Reading through all the scriptures it was becoming steadily more clear to Sordath that they were merely the propaganda of a necromancer who wanted mindless servants to do his bidding. And well he had taught them, for here was Sordath Alkaras, the ‘mastermind’ who had failed at everything he’d ever intended, and instead spent his life recruiting people into the service of a false god whose sole action had been to die ignobly in his own tomb!  
 
    It sickened Sordath to think about it. He felt like his eyes had been opened, and all he saw was an empty world, a blank rock on which men created meanings to hide from being useless animals doomed to die and be forgotten. All the pages – he grabbed some from the pile and ripped them in two – were just pointless words and lies that had been misleading the Clerics for centuries. 
 
    Enough. 
 
    Sordath was on his knees now, and he fell forward onto his hands, his eyes closed. All he could see was darkness. The world was empty, blank, just a void, and so did he feel himself. From standing on the verge of total victory, he’d gone to a position of total loss, and it was crippling! Zamire and Zarastro didn’t seem to understand or care about the implications of having their entire belief system shattered, but he did. He had to, he wasn’t exactly their age, with a lifetime of years ahead to correct what he’d done. To rebuild this mess would be a task too great for him now. 
 
    He needed something. 
 
    He needed someone. 
 
    He needed a god, some divine being who would show him where he’d gone wrong. 
 
    Sordath was a child again, the years flying back, and he reached into the void for a hand to reach back and hold on tight. 
 
    You are surrounded by darkness. 
 
    Sordath blinked. 
 
    Beg all you wish. Nobody will listen to your pleas. 
 
    It was a voice. Sordath sat back. Was it Vortagenses? No, of course not. This voice was deep, rich, strangely educated – yet it seemed to have an echoing quality to it. It was like he’d found some deep, endless well, and the voice was rising out of it like a foul mist. Somehow Sordath felt as though he should be repelled, and yet there was such a powerful undertone to the voice that it seemed to lend him strength. 
 
    You are without a god now. 
 
    ‘I am, yes,’ Sordath said. ‘Who… who are you?’ 
 
    In this dark place I am the sole remaining god. 
 
    Sordath looked around his room but nothing had changed, no visible sign of where this voice was coming from. The voice clearly hadn’t been listening to his own thoughts, or it would never have said that last part. 
 
    ‘I care not for gods,’ Sordath said. ‘I know now what lies they are.’ 
 
    Nonsense. 
 
    ‘Say all you like, whatever you are,’ Sordath said. ‘I will not be taken in again. I spent my life in the service of a false god, and I won’t do it a second time!’ 
 
    You are not the first. 
 
    ‘What does that matter?’ Sordath asked. ‘You have recruited others stupid enough to believe in voices?’ 
 
    On the contrary.  
 
    Sordath waited but the voice did not elaborate. Against his better judgement, he felt compelled to ask further. ‘Why are you speaking to me?’ 
 
    Beyond these bars… outside of the gloom of my city… my Ferrina… the enemy prepares itself to crush us and steal all I have built. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you are talking about,’ Sordath said. 
 
    Suddenly his head filled with images – the kingdom of Valanthas rising up against the Clerics and others, flying the banner of the paladins. Stakes lined the roads with the heads of cultists, while people shambled past, staring at the road so as to avoid the grisly sight to either side. 
 
    They must be destroyed. 
 
    ‘You fear the Light, then?’ Sordath asked. ‘Perhaps I should join the Light myself – he seems to have been more reliable for his followers than the one I served.’ 
 
    Will you serve me? 
 
    Sordath felt struck by this. It hit him right where it hurt the most at that moment. He wanted someone to believe in, someone to give him orders, because he certainly did not know where to go himself. Yet he was confused, and though he hated to admit it, he was scared. Eternity was stretching before him, and the paradise promised by Vortagenses no longer filled that terrible darkness. 
 
    ‘No, I will not,’ Sordath replied. ‘I have had enough of liars.’ 
 
    Very well. I can see you are not to be reasoned with on this occasion. 
 
    The Cleric opened his mouth for a sharp retort, possibly a change of mind, but he chose neither. He hardened his resolve and bowed his head, closing his eyes again instead. 
 
    I will be back, though. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Sordath asked. ‘Why me? Why now? I’ve lived here my entire life, and now suddenly you want to offer some grand promise of what – paradise? Riches? Power? Just when it turns out that Vortagenses was a lie.’ 
 
    You have a great gift. 
 
    ‘Gift?’ Sordath asked, chuckling. ‘I have deluded people on behalf of a man who managed, through centuries of wit, to get killed in his own tomb twice.’ 
 
    I believe that not only can you create what I desire, but you can create it tenfold. 
 
    ‘Create what?’ 
 
    An army of demons under my command. 
 
    ‘You must be looking for the wrong person,’ Sordath said. ‘I have no ability at summoning demons. Indeed, there are very few at all who can summon.’ 
 
    All it needs is imagination. 
 
    ‘What sort of…’ Sordath began, but suddenly visions filled his mind.  
 
    A swirl of arcane symbols appeared before him, finally parting to display statues – three statues, all winged people with no face. He then saw a great altar on a platform above a huge pit. The pit was familiar, so huge that he could not see around it all. And he knew very well where it was – the centre of the city, a giant pit fenced off, next to which the Citadel had been built. Centuries ago the platform had been used to worship the old gods of Ferrina, but had fallen into disuse. 
 
    The old gods of Ferrina… 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Sordath asked again. 
 
    Marr. 
 
    ‘And what are you?’ 
 
     Creator, if you will. 
 
    ‘And you want me to gather these statues to summon what – demons?’ 
 
    Of course. 
 
    ‘And if I do not want to?’ 
 
    You must, or you will never get beyond these bars. 
 
    ‘What bars?’ Sordath asked. And yet it made some small sense to him. His mind had become his prison, trapped in an endless descending spiral of despair. If he declined Marr’s offer, then he returned to having nothing, and possibly would go too deep to ever return. 
 
    I will have what I desire. 
 
    ‘And what of what I desire?’ Sordath asked. 
 
    Marr remained silent. Sordath sat back, sweat beading his brow, feeling strangely worn out by this discussion with the disembodied voice. Was he actually talking to anything real, or had he finally lost it?  It would make sense, if going mad could make sense for that matter.  
 
    Either you will do my will, or you will die here. 
 
    ‘All that time, and you are just threatening me?’ Sordath asked with a snort. ‘Then it is a no. I won’t be fooled again.’ 
 
    Think what lies in the shadows. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Sordath said. ‘Nothing does. Everything was a lie. I have nothing waiting for me when I die. I gave everything to the service of Vortagenses.’ 
 
    A deranged mage… armed… with powers that I have never seen rivalled. 
 
    ‘And a liar.’ 
 
    Until I saw your powers. 
 
    ‘Don’t try idle praise.’ 
 
    Will you serve me? 
 
    There was something wrong about Marr, but Sordath couldn’t put his finger on it. Being a disembodied voice didn’t get Marr off to a good start with Sordath, but there was something else troubling about it. Yet his relentless demands were starting to wear on Sordath’s ability to refuse. He knew so very well that he wanted what Marr was offering – a goal, and a power to protect him. And Tharanor and Yuriath were probably still planning to put a stop to him, and with things as they were, he didn’t believe he could beat them. 
 
    Of course they will attack. 
 
    ‘How can you see what I am thinking?’ Sordath asked, but then it suddenly seemed clear.  
 
    He’d already accepted the offer in his head. He’d invited Marr in, because he knew that this was what he needed to do now.  And with that mental surrender, Marr had full access to everything Sordath thought and believed in. 
 
    Beneath the city, beneath the streets, beyond the walls where music sounds, the darkness on the edge of mind - Marr endures, the voice said, though this time it sounded different, almost raspy, like a death rattle. It seemed like this was a credo of some sort, some important line or teaching that Marr probably imparted whenever he gained a new follower. 
 
    Sordath felt as though he was in a dream, his voice moving without his own volition, and he felt his mouth form the same words: ‘Marr endures.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four:  Home Again 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon leaned back in his chair and smiled to himself. Now this was the life, cosy in front of a fire in his own home, with no imminent threat of evil mages, lords or cultists! Even better, he didn’t have to put up with the inane babble of insolent farmhands or knavish paladin fools, which had certainly blighted his last few weeks. 
 
    Of course he didn’t miss those two, he was quite happy back by himself as the Mage for Hire he was supposed to be. That being said, he wasn’t exactly “for hire” right now, since he was taking his own delightful holiday well away from dangerous activities or anything that involved moving more than once every half hour. For two days he’d pretty much dusted his house off, and then settled in front of the fireplace and read through some of the books he’d left here in the past. 
 
    He’d also managed to get lost several times wandering around Ferrina, though he’d succeeded in finding a few shops where he’d picked up a plentiful supply of food and drink so he could comfortably settle down to a life of luxury. Sitting in front of the fire, he felt well rewarded at last for saving the kingdom, even if his name had not become legend as he’d originally hoped.  After what was probably one of the most harrowing experiences of his life, he was quite content to sit here and doze for an eternity! 
 
    All the same, he did need to get off his backside at some point and find that fellow Luken, who Tharanor had recommended, so he could move up in the world. Archimegadon’s house wasn’t bad, really – it was a bit of a stony affair, carved into the side of a tall, enormous pillar of dark grey rock, with a winding route around it known as Overlook Lane. It had a tendency to get cold regardless of the fireplace, but decorated with a few tapestries it was quite comfortable. It also had a nice view of the gloomy city below, and was situated not too far from the main entrance gate of Ferrina. However, he was still just a Mage for Hire, and that wasn’t half so grand as being Lord Archimegadon (possibly he could add “the Wise”, though he wasn’t sure how the conventions of such things worked in high society). 
 
    With the riches from his Vortagenses coin he’d never have a single worry in the world again. Unlike when he’d followed Redrock and Delarian’s empty promises of thousands of relorans, this time it was a guaranteed winner! Pretty much nobody had coins from when Vortagenses had ruled, because for an unstated reason the mages at the time had slowly replaced the currency until very few people had any of the old Vortagenses coins. Archimegadon could guess at why after his meeting with Antagules – since Vortagenses had been known to the mages as a secret necromancer, they’d probably tried to avoid deifying him too much. 
 
    He stared into the flames and began to feel drowsy. At least he didn’t feel so worried that Antagules would prank him and wake up him any more. Since he’d entered Ferrina he’d not heard a peep from her, which either meant she’d realised how annoying she was, or possibly she had difficulty contacting the staff underground. That being said, she’d been fine talking to him under Mount Arranoth, so possibly and hopefully she was reflecting on how irksome she was. 
 
    His eyes began to shut when he thought for a moment he could see bars, but he blinked and saw that it was probably just an illusion, created by the back of his soot-encrusted fireplace showing between the licks of flame. As he began to nod off a second time the cosy crackling of the fire seemed to change, and suddenly he could hear please, someone… 
 
    He sat bolt upright and glared at the bottle of wine on the table nearby. Had he maybe been at the booze a tad too much lately? He looked to either side, daring the insolent voice to start up again. After a minute of silence he pursed his lips, considered it again, and then settled back down to doze. 
 
    I am trapped here! 
 
    ‘What in the name of balls is going on here?’ Archimegadon asked, standing up and glaring at the fire as it was the only animate thing in the room aside from himself.  
 
    Whatever the voice had been, it sounded like a child, a boy or something. He wanted to pretend it was just him dreaming but it had been a very clear voice, and very much the same as the slight noise he’d heard outside Ferrina itself. 
 
    Was loneliness turning him mad? Tush, what nonsense. But then why was he hearing voices? And who could he possibly even begin to ask about it, without being carted off to somewhere distinctly unpleasant? 
 
    He scowled at the fire again for good measure, and then grabbed the Staff of Antagules and a cloak. It was time to head out to Market Square instead, and forget all this nonsense about voices that clearly weren’t there.  
 
    Archimegadon stepped out onto the pathway outside his house. Straight ahead, just across the road, a chest-height wall was all that divided him from an unpleasantly fatal tumble into the houses far, far below, though the road was at least wide enough to allow two carts to pass each other by. He supposed it wasn’t the worst place to live, but he’d been in plenty of nicer cities than Ferrina. 
 
    As he made his way round the winding streets towards Market Square, he watched people shuffling past, all busy as they set about their daily routines. Ferrina still had a healthy mining trade running, and as the Council held a lot of power in Valanthas it also drew plenty of the richer merchants, who in turn lured in several members of Valanthas’s upper class. Ferrina was considered a great novelty place to live by many, in part because the city’s night life was pretty much constant, and it was a popular location for runaways, enticed by the danger and solitude in equal measure. 
 
    It had its downside, of course. The eternal darkness empowered thieves and brigands to run their dark businesses whenever they pleased, with any time of day just as convenient for shadowy ambushes and hidden operations. Countering this was the Council’s City Watch, though if Tharanor and Yuriath were anything to go by, Archimegadon mused uncharitably, they weren’t the most competent bunch. 
 
    Market Square was not really a square as such. When Archimegadon had last been here it had matched that description, set up in a small plaza with everyone crammed together. Now, though, it was a sprawling sea of stands that had apparently consumed the buildings nearby and spread beyond the old limitations of the plaza. People were yelling about their wares so loudly that it was giving Archimegadon earache just entering the vicinity.  
 
    It certainly had style, however, or as much as the dour stone city of Ferrina could manage. The rush was quite infectious, and Archimegadon soon found himself browsing some of the stalls, nosing through displays of clay work, delicious-smelling meats and spices, and even a sale of sheep, pigs and goats, which looked most out of place far from their fields. The temptation to go on a spending spree was overwhelming, especially when he came across a stand with some of the finest robes he’d ever seen. 
 
    ‘What d’you say, sir, want to buy something?’ the tailor asked. 
 
    Archimegadon considered the robes carefully. ‘I’d like something, hmm, how about green for a change?’ 
 
    The tailor dived into his collections of robes, disappearing completely from sight. Archimegadon meanwhile had a look through those on display, eventually locating a nice swamp green robe that would stand out a bit in the gloom of Ferrina without being too garish. He looked around for the tailor and scowled; apparently the man had got himself lost in his fervent search. 
 
    ‘Is there anyone else around here who can sell this to me?’ he asked, and a young lady rushed over and grabbed the robe from the display with a winning smile. 
 
    ‘Just fifty vallins for this one, sir!’ she said. 
 
    ‘Fifty vallins for a robe?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Good grief, did the world run out of robes? Are we suffering some sort of terrible shortage?’ 
 
    ‘Sir, Master Staves is possibly the greatest tailor that Valanthas ever saw!’ 
 
    ‘And I am Valanthas’s foremost Mage for Hire,’ Archimegadon said, shrugging. 
 
    ‘Then you’ll want the foremost robe!’ 
 
    Archimegadon glared at her. ‘Now look here, I am no country bumpkin, to be taken in by vacuous advertising. In Melethas I could have purchased similar quality for a mere five vallins!’ 
 
    ‘Then by all means, sir, walk back there and buy their robes,’ the assistant said. 
 
    ‘You are terribly rude for a salesperson,’ Archimegadon said with a frown. 
 
    ‘Your clothes are terribly rude for Valanthas’s foremost Mage for Hire,’ the assistant returned. 
 
    Archimegadon folded his arms. ‘You make a convincing argument, madam! And I rather admire your cheek. Here you go.’ He dropped five ten-vallin pieces in her eagerly-outstretched hand. 
 
    ‘You won’t regret it, sir!’ the assistant said. ‘You’ll be the talk of the town.’ 
 
    Archimegadon thought back to how Bartell had spread the story that Archimegadon was responsible for the ills afflicting the region of Aldrack, and smiled dryly. ‘I think I can do without that for a bit.’ 
 
    The assistant raised an eyebrow but Archimegadon had already turned to leave with his purchase, so she opted not to comment. Just as the Mage for Hire was a few paces away the tailor reappeared with a beautiful green robe, as excited as a child with new toys. He looked around for Archimegadon and then glanced at his assistant. 
 
    ‘Long gone,’ she said with a triumphant smile. The tailor looked crushed. 
 
    So next up for Archimegadon was finding this fellow Luken. Irritated by the need to speak to people, Archimegadon spent a frustrating few minutes asking around if anyone knew exactly where Luken’s shop was set up, but nobody seemed aware of his existence. So much for not being damn hard to find! He swore profusely after the tenth person who didn’t know and looked for somewhere he could lean against a wall and sulk. 
 
    ‘Are you lost?’ a gravelly voice asked, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    ‘Hmph, you’re quite right!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I’m loo-’ 
 
    ‘If you’re lost, you need to listen for the bells,’ said the man in front of Archimegadon.  
 
    Whoever he was, he certainly didn’t pay fifty vallins for his clothes! Judging from the smell, his black clothes had probably once been just as colourful as Archimegadon’s new robes, and his messy dark grey hair stuck out from under a dirty brown bandana-hat cross that covered the top of his head. He was also wearing musty eyeglasses that looked so filthy that it was a wonder the man could see anything. 
 
    ‘Listen for the bells?’ After a further moment’s thought, Archimegadon glared at the man. ‘Ringer Helmet!’ 
 
    The man looked a little put out. ‘Ringing Helrem is what they call me,’ he said. ‘They don’t understands me though.’ 
 
    ‘What could possibly not be understood about listening for bells?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You makes fun, sir,’ Helrem said, ‘but you gotta listen. Ferrina isn’t real.’ 
 
    ‘Quite,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Listen hard enough and you’ll see,’ Helrem said. Archimegadon suddenly felt as though there wasn’t any sound at all, not even from Market Square, just Helrem talking. ‘Evers been swimming?’  
 
    Helrem seemed to have an annoying habit of adding ‘s’ to random words, and it was making Archimegadon want to rap him on the head with the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘On a handful of occasions I have engaged in such a rare activity,’ Archimegadon replied, controlling his more violent tendencies. 
 
    ‘You have the air,’ Helrem said, moving his right hand up, ‘and then belows, you have the water.’ He moved his left hand down, and Archimegadon couldn’t help but notice that the man was missing three of his fingers. ‘Ever tried listening to stuff under the water?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, not really,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Helrem either ignored him or was too lost in his explanation. ‘Now stick your ear on the surface of the water, and you’ll start to hear it. And then you can moves under the water to listen to the rest.’ 
 
    ‘Profound,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You won’t hear the bells till you listen for them,’ Helrem said. ‘But only when you hear thems can you put your head under the water.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m wildly grateful for that explanation,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I was actually looking for a fellow called Luken, though.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he’s justs on the other side of the street,’ Helrem said, pointing a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Ah, perfect, thank you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Helrem did a little bow and wandered off towards the stands, and Archimegadon hoped he’d get stuck in a conversation with the irritating guard Tharanor. Well enough of that nonsense, it was time to get his riches and move up in the world! 
 
    Archimegadon barged through the door and beheld a treasure trove of every random and amazing item ever known to man. Globes depicted continents he’d never heard of, a menagerie of exotic weapons lined the walls (who needed a sword with five blades?), and strange models of creatures of all shapes and sizes filled the shelves. Taking care not to knock everything over, Archimegadon made his way over to the counter, behind which stood a small man with glasses peering at a book. 
 
    ‘Afternoon, sir,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I am told you are the local expert on rare items. Might I have a moment of your time to discuss a special item I have acquired?’ 
 
    The man looked up at him, peering through thick yellowed glasses that reminded Archimegadon of the deceitful clerk Elsim Redrock, who had met his end along with his master Bartell at the Throne of Mirrors. 
 
    ‘I am Luken the Trader,’ he said in a wispy voice. ‘What is it you speak of?’ 
 
    ‘I have procured a genuine reloran from the age of Vortagenses!’ Archimegadon replied, and he awaited a dramatic lightning strike or maybe the candles to flicker slightly, just to show how important this was. Reality disappointed him, though, but at least Luken looked shocked. 
 
    ‘A reloran from the age of Vortagenses?’ Luken asked, eyes blinking behind the saucer lenses. 
 
    ‘Indeed so, my good fellow,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The very profile of the famed Founder of Valanthas is well detailed on this fine coin, unmistakable! Vortagenses himself!’ 
 
    Luken was looking more and more bemused. ‘Sorry, who are you?’ 
 
    ‘I am Archimegadon, Valanthas’s foremost Mage for Hire,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You heard the part where I mentioned it has Vortagenses on it, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Show me this coin,’ Luken said. 
 
    ‘Not a problem, sir!’ Archimegadon said. He reached into his right pocket, and… and… ‘Erm, one moment.’ There was no coin in his right pocket! What was this?!  
 
    ‘Something wrong, sir?’ Luken asked. 
 
    Archimegadon checked in his left pocket now, and pulled out all the coins he could, spilling them across the counter and sorting them into relorans, vallins and grobs. No, there was no sign of the Vortagenses coin here either! What was going on? He was sure he’d transferred everything when he’d changed robes back at the inn. What had he spent coins on anyway?  
 
    He cast his mind back. Fifty vallins on the robes… twenty vallins for several nights in the best room at the pub… a bunch of grobs on food and supplies. He’d not used any relorans to buy anything at all, so where had it gone? 
 
    ‘Pardon me, sir, but have you been drinking?’ Luken asked. 
 
    Archimegadon glared but then froze. ‘Wait, I have been drinking… but not today.’ He remembered the wine. ‘Well, today, yes… but also…’ 
 
    Voices from the recent past floated back to him. 
 
    ‘Now, as agreed, let’s have the one reloran.’  
 
     ‘One reloran? Did we bet on that?’ 
 
    ‘Of course we did, are you trying to get out of it?’ 
 
    The Archimegadon of the present rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake.’ 
 
    ‘Have you lost this coin?’ Luken asked, looking a bit impatient now. 
 
    ‘I apologise, my good sir,’ Archimegadon replied, reverting to businessman quickly, grabbing his coins from the counter. ‘I shall be back presently, but first I need to go and have a word with a friend of mine in the City Watch.’ 
 
    ‘The Watch?’ Luken asked, looking alarmed. 
 
    ‘Fear not, sir!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Shortly you shall be astounded, I promise you!’ 
 
    And he was gone out the door. 
 
    * 
 
    Just behind Luken there was a door into the backrooms of Luken’s shop. In the adjoining corridor was Zamire, who had been listening to the entire thing. It was the old man from the forest, telling some story about a coin with Vortagenses on it. It was clearly a lie! This Archimegadon had found that the Clerics were hiding out in Luken’s shop, and was boldly showing this off!  
 
    She shuffled down the corridor, worrying to herself. Was Archimegadon on his way to get Tharanor and Yuriath, to launch an assault with the City Watch on the Clerics’ secret base? Was this the end for their dreams at last? 
 
    When she reached Sordath’s door she didn’t bother with politeness, and instead pounded the door with her fist, getting ever more violent until her hand hurt. Once her right hand hurt too much she beat the door with her left fist instead. 
 
    ‘Damn it, Master, you can’t keep hiding in there!’ she yelled. ‘We’re in trouble!’ 
 
    Her left hand got too sore so in her irritation she raised her right leg and soundly kicked the door, so that it shook in the frame. Still there was no answer, so she kicked again, and again, until suddenly there was a noise behind the door, and she gasped as the door opened. 
 
    It was Sordath, looking faintly puzzled. 
 
    ‘Master,’ Zamire said. ‘I thought you had given up on us.’ 
 
    ‘I have been searching for an answer,’ Sordath said. ‘And do not worry – I have found one.’ 
 
    ‘Master, more urgently, that man from the forest was back here making hidden threats!’ Zamire said. ‘I think he’s calling the guards to attack us here. He’s found out our base! And nobody held the sermon the other day, and people are starting to think you’ve gone mad, and there’s no Vortagenses or world takeover like we were expecting, and…’ 
 
    ‘Hush, Zamire,’ Sordath said. ‘I have it under control. We were mistaken.’ 
 
    ‘Mistaken, Master?’ Zamire asked. 
 
    ‘Vortagenses was a lie,’ Sordath replied. ‘The true god of Ferrina has spoken to me.’ 
 
    Zamire blinked. ‘Begging your pardon, sir, but what?’ 
 
    Sordath smiled. ‘Belief will be hard to come by, but I will show the others the truth of things.’ He laid a hand on her forehead. ‘Marr endures, Zamire. Let you see, and know.’ 
 
    Zamire wasn’t particularly impressed at first, but suddenly Sordath’s hand seemed searingly hot, and then images flooded into her head, scenes of dark shapes dancing in the shadows, of sacrifices over a great pit, and of demons cloaked in fire, great reptilian beasts that displayed phenomenal strength and power. Over it all two eyes stared, unblinking, relentless, filling her vision. She stared back at the eyes and lost herself in the dark pits at the centre of the crimson irises, and she was no longer in the corridor in Luken’s shop, but instead she was dancing in a black void, surrounded by flames, and with each gesture of her hands she was moving those flames, shaping them, forming a beautiful rune beneath her feet. 
 
    ‘Beneath the city,’ she sang, and she exulted as a demon rose from the rune and stood before her. She did a pirouette and the flames whirled about her, joining her dance, shaping into another rune at her direction.  
 
    ‘Beneath the streets,’ she continued, and once more a demon leaped from the symbols she was painting with fire. 
 
    Zamire was lost in her art, her arms following a pattern directed by some great power. ‘Beyond the walls where music sounds,’ she sang. 
 
    Sordath was there in the dark with her, nodding at her with approval. 
 
    ‘The darkness on the edge of mind,’ she went on, the words coming to her unbidden. 
 
    She didn’t know what was going on, except that this power was carrying her along, directing her movements and her voice, filling her with a sense of power and joy that she’d never experienced before. She was a self-taught sorceress, with rather mixed success at her craft, unnoticed by any but Master Sordath, who had recruited her as a young teenager years ago.  
 
    Whatever this vision was, she was lost in the beauty of her runes, and she couldn’t help but paint another flame rune across the void, and was staggered as the approval of the power filled her with a sense of great accomplishment.  
 
    She’d never had this with Vortagenses. The big guy had only spoken to the High Templars, and any contact with him had always been through Sordath. She’d only just been introduced to this being that Sordath had discovered, and already he was showing her powers she’d never dreamed of, the ability to summon!  
 
    ‘Marr endures!’ she finished, and the void washed away to be replaced by the dismal corridor in Luken’s store. What a come-down from that feeling. 
 
    ‘Well done,’ Sordath said. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ Zamire asked, breathless from the energy of the vision. 
 
    ‘A vision,’ Sordath replied. ‘What Marr can teach you, as he has taught me.’ 
 
    ‘He can teach me to become a summoner?’ Zamire asked. 
 
    ‘That, my dear, is merely the beginning,’ Sordath replied with a smile. 
 
    ‘How do I sign up?’ 
 
    ‘You spoke Marr’s Devotion,’ Sordath replied. ‘You are already one of us.’ 
 
    Zamire felt a rush of pride. She’d felt Marr’s power, seen the beauty of creation that he could help her wield. This was different to Vortagenses, amazing and glorious. 
 
    ‘Now come, Zamire,’ Sordath said. ‘We have a job to do!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Master,’ Zamire said. She only hoped that Marr could teach her to dance like that in real life as well. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five: The Worth of a Coin 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon didn’t have the easiest time finding Tharanor and Yuriath’s guardhouse. This was largely down to the fact that asking where to find the guards tended to have two useless results in this city. Either people thought you were a criminal out for revenge, or they assumed you had some terrible emergency that needed instant assistance. He didn’t really want to name Tharanor and Yuriath specifically when asking random members of the public, but after he got introduced to two different guards who didn’t know either of them, he started to get particularly irritated.  
 
    Wandering about town, he couldn’t help but notice that there were a few bits of cultist graffiti, red letters proclaiming that the world would be destroyed by… hmm… yesterday, if Archimegadon had his dates right. He supposed that the Clerics, if they were responsible, were probably feeling pretty damn stupid right now. That made him feel particularly cheerful, since the sods had it coming after what they’d done to Aldrack. 
 
    He also pondered who this chap Marr was who was starting to be advertised about, probably some gang boss or something. “Marr Endures”. What was the fellow enduring? The dull wit of his underlings? The imbecilic nature of the Ferrina Council? Maybe he couldn’t afford robes at Market Square. Whoever he was, he was either not much of an artist, or he had inept followers. 
 
    Finally on the day after he started looking, Archimegadon found out where to locate Tharanor and Yuriath, once he’d bribed a shopkeeper by purchasing a red brooch, and another expensive robe (this one was a nice dark blue, though he realised to his irritation that it made him look a bit like the Clerics after he’d left the store). Apparently the two guards had seen off a gang who’d tried to rob the store in the past, and could usually be found in the main guardhouse, midway between Market Square and the Citadel. 
 
    Asking Tharanor for the coin was going to be out of the question. Either Archimegadon risked telling the man how much it was worth, which would just make Tharanor cash it in himself, or Tharanor would assume he was being a beggar and boot him, losing him the opportunity to ever recover the coin. His best option was to distract the guard and steal it back from under his nose, which to be honest wasn’t likely to be easy since guarding stuff was Tharanor’s job. 
 
    The guardhouse itself was a little more forbidding than the cheerful wooden house out in the pine forest, a proper old-fashioned castle in blackened stone, with obligatory towers and parapets. It wasn’t surrounded by any walls though, but a number of guards were patrolling right outside, looking particularly mean-spirited. Archimegadon edged over to them, expecting to get told to sod off. 
 
    ‘Greetings, sirs,’ Archimegadon said, pausing as his new brooch nearly fell off. He wasn’t particularly convinced by the craftsmanship, but supposed that he’d better wear it at least for now out of stubbornness, to justify the purchase. 
 
    ‘Sod off,’ the first guard replied. 
 
    ‘Manners here I see are not so different from the countryside,’ Archimegadon said, unfazed. ‘I was hoping to have a word with my friend Tharanor, if he’s about.’ 
 
    The guard seemed to freeze, as though he couldn’t understand the concept of people not sodding off after he’d told them to do so. He looked at his fellow guard, who might as well have been a statue. Possibly he was; there was no way of telling through his heavy armour. 
 
    ‘I’ll ask,’ the guard said eventually, storming inside. 
 
    Archimegadon tapped his foot as he waited, while a couple more guards strode past, eyeing him suspiciously but opting not to do anything about him. The statue guard continued being statue-y. The rest of the street was pretty quiet, and looked to be mostly composed of houses, and pretty boring ones at that. Not many people were around either, though Archimegadon didn’t blame them; if he lived next to this intimidating guardhouse he’d never show his face for sure. 
 
    Tharanor poked his head out the door after maybe ten minutes of awkward silence, and he appeared particularly annoyed to see Archimegadon. He didn’t look half as tidy as his fellow guards, with his medium-length hair and rough beard, and his blackened leather armour seemed more like something one of Felick’s band of mercenaries would have worn. All the same, he had managed to match the unwelcoming feel of the guardhouse just fine. 
 
    ‘Mage, what are you doing here?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘I wished to have a word with you about the case we discussed the other day,’ Archimegadon replied, launching into his clever cover story. ‘I found out some new and interesting facts.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, alright,’ Tharanor said after a moment, his eyes flashing with sudden interest. ‘Come in.’ 
 
    The inside of the guardhouse wasn’t really much better. The walls had no decorations aside from occasional torches to pierce the gloom, and the guards within seemed no more cheerful than the ones outside. After wandering down a couple of corridors Tharanor led Archimegadon into a small but functional room, with a bed, a couple of small tables and some shelves with a few books. Tharanor sat down on the bed, while Archimegadon settled himself on a chair. 
 
    ‘What’s this about then?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘Well, firstly, have you noticed any Cleric activity lately?’ Archimegadon asked, hoping that maybe Tharanor would have some sort of story to tell for a bit so he could look around the room for any money pouch or loose coins. 
 
    ‘The Clerics have been quiet,’ Tharanor replied, and Archimegadon inwardly cursed. ‘Normally you at least see a few around, but they’ve done pretty much nothing for the last few days.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I see,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I was expecting them to get up to some bad business after we trounced them in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘We hardly trounced them,’ Tharanor said. ‘You insulted Sordath and he stormed off in a temper.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Archimegadon said. This was no good, he’d been hoping for the Clerics to give Tharanor plenty to talk about. He’d also expected Yuriath to be around, but there didn’t seem much chance of that. 
 
    ‘I mean, what usually happens is Yuriath and I will be assigned to patrol a particular area and the Clerics will start acting up,’ Tharanor said. ‘We have a few contacts around the city who let us know when Zamire and Zarastro show up somewhere, and then we follow through from there. 
 
    ‘The City Watch aren’t actually aware of what we get up to – we keep it pretty quiet. As far as the Ferrina Council is concerned, Sordath and his Clerics are a nice friendly religious bunch. They’re sadly far from that.’ 
 
    ‘I missed this entirely every other time I’ve been here,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘The Clerics are usually quiet,’ Tharanor said. ‘They like to leave their mark now and then – I’m sure you’ve seen their messages on the walls – but they don’t ever take credit for it publicly.’ 
 
    ‘Them and Marr, it seems,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Noticed a couple of those, probably some dumb kid,’ Tharanor said. ‘We have a few gangs in Ferrina as you do in any city. They don’t get very large, though, they’re all afraid of Diojin down in the docks.’ 
 
    ‘There are docks in Ferrina?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, over at the far side of the city, there’s an underground lake that leads outside,’ Tharanor replied. ‘I thought you’d been here before?’ 
 
    ‘I… didn’t get much further than my house and out again,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Surprise,’ Tharanor said. ‘There’s a lot of trade there compared to what you may think, as the docks lead out to the sea, and Ferrina spills out onto the Central Way.’ 
 
    ‘And this fellow Diojin runs a big gang down there?’ Archimegadon smiled inwardly – he’d found a subject Tharanor enjoyed. He ran his eyes over the room, checking for anything that looked like a money purse. 
 
    ‘The Fallen Blade is what Diojin calls his organisation,’ Tharanor replied. ‘They hold a lot of influence over the trade at the docks and I’m pretty sure they work with the Council, if under the table.’ 
 
    ‘Do they have anything to do with the Clerics?’ 
 
    Tharanor scratched his hair. ‘Nah not really, or at least not that we’ve ever seen. Sordath doesn’t seem to operate much in the docks, partly I guess since he tends to target blatant Council buildings for his schemes.’ 
 
    ‘He robs them or something?’ Archimegadon asked.  
 
    Tharanor was still going strong at least, and – ah! There it was. A distinct money purse, sitting fat on the table on the other side of the room, next to a few papers and a quill. Now he just needed to work out a way of getting over there so he could check inside for his reloran. 
 
    ‘Sordath collects artefacts and magical items mostly,’ Tharanor replied.  
 
    Archimegadon shivered briefly; he couldn’t help but remember that was how Bartell had anonymously begun operating, collecting the Dusk Alliance’s stolen magical goods under different false identities.  
 
    ‘He does steal money now and then, but we’ve stopped his last seven major schemes,’ Tharanor continued. He frowned, which looked slightly fearsome under his dark beard. ‘That’s not entirely true. He did outwit us once at the outer slum warehouse.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like you fellows have been rather busy,’ Archimegadon said, getting to his feet and stretching obviously. ‘Pardon me, I’m an old man. Can be hard sitting in the same spot too long.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’m not sure exactly why we started getting involved in Cleric affairs. A few years back, around when I started, I was a bit out of it, I guess. Stuff hadn’t gone right, you know how it was back when you’d just come out of your teenage years yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, just about,’ Archimegadon replied, edging across the room slightly towards the desk with the money pouch. It had been a few years before the war with Tel Ariel when he’d been in his early twenties, working on his woodcutting and helping out with the family business.  
 
    ‘Well something bad had happened, shall we say,’ Tharanor said with a regretful smile. ‘I didn’t have any goals, I’d lost my original plan, and I joined the Watch to get away from it all. It turned out Yuriath had joined too, and we didn’t work together very well at the time, until we ran into Zamire and Zarastro attempting a robbery. We managed to stop them and kind of became friends.’ 
 
    ‘That was the first time you two met, eh?’ Archimegadon asked, making a show of noticing the chair to sit on, so that Tharanor wouldn’t  think he’d gone to sit there out of deliberate planning.  
 
    ‘No, we knew each other before,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Didn’t think she’d be in the guards though when I signed up, or in Ferrina for that matter. So anyway, once we stopped the Clerics the first time and noticed them being dodgy again, we went to the Commander and told him, and he rubbished our claims. After he did that we swore to work against the Clerics ourselves, and put a stop to Sordath’s plans.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that seems to have been working out successfully so far!’ Archimegadon said with false cheer. He just needed Tharanor to be distracted into looking in another direction now. 
 
    ‘Yeah, maybe,’ Tharanor said. ‘We’ve still just been playing a reactive game, stopping Sordath when we can find out what he’s up to, and each time he and his bunch have escaped before we can capture or kill them. We still don’t know where Sordath’s secret base is hidden, and we’ve checked pretty much everywhere we can think of, yet he just doesn’t seem to be anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘The Clerics are a snaky bunch,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Agreed,’ Tharanor said. ‘But wait, hold on, weren’t you here to tell me stuff?’ 
 
    Archimegadon frowned. His own excuse was pretty flimsy next to Tharanor’s lengthy explanation of his campaign against Sordath. Ah well, there was nothing else for it. 
 
    ‘I’ve been hearing voices,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Tharanor, from starting to get quite laid back and chatty, suddenly reverted to the sour look he’d held at the forest guardhouse. ‘You’ve… what?’ 
 
    ‘Once when I was heading into Ferrina itself,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘And another time yesterday when I was sitting at my fireplace. I heard a voice, a child’s voice it sounded like, crying out for help.’ 
 
    ‘You came to me because you’re hearing voices?’ Tharanor asked with a frown. ‘I thought you were coming here with good information on catching the Clerics!’ 
 
    ‘I assumed that any dodgy dealings of a magical nature around this city would probably lead back to the Clerics,’ Archimegadon lied. ‘The Clerics have been quiet for a few days around the time they’re planning to take over the world, and now I am hearing a child using magic to call for help. Don’t you think it might mean something?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bit fanciful, mage,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Exactly what did the voice say anyway?’ he added with a sigh, rubbing his face with one hand.  
 
    ‘The voice said, erm, “help me”, “please, someone”, and lastly “I am trapped here”,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I also felt a bit like I could see bars for a brief moment when it was happening.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t sound like anything I’m familiar with,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’ve not heard of anyone else hearing voices from a lost child with magic powers. The closest would be Ringing Helrem’s babbling about listening to bells.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, I ran into that chap at Market Square,’ Archimegadon said. ‘He’s certainly an odd fellow. But as I was saying, I am fairly certain the voice I was hearing was genuine.’ He wasn’t really sure at all, given that he’d probably just been dreaming during his nap, but he didn’t want to make something up that might send the guards on a pointless search, even if it did allow him to retrieve his coin. 
 
    ‘Honestly, mage, I’m not sure if you’re just wasting my time here,’ Tharanor said, his eyes darkening. ‘Is this really all you’ve…’ 
 
    They were interrupted by a knock at the door, and Tharanor shot Archimegadon a quick glare before getting up to go and open it, walking past Archimegadon as he did so. Tharanor’s back was turned! It was the moment of truth! Archimegadon leaned across the desk and fiddled with the purse strings, though they were stubborn, especially when he was rushing. As he jumped hearing Tharanor’s hand turning the door handle, his new brooch shook loose and fell just as he opened the money purse. With unerring accuracy, the brooch fell straight into the pouch. 
 
    ‘Come in, Yuriath,’ Archimegadon heard Tharanor say, and in a panic Archimegadon tightened the purse strings again and sat down before he could be spotted. 
 
    ‘Oh, hey, Archie,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Archie?’ Archimegadon asked. He’d not been called that in a long time indeed, since his old friends Berus and Kalissa had wound him up on the wagons.  
 
    ‘I can’t remember your full name,’ Yuriath replied with a grin. ‘You’re stuck with it, sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Tssh, well if you prefer,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    He felt painfully aware of the fact that his brooch was now sitting comfortably in Tharanor’s money purse, and that it wouldn’t take a genius to figure out who’d left it in there. With both guards here now, it was going to be pretty difficult getting the brooch back without instantly being kicked into some dank cell. 
 
    ‘Anyway, I called for a reason,’ Yuriath said. ‘Apparently Zarastro has been hanging around a Council storehouse and was discussing with another Cleric that they’d be breaking in later today. Looks like the Clerics are getting back in business despite what we were thinking.’ 
 
    ‘Damn it,’ Tharanor said. ‘Guess their god isn’t dead after all.’ 
 
    ‘Oh believe me, he is,’ Archimegadon said. Even if Vortagenses had somehow survived the explosion beneath Mount Arranoth, after what Bartell had done to him he wouldn’t exactly be much of a threat any more.  
 
    ‘Whether that’s true or not, the fact remains that the Clerics are back to their usual raids,’ Yuriath said. ‘Which means we have another opportunity to catch one of them and take them in for questioning.’ 
 
    ‘Would make a change to get some word on where the heck they’ve been sneaking all this time,’ Tharanor said. ‘Did you hear anything about Sordath or Zamire?’ 
 
    ‘No, but the two Zs go together usually at least,’ Yuriath replied. ‘I’m thinking of going out there now, I don’t have another shift for a day. You’re off as well aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘For a bit, at least,’ Tharanor replied. He got up and, to Archimegadon’s horror, grabbed and pocketed his money pouch. 
 
    ‘I don’t have anything on my schedule,’ Archimegadon said, interrupting quickly. He couldn’t hang around when Tharanor was poised to discover he’d been trying to steal his money, not to mention the fact that Tharanor still had the prized Vortagenses reloran. ‘Why not let me come along as backup?’ 
 
    ‘Why would we let you come?’ Tharanor asked, glaring. 
 
    ‘Hear me out!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You’ve had trouble capturing them, yes? Well I am a mage! I can freeze them in their tracks. Not to mention I can counter Zamire’s sorceries.’ That last was something of a falsehood; while he could sometimes counter spells, it wasn’t something he could reliably do on demand just yet. 
 
    Yuriath and Tharanor looked at each other for a few seconds, and then Yuriath put her hands on her hips. ‘Look, mage, this is going to be dangerous. It won’t be like training at an academy, there will be real risks.’ 
 
    ‘Madam, I have faced down threats far greater than a bumbling cultist trying to rob a warehouse!’ Archimegadon said. He was used to pretending that he’d done great deeds to try and oversell his Mage for Hire services in the past, but now that he’d actually done something worthwhile, it was infuriating that he couldn’t prove it. 
 
    ‘I don’t care what you say you might have done,’ Yuriath said. ‘I have no way of proving that, and honestly by your behaviour I don’t really believe it much.’ 
 
    ‘She means you’re an idiot,’ Tharanor added. So he was back to being a full ass now that Yuriath was here. Archimegadon rolled his eyes. 
 
    ‘What you said did upset Sordath though, so maybe there is something more to what you’re claiming than it seems,’ Yuriath said. ‘I’m willing to at least give you a chance.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Tharanor and Archimegadon both asked at once. 
 
    ‘You’re right, with just the two of us, we might not be able to catch one of the Clerics,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Perhaps with a mage we’ll be able to make a real dent in Sordath’s plans.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, madam,’ Archimegadon said, feeling slightly amused at the look of frustration on Tharanor’s face. ‘I will show you just how great my powers truly are. You shan’t be disappointed!’ 
 
    ‘Yuriath, he came here to tell me he was hearing voices,’ Tharanor said. ‘The man’s a loon. We can’t waste time with this.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of voices?’ Yuriath asked with a frown. 
 
    ‘Twice now, I’ve heard voices,’ Archimegadon replied. Might as well make it sound convincing, even though he’d put it down to too much wine. ‘Or well, one voice, repeated. A boy’s voice, calling for help. He must have been trying to contact anyone who can use magic.’ 
 
    ‘Ferrina is a strange place,’ Yuriath said. Even she appeared to be straining to be reasonable on this occasion. ‘There’s lots of legends about it, and with the Clerics up to no good it could mean something important. Keep listening, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Will do, madam,’ Archimegadon said. The more he raised the subject, the more he began to question just how seriously he should be taking it himself. 
 
    ‘Oh, this is just ridiculous,’ Tharanor said. ‘Well fine, let’s go and get killed then with this idiot around.’ 
 
    Yuriath just shrugged at him and walked out the room, signalling for them to follow. Tharanor and Archimegadon watched her leave before glaring at each other. 
 
    ‘You know, she’ll just get fed up with you if you’re in a bad mood all the time,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I’m fed up with you already,’ Tharanor said. ‘Just watch how you handle yourself, mage, because I’ve worked too long against the Clerics to have you screw it all up now we’re getting close to Sordath.’ 
 
    Archimegadon let Tharanor have the last word this time. No point antagonising him too much, or at least not while Tharanor still had his Vortagenses reloran, and the damn incriminating red brooch. Once he had both, and his riches from that fellow Luken, he would fully explain his constructive feedback about Tharanor’s flaws. 
 
    Now all he needed to do was work out a way of stealing back that coin and the brooch while simultaneously not getting killed by Clerics. All in a day’s work, he supposed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six: New Pets 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon wasn’t entirely sure why he was following Tharanor and Yuriath on their way to face down Zarastro and Zamire. His main incentive, he repeated to himself, was wanting to get that coin back – not only did it hold his future riches, but the discovery of his brooch would mark him as a possible thief and probably land him in a horrible Ferrina jail. He’d heard plenty of stories about those, and didn’t fancy sampling their delights. 
 
    However, he also couldn’t help but feel slightly put out that the Clerics were still operating. He’d enjoyed upsetting Sordath and, so he’d thought at the time, putting an end to the plans of the silly cultists with their mistaken religion. Now they were back in business he wanted to know why, and, if they’d chosen to ignore what he’d pointed out about Vortagenses, he was ready to crush them with the knowledge that they were spouting an expired end-of-the-world prophecy. 
 
    Tharanor and Yuriath had dropped by Yuriath’s room briefly so she could collect a few belongings, including her two deadly swords. Archimegadon hadn’t seen them clearly in the night-time gloom before, and winced as she nimbly spun them and sheathed them, painfully close to cutting herself in the process. He wondered if she’d won or been given those swords, as they clearly weren’t standard guard issue – presumably, a guard’s wages wouldn’t be enough to afford such fine craftsmanship. Her actual guard swords were discarded in a corner, gathering dust, and Archimegadon wondered if she’d get in trouble for using the rather more deadly ones. 
 
    They set out right after that, and Archimegadon waved cheerfully at the statue-guard, who merely stood there and didn’t react in the slightest. Their route took them left from the guardhouse entrance, away from the city centre and the Citadel, and towards a rather darker region in a separate cavern from the central pit. 
 
    ‘Of course we would have to go to the least pleasant part of Ferrina,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Old Town isn’t so bad,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Yes, it is,’ Tharanor said. ‘It’s probably the most crime-ridden for sure.’ 
 
    ‘It only seems worse than the docks because Diojin likes to keep his business off the streets,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘So it’s still bad,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I really don’t understand why people enjoy living in this place. Wouldn’t it make more sense to build the town outside the hill and just continue mining in here instead?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t say I entirely disagree,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Endless night-time gets you down. It’s why it’s nice being a guard, sometimes you get posted at the forest guardhouse and get to see some daylight.’ 
 
    ‘Though by the time you’ve adjusted to sunlight, you go back into the city all over again,’ Yuriath added. 
 
    ‘Whatever the reason was that they started to keep building down here, it got out of hand,’ Tharanor said. ‘And now, unless you have a good sense of direction, it’s stupidly hard to find your way around.’ 
 
    Archimegadon couldn’t really disagree there; he’d got lost himself plenty of times, since a lot of the city seemed to be made up of identical rows of stone houses. Occasionally he had noticed a few signs, though he hadn’t actually managed to work out most of the relevant landmarks and districts so they didn’t help very much. 
 
    He also rather regretted wearing his expensive green robe. Even his new blue Cleric-like robe would probably have been a better choice down here in Old Town. It wasn’t as generically bad as one might have expected from hearing it was the most crime-ridden part of town. Not everyone looked ready for a fight, and people weren’t being beaten up on street corners as Archimegadon had initially pictured when they’d mentioned going to Old Town.  It was, though, very dark, even in comparison to the rest of the gloomy city, and probably felt more sinister because of the reputation Tharanor and Yuriath had been describing.  
 
    They finally slowed their pace as they came close to a row of buildings lined up against a damp cavern wall, which stretched up into thick shadow. One of the buildings was larger than the rest, and like the others, it looked likely that it went back quite deep into the rock. 
 
    ‘This is it,’ Yuriath said. ‘Zarastro was supposed to be hanging around here watching the guard changes.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re certain he’s going to try breaking in?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I often say I’m going to do something later today, and end up sitting at home instead.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me, this has happened enough times now,’ Yuriath replied. ‘If the Clerics are checking out a warehouse, it pretty much always means there’s something inside they are planning to steal.’ 
 
    ‘Just got to wonder what the Council is hiding,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    ‘No guards on the entrance,’ Yuriath said. ‘But the doors are shut.’ 
 
    ‘Unusual for a Council place to have no guards outside to scare people off,’ Tharanor said. ‘Looks like we’re here just in time.’ 
 
    Archimegadon rolled his eyes, but decided not to comment. If they wanted to assume everything, then so be it. In the meantime he needed to work out a way to get his hands on Tharanor’s money, if that was ever going to be possible. Either way he needed to ensure that the guard didn’t check his coins and find the brooch, or he was going to be in a fair bit of trouble. 
 
    Speaking of which… Tharanor and Yuriath had obviously decided it was time for action, as they’d run off to the warehouse. It seemed that down one side of the entrance an alleyway had been carved, leading down to a solid metal door that wasn’t giving way to Tharanor’s shoulder barging when Archimegadon caught up. Archimegadon left the guard to it and looked around. If he was going to waste time trying to help these two, he might as well keep himself occupied. 
 
    ‘Ah, sir and madam, observe,’ he said, gesturing up. ‘Those windows should provide access.’ 
 
    Yuriath followed his gaze to see that there were three large windows not too far above them along the warehouse wall. ‘We might be able to get in there if we stand on each other’s shoulders.’ 
 
    Tharanor regarded her sourly. ‘We’re not exactly dressed for it. You want to try standing on each other’s shoulders in full armour?’ 
 
    ‘You’re wearing a few bits of scrap leather,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘If you want to let us both stand on your shoulders, be my guest,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘No, I want him going in first,’ Yuriath said. Her brown eyes turned to Archimegadon. ‘If you’re as good as you say you are, you can take the risk of leading the way.’ 
 
    The Mage for Hire drew himself up and regarded her from beneath mighty brows. ‘Of course, I shall lead the charge if you so desire.’ 
 
    Tharanor still didn’t look at all happy with that – was there no pleasing him? – but he nodded after a bit. ‘Alright,’ he said to Yuriath, ‘but I want to go in second. I’m not leaving you in there alone with him.’ 
 
    Archimegadon stopped himself from snorting, but still, he didn’t figure that this alcoholic guard would prove as much of an opponent as Lord Bartell if they actually needed to fight. Nevertheless, he wasn’t going to argue, since he didn’t care which of the two guards backed him up. He also felt a bit sorry for Yuriath, since she was going to have to be at the bottom of the human ladder. 
 
    ‘First things first,’ Tharanor said, stooping to pick up a sizeable rock at the edge of the alley-cave.  
 
    He took aim and tossed it hard at the window, and with a painfully loud crash the window broke into shards. The image of shattering mirrors briefly filled Archimegadon’s thoughts. 
 
    ‘Now everyone knows we’re here,’ Yuriath said, ‘but I suppose it’s easier than trying to open it on each other’s shoulders.’ She sighed. 
 
    With that out the way, she braced herself as Tharanor clambered up onto her shoulders, and she visibly winced as he straightened himself out. He reached up experimentally for the window, but was just a bit too low to get a proper purchase. Archimegadon removed his outer robe, though he did at least have a shirt and leggings under it. There was no way he was going to try climbing wearing his fancy robes, at least. 
 
    ‘Are you sure about this?’ he asked Yuriath, who looked worse for wear already. 
 
    ‘Just get up there and then we’ll talk,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Ah, good point!’  
 
    Archimegadon threw his robe over his shoulder – he wasn’t going to face the Clerics improperly dressed! – and carefully pulled himself up, first onto Yuriath’s shaking shoulders, and then up onto Tharanor’s slightly uneven ones. The open window was not the safest place with razor edges of shattered glass everywhere, and he had to take longer than he wanted to get a good purchase and tug himself up into the warehouse. He made sure to throw in his robe first just to make it easier. 
 
    He seemed to have entered some sort of small office. There was a desk with a few scrolls arranged in a line, and a number of book cases next to some small wooden boxes. Thankfully, nobody was here, and Archimegadon briefly pondered how stupid they would look if the Clerics weren’t raiding the place, and they’d instead just vandalised Council property for no good reason. 
 
    ‘Stop sight-seeing,’ Tharanor called up. 
 
    ‘I was making sure it was clear,’ Archimegadon lied.  
 
    Archimegadon turned back to the open window and kicked away some of the remaining glass. He leaned out of the opening and grabbed Tharanor’s outreached hand, and with gritted teeth pulled the guard up, until Tharanor got a firm hold of the window. With slightly less trouble than Archimegadon, Tharanor pulled himself over the edge and regarded the office, dusting off his front as he did so. 
 
    ‘Erm, I don’t think we thought this through,’ Archimegadon commented as he looked back outside at Yuriath, who was far too low for them to reach. 
 
    ‘Ah, yeah, damn,’ Yuriath said. ‘Any sort of ladder up there?’ 
 
    ‘Not in this room at least,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘Forget it, I’ll find another way,’ Yuriath said. ‘You guys have a look around.’ 
 
    Tharanor glowered at Archimegadon before looking back down at his friend. ‘Alright, I suppose. Good luck.’ 
 
    ‘You too,’ Yuriath said, with a brief smile, and then she ran off back round the front of the warehouse. 
 
    ‘I suppose that leaves us to it,’ Tharanor said to Archimegadon. ‘Prepare whatever counters you know, because we’ll probably run into the Clerics sooner than we’d like.’ 
 
    It was easy for Archimegadon to do that, since he knew approximately none. He’d managed a couple of messy counters in the past, but he’d made those up as he went along.  
 
    ‘Lead the way,’ he said. 
 
    ‘You’re going first, remember?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘If we run into any trouble, you’re just going to have to run past me to use that sword of yours,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Alright, mage, but don’t drop too far behind, or you’ll be the first I use the sword on,’ Tharanor said. He turned to leave. ‘Now come on, let’s…’ 
 
    ‘Erm, hold on,’ Archimegadon said, picking up his discarded robes. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Looking the part!’ 
 
    ‘I wish Yuriath had put you at the bottom,’ Tharanor said with a sigh. 
 
    Once Archimegadon had arranged his robe to his satisfaction, they crept out into the corridor, which was mercifully deserted, if stupidly dark. Archimegadon walked straight into Tharanor’s back, and they both stopped. 
 
    ‘Mage, let’s have some light,’ Tharanor whispered. 
 
    ‘Er, sorry, I don’t actually know such a spell,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘What do you know?’ Tharanor asked, but he didn’t seem to want a reply, as he continued: ‘Well, never mind, this should work.’ He drew his sword, and the corridor filled with an unhealthy green glow. 
 
    ‘You have a magic sword?’ Archimegadon asked with surprise. 
 
    ‘Family heirloom,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Older than recorded history, they claim.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, splendid,’ Archimegadon said. He liked magical swords, especially if his allies had them. It would make any bardic tales about him sound more epic. 
 
    They made their way down the corridor, Archimegadon holding the Staff of Antagules in front of himself as though to block incoming attacks, and Tharanor quietly checked each door they reached. The rooms that were unlocked all looked empty or untouched, and the two companions soon turned a corner and found themselves at the end of the corridor. 
 
    Under the door here, they could see the glow of light. 
 
    ‘Be ready, mage,’ Tharanor whispered, and he slowly creaked the door open. 
 
    They entered the upper area of what must have been the main storage hall of the warehouse. There were wooden crates and weapon racks filling the lower floor, and lamps all about, diminishing the green glow of Tharanor’s blade. Tharanor motioned for quiet. 
 
    ‘Look,’ he said. ‘Down there. It’s those two.’ 
 
    Archimegadon peered in the direction Tharanor had indicated, and could see the blue-robed figure of Zamire next to black-armoured Zarastro. They seemed to be arguing, and checking around a collection of crates with a sense of urgency. 
 
    ‘Come on.’ Tharanor tugged Archimegadon after him, and they took the nearest steps down and snuck behind some of the taller stacks of crates. As they drew closer to the Clerics, their voices came into focus. 
 
    ‘…Just some sort of statue with wings, how hard can it be?’ Zamire was saying. ‘And it has no face, Sordath made that very clear.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he said it had a face,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘No, why would he say it had a face?’ Zamire asked. ‘That’s normal for statues. He said it didn’t have a face because that’s unusual enough to identify it by.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he said it had a face,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘You had trouble stopping these fellows?’ Archimegadon asked Tharanor. 
 
    ‘They’re good at running, at least,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Wonder where Yuriath is.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see or hear any sign of her,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Should we try catching them anyway?’ 
 
    Tharanor nodded, and they crept further along, coming ever closer to the two Clerics. Zamire let out a cry of delight, and as Archimegadon watched, she pulled a human-sized marble statue out from between a particularly high stack of crates. It was an angelic figure, swathed in robes, with wings that fanned up behind her back, the ends pointing up to the heavens. As the Cleric had said, the figure had no face; while she had what appeared to be a healthy set of curly locks, she had no distinct facial features at all, not even a mouth. 
 
    ‘What do they want with a statue?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘Maybe it is a magic statue,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘If it is, I wonder what the Council was doing with it,’ Tharanor whispered. ‘And what happened to the guards here?’ He shook his head. ‘Never mind, those two have what they wanted. Let’s get them now while they’re looking at it. Follow exactly where I go.’ 
 
    Tharanor hefted his sword and charged out from cover without another word. Frowning a little, Archimegadon followed the guard’s reckless lead, coming to a sudden stop as lightning seemed to lash out from the ground and surround Tharanor, encasing him in a crackling egg of energy. 
 
    ‘It’s a Rune Trap!’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Do you still want me to follow you exactly?’ Archimegadon asked, smirking. 
 
    Zamire and Zarastro whirled from their rumination over the statue and stared in first surprise, and then amusement, at Tharanor and Archimegadon.  
 
    ‘Hah! Got you at last, Tharanor!’ Zamire said. 
 
    Archimegadon quickly pondered what he knew of Rune Traps that he’d learnt since first running into Zamire and Zarastro. Shrugging, he then booted the trapped guard, striking him in the rear and sending him stumbling out of the trap, remembering how Zarastro apparently had done similar on a previous occasion. Tharanor rubbed his backside and glared at Archimegadon with conflicted appreciation also flickering in his expression. 
 
    ‘Did you have to kick that hard?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Tush, it is the best way to counter a Rune Trap,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Damn it,’ Zamire said.  
 
    ‘I told you to lay more than one Rune Trap there,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘No, you didn’t,’ Zamire said. 
 
    ‘What? I totally did.’ 
 
    ‘In the name of the City of Ferrina and the Council, as guardsman of the City Watch, I hereby command you to lay down your arms and surrender into my custody,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘You must be kidding,’ Zamire said. ‘We don’t answer to you, Tharabum.’ 
 
    Archimegadon edged closer to Tharanor, taking care not to step on the Rune Trap spot in case he triggered it again. The trap hadn’t affected him when he’d got close to kick Tharanor, but it would still have been an unnecessary mistake if it was still active, especially as Zamire was a sorceress of some sort and could probably blast him from there. 
 
    ‘I’m warning you both,’ Tharanor said. ‘We outnumber you now.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see your girlfriend anywhere,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    Tharanor coloured again. ‘That’s how we want it, scum. Step away from that statue and let’s go, come on.’ 
 
    Zamire looked back at the statue and smiled. ‘Oh, this? Do you even know what it is?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know or care,’ Tharanor replied. ‘It’s irrelevant, because you’re going to surrender now.’ He lifted his sword and gestured with it for them to come over. 
 
    ‘We don’t answer to you, I told you,’ Zamire said. ‘We have a new god now, and he’s more powerful than you or your silly Council.’ 
 
    Archimegadon rolled his eyes. One god down, let’s find a new one! Cultists… 
 
    ‘Don’t look like that,’ Zamire said. ‘This one is real. I have seen him. Sordath has seen him. And you guys will see him, in death.’ 
 
    ‘Is that statue your god?’ Tharanor asked with a grin. 
 
    ‘This statue has its own job,’ Zamire replied. ‘Your city will find it out pretty soon. But I don’t feel like you’re taking me seriously.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, you can’t just hop between gods like some sort of popularity contest,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    ‘Then perhaps I should show you,’ Zamire said, nodding to Zarastro, who stepped in front of her.  
 
    Zamire did a sudden spin, drawing her staff through the air, circling as she did so with carefully placed steps. As Archimegadon watched her, he saw a fiery trail form in the air wherever her staff swept, drawing some sort of arcane symbol around her. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what she’s doing, but we should probably stop it,’ Archimegadon said to Tharanor. 
 
    ‘Point,’ Tharanor said, and without further theatrics he charged, his sword meeting Zarastro’s blade in the space between Archimegadon and Zamire. 
 
    Archimegadon edged to the side to get a clear shot at Zamire while the two swordsmen distracted themselves. She was still dancing, the fiery trails glowing and taking on a life of their own, spinning madly and sparking. The Mage for Hire took aim with his staff, focusing his magical energies, and he narrowed his eyes. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ he yelled, and a magnificent ball of fire burst from the Staff of Antagules, making Zarastro skip to one side in momentary surprise and panic.  
 
    Impressive as it was, the flamebolt simply hit the swirling energies and dissipated. Moments later, Zamire stepped out of the vortex, and Archimegadon watched in awe as a creature arose from the middle. Some sort of enormous armoured lizard, its back reaching up to Zamire’s chest, the creature looked like something from the burning hell of Valanthas’s declining Light religion. Its body was black and blood red in equal measure, and tight crimson skin stretched across where its eyes should have been. Ebony fangs curved about its mouth in an unchanging sinister grin. 
 
    ‘Tharanor, careful!’ Archimegadon said, and the guard hopped back from Zarastro to get a view of what stood behind his opponent. Zarastro, looking relieved that Tharanor’s assault had paused, chanced a look over his shoulder, and even he stumbled back a pace from the creature in awe. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ Tharanor said, and to his credit he showed no fear, simply adopting a more defensive stance and positioning himself in the open so he had room to manoeuvre.  
 
    ‘Say hello to Alkhresh,’ Zamire said, panting a little with the exertion but looking enormously pleased with herself. ‘This guy is one of our god’s pets, and he’s here to help stop idiots like you getting in our way this time!’ 
 
    ‘Which god is it this time?’ Tharanor asked. ‘Or haven’t you come up with a name for him yet?’ 
 
    ‘Mock all you want, you can see he’s real,’ Zamire said, gesturing at the creature Alkhresh. ‘But if you wanna know, sure, I’ll tell you. Master Sordath was visited by the old god of this city, the Forgotten One, he who endures beneath the city’s depths… Marr the Summoner.’ 
 
    ‘You remember that name?’ Archimegadon asked Tharanor. 
 
    ‘Yeah, so the Clerics still have the monopoly on public graffiti then,’ Tharanor replied. ‘I’ve never heard of any summoner god in Ferrina though.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone will have heard of him soon,’ Zamire said. 
 
    ‘You said that about the last god,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘This one is better!’ Zamire said. ‘I summoned this thing, you can’t just ignore it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s an impressive trick for sure,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Necromancers can summon demons too, and they only worship themselves,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It doesn’t mean that you’re serving a real god.’ 
 
    ‘You know what, you wanna treat this like a joke, I’ll treat you both like jokes,’ Zamire said. ‘You’re not in our league any more, Tharanor, and neither is that stupid new wizard guy you have with you. Kill them, Alkhresh!’ 
 
    Archimegadon braced himself for battle as the creature pounced at Tharanor, who dodged in a flash and cut out at the demon, missing by a hair. He’d fought demons before, or at least been around while others were fighting them, but winning one fight didn’t mean winning them all. He took careful note of Zamire and Zarastro in case they wanted to get a cheap kill, but they had run off and between them were lifting the statue to escape with it. 
 
    ‘Stop daydreaming!’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Ah, right!’ Archimegadon said. He regarded the demon and the guardsman circling each other and prepared to cast a flamebolt when Tharanor circled directly into his line of sight as he avoided another death strike. ‘Watch it, I can’t fire through you!’ 
 
    ‘Sorry I saved myself,’ Tharanor said, dodging Alkhresh’s next claw swipe and trying to get in a cut, but the demon was too fast. 
 
    ‘They’re getting away, by the way,’ Archimegadon said, trying to get a clear shot at the demon still, but with Tharanor and the demon dodging around so much it wasn’t easy. 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’m a bit busy!’ 
 
    Finally an opportunity opened. ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon yelled, and with a  magnificent roar the ball of flame cannoned into Alkhresh, sending the demon stumbling into crates and causing them to burst into flames at the same time. ‘There, finish it off!’  
 
    ‘You just set everything on fire,’ Tharanor said, trying to get closer to the demon but backing away from the heat. 
 
    ‘Sorry about that,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It’s a demon. And you wanted me to kill it.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t you have iced it up or something?’ 
 
    ‘Now look, I don’t tell you how to swing your sword,’ Archimegadon replied, resisting the urge to send a flamebolt at the guardsman as well. ‘Since we’ve dealt with Alkhresh, shall we get Za…’ 
 
    The demon leapt from the flames, its back ablaze, but it roared at them as though there were nothing on it at all.  
 
    ‘Well, piss,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Nice work,’ Tharanor said, and he lunged at the creature, leaving a small trail of green energy as he stabbed out with his magic blade. 
 
    Alkhresh skipped to one side and batted the burning crates with its tail, sending them crashing into other crates, which also burst into flame.  
 
    ‘This is going to get unpleasant fast,’ Tharanor said as the fire spread. 
 
    ‘What is it with these people and fire?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You’re the one who used flamebolt in the middle of a room of wooden crates!’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Time for a smart retreat,’ Archimegadon said, deciding to change the subject. 
 
    Tharanor dodged a charge from Alkhresh and threw a withering look at the mage. ‘We still have this demon if you hadn’t noticed.’  
 
    He took too long being angry, and Alkhresh turned and struck the guard with the back of its front claws and threw Tharanor into nearby crates, though mercifully not the burning ones. There was a jingling noise as Tharanor’s money purse flew from his pocket and slid behind some nearby crates. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry!’ Archimegadon said, running after it. ‘I’ll get it.’ 
 
    Tharanor raised an eyebrow from where he lay amidst the destroyed crates. ‘Er… mage? I’d rather you helped me, you know.’ 
 
    A couple of seconds later Archimegadon re-emerged, looking particularly sour. He tossed the money bag to Tharanor without a word as Alkhresh prepared to pounce. Archimegadon whirled on the demon, his eyebrows storm clouds above thunderous eyes. 
 
    ‘Oh, sod off,’ he said, and his staff blazed with power. ‘Flamebolt!’  
 
    The flamebolt was absurdly big this time, and it struck Alkhresh with phenomenal force far beyond what was likely needed. For a moment the demon made a high-pitched noise of pain, and then it was lost in the centre of an explosion that lit the warehouse like daytime for a brief moment. The chaos settled, and the only sound was the gentle crackling of the flames, and distant echoing footsteps. 
 
    ‘What was that all about?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon asked, suddenly looking sheepish. 
 
    ‘You got all angry,’ Tharanor replied. ‘And then you did that.’ He gestured at the black mark that had been Alkhresh. 
 
    ‘I was bored of the stupid thing,’ Archimegadon lied. ‘Let’s get moving, the Clerics are getting away.’ 
 
    Tharanor winced and put a hand to his middle as he stood up. ‘Ouch. You’re right. Come on!’ 
 
    They managed several paces past the first Rune Trap when suddenly tendrils of energy rose up from the ground and grasped Tharanor in a familiar energy egg. 
 
    ‘Oh for…’ Tharanor began. 
 
    Archimegadon grinned and stepped over to him to free him, when he felt his legs freeze, and rolled his eyes as lightning tendrils rose up around him too. 
 
    ‘I guess they made traps in more than one place,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Well noticed,’ Archimegadon said. He tried to poke the edge of the tendrils surrounding him with the Staff of Antagules, but the energy crackled and hissed and he withdrew the staff quickly to avoid damaging it. 
 
    ‘We need to get out of here fast,’ Tharanor said. ‘I don’t like the look of those flames.’ 
 
    Archimegadon looked over, and observed that the fire was indeed getting out of hand amidst the closely-stacked crates, though it was hard to see with the lightning filling most of his vision. 
 
    ‘Okay, mage, see if you can dispel the trap,’ Tharanor said. ‘Perhaps some sort of spell counter will do it? Or can you see the weave of the trap’s magic and undo it?’ 
 
    Archimegadon bit back an irritable reply. He still didn’t really remember much from the theory of his Mage School lesson, and his counter was, as he’d previously considered, purely reactive, creating a sort of energy shell that redirected the motion of incoming attacks, rather than simply dispelling them. Could he somehow redirect the trap? 
 
    No, probably not. It was time for the old fallback. 
 
    ‘Icebolt!’ he said, and a bolt of ice shot from his staff and mercifully through the energy shield, striking Tharanor and knocking the guard out of the trap. 
 
    ‘Dammit, mage, I’ve suffered more at your hands than the Clerics’ tonight,’ Tharanor said, before reaching into Archimegadon’s Rune Trap and pushing the mage, breaking the weak trap effect as he did so. 
 
    ‘Single file,’ Tharanor said, taking the lead and ensuring Archimegadon followed directly behind, just in case they hit more Rune Traps.  
 
    Despite their endless delays, they could see Zamire and Zarastro at the entrance door, fiddling with the lock. Zarastro was doubled over with exhaustion from carrying the statue, it seemed, which probably explained their slow progress. Near them lay the bloodied bodies of the guards who had protected the warehouse, victims of the Clerics’ mad plans. The two Clerics got the door open before Tharanor and Archimegadon were close, and stumbled through the opening with the statue, placing it and turning to close the doors again with a mocking gesture. 
 
    As they did so, Yuriath strode in from the side, and Archimegadon smiled with relief. 
 
    ‘That’s enough, you two,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Screw you,’ Zarastro said, hacking at her clumsily with his sword. 
 
    Yuriath nimbly dodged to one side and slashed at him with both her swords, but Zarastro stumbled away just in time. Carried by momentum, Yuriath’s twin blades went straight past Zarastro and cut into the surprisingly delicate statue, which burst with a release of energies, sending her and the Clerics stumbling backwards. Closer to the blast, Yuriath fell to the ground, and Tharanor ran to her side as he reached the doors.  
 
    Archimegadon turned on the Clerics, who looked in horror at the rubble before making a run for it. Moments from casting flamebolt, Archimegadon remembered he was outside in the open street now, where anyone could see or get caught in the crossfire.  
 
    ‘Forget it,’ Tharanor said. ‘We’ve done enough tonight.’ He regarded Yuriath with concern. ‘You alright?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m fine, just a little stunned,’ Yuriath replied with a grin. She stood up and shook her hands a little, and stretched a bit to check everything was alright. 
 
    Archimegadon looked down at the destroyed statue. ‘I have no idea what they wanted this for, but I suppose it’s a good thing we broke it?’ 
 
    He looked up at Tharanor and Yuriath for confirmation, but Yuriath’s expression suddenly seemed very far away, and Tharanor appeared to have noticed this as well. Her eyes flicked back and forth, as though looking for something close by, and then she focused on her companions again. 
 
    ‘Teroth,’ she said after a moment. 
 
    ‘What?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘His name is Teroth,’ Yuriath replied. ‘I can hear him as well now. He’s calling for help. “My name is Teroth, they stole me from my home.” That’s what he’s saying.’ 
 
    ‘Yuriath, are you..?’ Tharanor began. 
 
    ‘I’m not lying,’ Yuriath replied. ‘I heard him. Whoever he is, someone has taken him prisoner, and I think the statues and the Clerics have something to do with it.’ 
 
    They looked down at the statue, where the faceless head stared back up at them, its neck shattered, amidst the mess of broken limbs and destroyed wings. Archimegadon did not know what to make of it. The voice had been real, and it was calling for their help. Was this a statue of a servant of Marr, perhaps? Was Marr behind the capture of this boy, and why would he imprison the boy if so? Or did it have something to do with the Council, if they had kept the statue hidden here? 
 
    Well, balls to it. He’d checked Tharanor’s money purse when it had fallen from the guardsman, and while he’d recovered his brooch, there was no sign of the Vortagenses reloran. That meant either Tharanor had stored it somewhere obscure, or it was heaven-knows-where. Whatever the answer, he had nothing to go on, and he’d lost his riches to a stupid drunken night.  
 
    ‘You did well tonight, mage,’ Tharanor said. ‘There were ups and downs, but you did well. If you want, you can join us against the Clerics.’ 
 
    Not long ago, Archimegadon would probably have jumped at the chance, but now that the one good thing from his last adventure was lost to him, he had no interest in risking his life all over for no gain. He shook his head. 
 
    ‘I think this is enough adventure for me,’ he said. ‘I’m going to head back to my retirement.’  
 
    He felt a stab, as he now didn’t have that much surplus money to spend on luxuries. He especially regretted buying this robe, and momentarily considered heading back into the warehouse to find some nice loot to sell, but figured it was a bad idea with these guards here. 
 
    Yuriath looked disappointed, but she nodded. ‘Okay, Archie. We’ll get this mess cleaned up and report it in, you should get going or you might get taken in for questioning if the other guards arrive. Seeya around.’ 
 
    Archimegadon waved to them both, and slouched off wearily into the gloom. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven: Presence in the Dark 
 
      
 
    Antagules had been a mage for a while. Not like thirty years, or fifty years, or even eighty years. She’d been a mage for over a thousand years now. 
 
    Centuries ago, the mage-king Vortagenses had dabbled in necromancy, forcing the mage council to agree to assassinate their ruler to prevent their land becoming one of darkness. After the mages had chased him out of his city, he’d taken revenge by cursing the Mage Academy. Filled now with terrible powers that nobody could safely contain, the Mage Academy had been a risk to the newly-formed kingdom of Valanthas. Uncertain how to uncurse or destroy it, the council had decided to use a powerful teleportation spell to send it to a place of magic that only they knew, in order to keep it safe there from prying eyes.  
 
    To guard it, they had sent the wise mage Antagules, who was already growing old and thus not unwilling to be sent to a world where she could live on as guardian. The upside of her guardianship had been long life beyond what anyone had expected. The downside was that her only company was pretty much herself, though she’d got past the point where loneliness was terrible and now actually rather enjoyed herself, able to explore the strange yet empty land and toy with magic however she pleased. 
 
    For most of her time here, she’d been able to communicate with the mages of Valanthas using two linked staffs, but there weren’t many who felt comfortable sitting and holding conversations with an inanimate object, so unless there was an emergency, or a trainee mage needing help with his magical history exam, she rarely heard from them. When she’d started to notice trouble brewing again, she’d warned the stupid current mage leader, Orgus Alhamis, but he had decided she was mad and sent the Valanthas staff away to a town far from the capital. 
 
    The mage who’d next found it, Sen Delarian, had been smart enough to figure out how to use the staff’s link to find a way to this realm, something not many were capable of doing. He had been charming company, and Antagules had let him study the magic in the Mage Academy for maybe a little too long. The Sen who emerged, it turned out, had a darker purpose, to assist King Vortagenses in returning from the dead. Antagules had had one job to do over the centuries, and she’d bungled it! 
 
    Sen had tried to break the link in the staff after that point, but he’d not entirely succeeded. In order to mend the damage, Antagules had kept an eye on the latest owner of the staff, who’d turned out to be cantankerous and untalented Archimegadon, and once she’d had the chance to speak to him, she’d told him all he needed to know about Vortagenses. Against the odds, he’d actually managed to defeat the hero Sen Delarian, and then just to make sure, he’d gone and stopped the dangerous Lord Bartell in his ambition as well. 
 
    Antagules would never admit it, but she was actually rather fond of the old man. He was rude, unlikeable, and had a very skewed sense of morals, but she’d quite enjoyed supporting the underdog against his many foes. She occasionally contacted him for some nice chats, though of late he’d gone quiet.  
 
    That was why she was here, today.  
 
    And where was here? It was a hard question to answer at that exact moment. 
 
    Antagules was a short woman, a bit stooped, her face wrinkled and her hair drawn back tight into a grey bun. She’d been old when she’d elected to watch over the Mage Academy, and that hadn’t changed. Anyone watching her at that moment would have seen her, perfectly illuminated, standing in the midst of a black void of total oblivion. One small detail was to be found in that desolate emptiness, a small glowing crystal ball, set upon a pedestal of sea-blue marble. 
 
    Archimegadon had gone silent, and that was unusual. Sure, sometimes he was unreachable, and she’d send her vision through the link only to find herself in total darkness, and on one occasion had seen him depositing the staff in a wardrobe for whatever strange reason. Perhaps he had been hiding it for safe-keeping. But this time he’d been beyond contact for several days, and she couldn’t send her vision to the staff at all.  
 
    It was definitely still there. She could feel the link alive and well, but somewhere along the magical path between worlds there seemed to be some sort of interruption. It was like her magical contact was hitting a wall and stopping dead. In her experience, that sort of thing rarely meant anything good. 
 
    Unable to make contact with the outer world without phenomenal exertion, or the staff’s link, she had another easier option available – the Mage Academy. The interior changed all the time, hallways leading to dead ends and doors opening into new rooms each time you shut them, but somehow she was always able to find her way to this place, with the crystal ball. Through it, she was able to see flashes of events happening in the normal world. It wasn’t always clear or relevant – sometimes she saw people shopping – but at times she could catch important glimpses of information.  
 
    Five hundred years ago she’d started noting lots of the events, and had in one case seen a boy challenging his teacher at his school. Fifty years later, she saw him once again, so different and yet she could recognise him all the same, and this time he was a tyrant, sending his armies to crush Valanthas, the kingdom he’d been born in.  The next time she’d seen him, he was not alive, but instead merely a stone effigy under the boot of the statue of Valanthas’s king at that time, who had allegedly defeated the tyrant in single combat. 
 
    That was why she usually kept notes even of the seemingly pointless events. Stories had their beginnings in humble origins quite often, and it paid to watch the smaller details.  
 
    This time, the crystal was flashing visions of people in huts by the sea, followed by a scene of town guards standing firm between cowering villagers and a crumbling wall, and then finally a great hill stretching across green land towards the sea. The vision centred on this location, and Antagules saw a road leading up to the edge of the hill from the land side. She did not recognise the place, but whatever power was behind the vision silently shared the knowledge that this was the hill under which the underground city of Ferrina had been built. 
 
    The vision moved in closer, and then there was a flash of eyes, and a surging feeling of triumph. Antagules felt fear grip her, and in a panic lashed out her hand as though to bat the eyes away. Before she could stop it, her hand struck the crystal ball, sending it crashing to the invisible floor. A sound like someone’s dying breath rose from the shards, and then all was silent. 
 
    Antagules stared at the glass. It was clear to her now why Archimegadon could not contact her, and thus imperative that she contact him! But the staff was not working, and she could not return to the normal world. Her age would catch up with her, and she’d probably burst into dust, carried away by the wind.  
 
    She had to contact someone else, someone who might be easier to persuade to go after the old man, and get him out of trouble. Offhand, she could think of two people. One was a good-natured paladin with no sense, and the other was a useless but smart farmhand. Since the latter would probably naturally recruit the former, it made sense to try to contact Obdo.  
 
    This was not going to be easy, and she didn’t want to dare use her powers while in this place. It was too close to his madness. She turned and walked into the void, and as with every time she wondered if she’d keep walking until the end of time, but then the darkness suddenly gave way and she found herself standing in a richly furnished corridor, and behind her was a closed door. 
 
    She looked around until she found the familiar twin doors that marked the exit to the Mage Academy, and stepped out into comforting sunshine. For a moment she glanced across a deep green valley, and towards the endless tower in the far distance that stretched higher than she could see. Her destination was elsewhere, though, and she shuffled off along a path that followed the side of the valley towards a collection of trees. Here there were stones arranged in a circle, partially collapsed. This was the only portal she knew connected to the “real” world, and it was the best chance she had of sending a message to Obdo. 
 
    Antagules concentrated, thinking back to the day she’d pulled the companions from the Tomb of Vortagenses and brought them here. She pictured the town of Belden, where Obdo had wanted to be deposited, and focused hard. This was going to take everything she had. 
 
    * 
 
    Obdo was doing nothing. 
 
    It wasn’t really a surprise to anyone. Since he’d come back from his adventures with the Mage for Hire (about which he wouldn’t go into much detail), the former farmhand had met up with his cousins Albarte and Bertil. Once farmhands themselves, Obdo’s cousins had fled from the Necromancer of Horan and hidden away in the town of Belden. Obdo had sauntered into the town one day with fewer fingers but a whole lot more money, and he’d gone and bought them all a farm of their own. 
 
    That hadn’t really changed Obdo’s attitude to farm work, which had always revolved around finding a cosy stone wall’s shade to slumber beneath. On this sunny day in the kingdom of Valanthas, he could be found with a bottle of ale leaning against his leg, while his snores contended with the lowing of cows in a nearby field. 
 
    Obdo. 
 
    He fidgeted in his sleep, before falling still again. 
 
    Obdo, wake up! 
 
    He stirred again, his right hand knocking over his ale bottle and letting the liquid drain away into the rich earth of his farm. Next time the cows were moved to this field, this was going to be a popular patch.  
 
    After the events of the Tomb of Vortagenses, Obdo only had two fingers and a thumb remaining on his right hand, making the general day-to-day work of the farm difficult. Despite owning the place and having this handicap, he insisted on occasionally helping out, even if some days it seemed to just be his way of making slacking off feel more pleasurable. 
 
    Free beer. 
 
    ‘What?’ Obdo sat upright. 
 
    Listen, Obdo, it’s me, Antagules. 
 
    ‘Whuh?’ Obdo peered around. Presumably, he was still dreaming. 
 
    This is difficult so just listen and don’t argue. Archimegadon is in big trouble and I can’t contact him. Go to Ferrina and tell him he needs to get out! He needs to take himself and my staff far away from that place. You understand? And don’t stay there long yourself either! 
 
    ‘What?’ Obdo glared at the air. ‘Pardon me, miss, but I seem to have been at the ale too much.’ 
 
    Shut up, I said don’t argue. There’s something in Ferrina that is going to try to kill him or worse. Tell him that he needs to be careful of… 
 
    Obdo felt the air shimmer, and suddenly it felt as though clouds had covered the sun, though the sky was completely empty of any.  There was a flash image of crazed eyes that were flicking about as though searching for something, and then a name appeared in his head, an image of writing on an old scroll. The eyes widened suddenly in triumph and Obdo sensed panic from Antagules through the link. 
 
    Out of time, please do what I asked! 
 
    Antagules fell silent, and the dark presence faded from all around. The sun returned in full force and Obdo squinted. 
 
    Well now, what had that been all about? Antagules had sounded pretty urgent, but all she’d done was tell him to warn Archimegadon to be wary of some name he’d never heard of, and to get out of Ferrina? It wasn’t much to go on. Whatever she feared had probably been that presence that had seemed to be searching for her, but he had no idea what that could be. Besides, hadn’t they already saved the world now? 
 
    Obdo was sure he’d drunk too much. There was no other explanation for it.  
 
    Except for… if Sir Mage really was in trouble! 
 
    That could be bad. 
 
    Obdo looked around the fields and drank in the sight of the life he’d made from the few coins he’d gained from adventuring with Sir Mage. His cousins ran most of it, though, while he was their benefactor, essentially. They’d probably not miss him lounging about. And he sort of missed adventuring. 
 
    He glanced at his scarred hand. Or did he? The thought of the torture Lord Bartell had put him through awakened a cold feeling of dread, and he felt so much smaller when he considered how powerless he had been at their hands. It had been just as well Sir Mage had held his nerves, or they’d have taken his other hand and maybe more besides. 
 
    And that was what decided it for him, really. Archimegadon might have been the biggest egomaniac in Valanthas, but he had also saved their lives from the malice of Bartell. They had worked together then to stop evil, and if something else bad was happening now, it was time to work together again. 
 
    There was no way he was going to go alone, though. As he walked back to the farmhouse to prepare for his journey to Ferrina, he smirked at the thought of winding up Neurion the paladin once again. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You idiots! You imbeciles! Do you have any idea what you’ve done?’ 
 
    Zamire and Zarastro stood awkwardly like school children being chided by a particularly furious teacher, but in this case it was cult leader Sordath Alkaras who had reached a state of apoplexy both terrifying and beautiful in its purity.  
 
    His study was no longer the mess of torn papers, after undergoing some heavy cleaning over the last few days. Anyone who’d seen it before would have noticed that a very high number of the books were missing from his shelves now, as the texts of Vortagenses had largely been purged. Since there were not any books related to Marr that Sordath was aware of, he’d left a few books there, since empty shelves were so unfashionable. His desk arrangement was back to picture-perfect, and the broken furniture had been replaced by expensive alternatives from Luken’s store in the front of the secret Cleric hideout. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir, they had the mage again,’ Zamire said. ‘He set the entire warehouse on fire!’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t care if he set you on fire!’ Sordath said. ‘Our new master wanted results, and you not only failed to secure the statue, but you got it destroyed entirely!’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Zamire said again. 
 
    ‘Don’t bother saying it to me,’ Sordath said. ‘Our master is the one who you need to be apologising to! Our task is to summon the greatest force of demons ever known and we need those statues in order to do it! There’s only two left now.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, sir, we’ll get them!’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘Of course you will,’ Sordath said, sneering. ‘If the other Clerics weren’t such a bunch of old fools and inept youths I’d send them in your place. I mean, really, how could you get stopped by a couple of useless guards?’ 
 
    Zamire bit back any reference to Sordath’s refusal to kill them in the forest. ‘Sir, I summoned the demon Alkhresh, and they killed even that! I watched the mage blow it up!’ 
 
    ‘We were a bit far away trying to get the statue to safety,’ Zarastro said, ‘but sure as I can see you, I watched the mage burn it away!’ 
 
    Sordath frowned. This mage was starting to pester him. The man had seemed like a drunk idiot when he’d first stumbled forward in the forest to interrupt, but his knowledge and persistent appearances were starting to become troublesome. If he wielded the power to obliterate demons with such casual ease, perhaps he would be more threatening even than his longtime enemies Tharanor and Yuriath? Though Zamire had claimed Archimegadon also knew the location of their hideout, he hadn’t yet returned there, but Sordath had doubled the guard duty in case the Watch decided to show. 
 
    ‘It was Yuriath who destroyed the statue,’ Zamire said. ‘She just went for it like it was planned.’ 
 
    ‘How did they even know you’d be there?’ Sordath asked, pinching the bridge of his nose. 
 
    ‘I have no idea!’ Zamire replied. ‘We didn’t try to lure them into a trap this time.’ 
 
    ‘We set up some Rune Traps though,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but they figured out how weak they are,’ Zamire said, looking unhappy. 
 
    ‘I need to teach you something other than basic Rune Traps,’ Sordath said. ‘But there’s no time for that now. The Council will almost certainly have been tipped off thanks to your indiscreet assault, so we’ll be going for the one in the docks first. Don’t talk about it anywhere, alright? I don’t want those damn guards sticking their noses in again.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir!’ Zamire said, throwing a salute. Sordath rolled his eyes. 
 
    ‘Now go and get ready,’ Sordath said. ‘I want nothing less than perfection.’ 
 
    He watched them leave without much hope of that, but his options were limited. He’d not even told most of the Clerics the truth yet. Of those he’d notified, four had declared they would leave the cult, and at Marr’s direction Sordath had disposed of each traitor. It was unpleasant work, but serving Marr was more important, and the other Clerics all knew the secrets of the hideouts and dealings of the Clerics over the years. The Council regarded the Clerics as a noisy but harmless bunch of zealots, and Sordath wanted it to stay that way. He couldn’t do with ex-Clerics giving up all his secrets. 
 
    It was time to tell Marr, though, and Sordath dreaded it. He had failed the god on his first task. Kneeling, he closed his eyes, and reached out with his magic to communicate with Marr. 
 
    ‘My lord… I have failed you,’ Sordath said. ‘The first statue was lost… destroyed. The guard Tharanor and his allies attacked us and shattered it.’ 
 
    He waited, tensing up as the room seemed to grow colder. 
 
    Very well. 
 
    Sordath waited, but there was nothing more. No fury, no rage, just a slight tone of disappointment. He felt a slight rush of relief. 
 
    ‘We will not fail you next time,’ Sordath said. ‘We will get the next statue.’ 
 
    You must. 
 
    ‘Yes, my lord,’ Sordath said. ‘And then we will summon your army once we have the two remaining statues. ‘ 
 
    There was a feeling of approval from Marr, but the god said nothing. The room warmed and Sordath realised that Marr’s ethereal presence had already left. Well, that had gone better than expected. 
 
    He decided to get to work on the third statue while Zamire and Zarastro were distracted by the second. He wasn’t about to risk retrieving that one by himself, but the location was going to need some scouting out in advance and a bit more careful planning. The first should have been a simple extraction if not for those damn guards and their new mage. 
 
    Sordath left the hideout through a side passage, to avoid being seen near Luken’s shop front. The route exited through an alley, and Sordath frowned at having to hide in the foul regions of the city. He paused at the end of the alley and looked in the direction of the Citadel, where he deserved to live instead. Once they took over Ferrina, that was where he’d set up his throne, no longer hiding within a scrubby pawn shop and sneaking through shadows. 
 
    ‘Having trouble?’ a female voice asked, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    Sordath placed his hand on his sword hilt, looking back at a female figure hidden in the shadows of the alleyway. After he’d looked once, he turned from her, refusing to acknowledge her, and began to walk on. 
 
    ‘Ignoring me, huh?’ the woman went on. ‘Way I heard it, you’re having some difficulties with the local guard. Take it from me, though – it’s the mage you want to be careful about.’ 
 
    Sordath froze. 
 
    ‘I can help you, if you like,’ the woman said. 
 
    ‘I don’t know who you are, or what you’re talking about,’ Sordath said, and he strode off into the street, finding a group of people to conceal himself from view.  
 
    He looked back once, but the woman was gone from sight. He didn’t know who she had been, but he made a mental note to get that secret passage blocked up, and then to task Zamire and Zarastro with finding her. As if in answer to his concerns, he felt Marr’s presence take an interest. 
 
    ‘You wish to help me look for her?’ Sordath asked.  
 
    Marr did not answer, but his presence faded away again. Had he lost interest, or was he somehow following the woman? Whatever the answer, Marr conveyed none of his intentions to Sordath, who was left to continue his scouting alone. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight: Hired and Fired 
 
      
 
    A few days had passed, and Archimegadon was to be found sitting in front of his fireplace glaring at the flames, a half-empty bottle of wine at his side. With his left hand, he was spinning a coin on the small table by his chair. He was just dressed in his usual shirt and trousers, no longer looking like the ostentatious Mage for Hire of old. 
 
    How could he have been so stupid? He’d had riches within his grasp, and somewhere between the drinking game with Tharanor and visiting Luken’s house, he’d lost the Vortagenses reloran. Since returning from the Old Town warehouse he’d turned his home upside down, hoping that perhaps he’d put the coin to one side there, but despite overturning pretty much everything that wasn’t fixed down, he’d come up with nothing.  
 
    The annoying thing was that whoever found it would probably never realise exactly how much the coin was worth, and would store it somewhere and never realise what riches they were sitting on. What a pain! 
 
    So now he’d given up on the coin, much as it hurt him to do so. That left him with what to do next, considering he’d spent a fair few relorans in his reckless belief that he was now rich. On the one hand, he could go back into his Mage for Hire business, though considering his meagre remaining funds, he’d need to base himself here in Ferrina for a while.  
 
    On the other, the matter of Marr and the mysterious trapped boy Teroth was starting to really push at his curiosity. He had to admit it, taking part in the campaign against Lord Bartell had given him a taste for the adventures he’d admired growing up. His bad experiences as a wagon runner in the old war had put him off true adventure, but now that he’d survived one, and was no longer totally defenceless, he was finding it easier to justify risking his life in another struggle.  
 
    Tharanor wasn’t his favourite person, though Yuriath seemed nice enough, but he did at least admire them both for their persistence in working against the Clerics despite the lack of support from their Commander. Something seemed weird about how Marr had apparently only started causing trouble recently, fortunate timing indeed considering how the Clerics had only just lost the foundation of their religion. Archimegadon wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but he felt a strong urge to join the fight and find out. 
 
    There was a sudden knocking at the door, and in his surprise Archimegadon spun the coin off the table, and it bounced into the fire. Swearing at his own stupidity, he stomped over to the door and threw it open. 
 
    ‘Yuriath,’ he said, looking with surprise at the guard.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Mr Mage,’ she said with her dazzling smile. ‘Looks like I found you after all.’ 
 
    ‘What have you been doing, knocking on every door until you found me?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing so silly,’ Yuriath replied. ‘This city keeps records, you know. Though I had to check your Ardon name, you aren’t recorded as Archi-thingy.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose that makes sense,’ Archimegadon said, though he didn’t particularly like that the Council had him noted somewhere. 
 
    ‘Now, may I come in?’ Yuriath asked, looking unusually timid with her arms shyly behind her back. 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Archimegadon replied. He cast a suspicious glance around. ‘That boyfriend of yours isn’t around, is he?’ 
 
    ‘Tharanor?’ Yuriath asked, frowning a little. ‘He’s not my boyfriend. But no, he’s not around, he’s on duty today.’ 
 
    ‘Then by all means, feel free to come in,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Yuriath beamed at him and stepped inside, looking around quickly and eyeing his wine bottle. ‘Nice place you have here,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it a little early for wine?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that?’ Archimegadon asked with a chuckle. ‘Left it there from last night.’ He quickly hid the wine bottle away in a cupboard and looked around for anything else out of place, but it seemed fine. 
 
    Yuriath watched him with a small smile, but made no comment. 
 
    ‘Ah, here, have a seat,’ Archimegadon said, drawing a chair back for her in front of the fire. Once she’d settled down, he took a seat opposite.  
 
    ‘You don’t look right in those clothes,’ Yuriath said. ‘You should stick to your mage robes.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I wasn’t up to much… erm… magery today,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Business is down.’ 
 
    ‘Business?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Did I not mention that I am a Mage for Hire?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I’m getting back into work now that I’m done with things over at Aldrack, and those Clerics.’ 
 
    Yuriath nodded. ‘Yeah, you mentioned a couple of times, though I guess I didn’t really think of it as your job. What do you actually do?’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt a bit caught off guard, since he hadn’t really started work again. ‘Erm, well, I just help people with minor jobs that need magical intervention. Say, scaring wolves off a farm, or making dangerous deliveries.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds fancy,’ Yuriath said with a smile. ‘You said you have been away for a long while. Are you planning on staying for a bit?’ 
 
    ‘Funny you should say that, madam,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’d actually been pondering whether to stay here in Ferrina and continue my work. I’m a tad down on money all of a sudden, and I have a house here, so it seemed to make sense.’ 
 
    ‘That’s convenient,’ Yuriath said, and she smiled again, with a slight spark in her eye. ‘You see, I was actually thinking that me and Tharanor could do with maybe, you know, hiring some help. Since things are getting serious and all.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, is that so?’ Archimegadon asked. Perhaps Yuriath hadn’t been so ignorant of his profession as she’d been making out.  
 
    ‘Yeah, and we’re both good with swords, so I figured, hey, maybe it’s worth looking to see if an archer of some sort was available to hire… or possibly a mage!’ Yuriath replied, quirking an eyebrow at him. 
 
    ‘Well, madam, you have come to the right place!’ Archimegadon said, standing up so that he could cut a dashing figure in front of the fireplace. ‘I am Valanthas’s foremost Mage for Hire, and moreover a veteran of adventure against evil forces.’ He took up the Staff of Antagules and gestured it at nothing in particular. ‘Should you wish, I can join you on your journey!’ 
 
    ‘It’s not really a journey, but I suppose adventure might cut it,’ Yuriath said. ‘I want to hire you to help us against the Clerics. Unlike Tharanor, I come from a pretty well-off family, so you don’t have to worry about pay.’ 
 
    Archimegadon realised that in his bravado, he’d agreed to fight the Clerics, without actually properly considering the danger rating. The mention of pay grabbed his interest, though. ‘What sort of figure am I looking at?’ 
 
    Yuriath flipped a coin at him, and he caught it perfectly. ‘That’s one reloran up front,’ she said. ‘For every day you spend on duty with us, I’ll pay you a further twenty vallins, and another reloran for catching or killing any Cleric or their new pet demons with us.’ 
 
    ‘That could get rather expensive for you,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘As I said, my family is well-off,’ Yuriath said. ‘I could have had a far more glamorous life if I’d wanted.’ 
 
    ‘To each their own, I suppose,’ Archimegadon said. He wasn’t sure he understood giving up the high life to be a guard in this horrible city, but he wasn’t about to question that further, especially when relorans were involved!  
 
    Speaking of which, this reloran… 
 
    He turned it over to check it wasn’t a fake, and saw the wonderful profile of the horrible Vortagenses to his great surprise. Yuriath had somehow got this coin from Tharanor after the bet, perhaps! Possibly he’d been borrowing money from her, and this had let him pay it back. Well, Archimegadon didn’t really care about how Yuriath had got it, but more that she’d delivered it straight back to him. A massive tide of relief washed over him, and he felt almost giddy for a moment. 
 
    That put him in an annoying position, though. Having the coin again meant he didn’t need to go back into business as a Mage for Hire, but in order to get the coin up front, he needed to go into business as a Mage for Hire! Typical.  
 
    ‘You don’t look so sure all of a sudden,’ Yuriath said. ‘The coin’s not a fake, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m a guard, we don’t deal in counterfeit money.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, no, it’s a lot to consider, though,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Fighting demons and cultists isn’t everyday work. There is a very real risk of death.’ 
 
    ‘That is true, yes,’ Yuriath said. ‘I know you don’t seem to like this city much, but I care about it, and the people who live here. I would hate to see everything ruined by Sordath just because he wants to please the whims of dark gods.’ 
 
    The fire was getting uncomfortably warm, so Archimegadon sat back down, turning the coin in the light of the flames. Help the guards, get the coin, beat the Clerics, and live as a Lord? Or turn it down, work for minor coins burning cockroaches for peasants in Old Town, and live as he did now? Unenticing as the last was, at least it didn’t carry the possibility of getting killed. 
 
    From looking very confident, Yuriath was now looking particularly uncertain, and her forehead furrowed with concern. Did she feel bad about asking Archimegadon to take this risk? All of a sudden Archimegadon felt protective of her too, and even Tharanor to an extent. If he’d not gone along to help with Zamire and Zarastro, would they both have been killed by Alkhresh, leaving the Clerics free to pursue their deranged plans? So many questions. 
 
    Hmph, clearly they would have perished without the aid of Archimegadon, Mage for Hire. With a charming grin, he gave Yuriath a nod. 
 
    ‘You have my service, madam,’ he said. ‘I shall aid you in defeating those knavish Clerics.’ 
 
    Yuriath’s smile came back at full power. ‘That’s wonderful!’ she said. ‘Tharanor told me how you blew up that demon of Zamire’s. I think we’re really gonna need you over the next couple of weeks.’ 
 
    ‘It is but a small thing for one such as I,’ Archimegadon said with a shrug, falling back into his favoured role. ‘But first, madam, I shall most likely need to visit Market Square in order to secure supplies. Will that be a problem?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all,’ Yuriath replied.  ‘Tharanor’s on shift today, but once he gets back this evening we have a few days off, which is when we’ll be tracking the next statue.’ 
 
    ‘There’s another statue?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘It seems like it,’ Yuriath replied. ‘I heard Teroth’s voice again, a few times, in dreams. He didn’t really say anything, but I saw images of another one of those faceless statues, and this time it’s somewhere down at the docks.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that gang territory?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Tharanor made it sound worse than it is,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Diojin and his Fallen Blade are criminals, yes, but as long as you’re not a gang member you’re generally alright. He treats rival gangs with ruthless violence, though, but he doesn’t have any quarrel with the City Watch. And he’s more concerned with his overseas trade than he is with bullying small businesses.’ 
 
    ‘Hm, I suppose,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Did you find anything more about who Teroth is, or why he has been imprisoned?’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Yuriath replied. ‘I think that whoever is keeping him prisoner is using magic connected with those statues.’ 
 
    ‘And Marr and the Clerics seem to be trying to capture the statues for themselves,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘They certainly looked upset when I broke that one the other day,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Do you suppose the Council is holding him prisoner for whatever reason?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I think Tharanor suspects that,’ Yuriath replied. ‘But then, Tharanor hates the Council. He’d suspect them of anything.’ 
 
    ‘Why does he hate the Council so much?’  
 
    Yuriath shrugged. ‘Oh, it’s nothing deep, he just disagrees with their way of running things. He loves any jokes at their expense. He has a long-running problem with authority as well, but I don’t think the Council have done anything to upset him personally.’ 
 
    ‘If Teroth has been trapped using magic,’ Archimegadon said, ‘then that may mean he has some talents in magic himself, I’d suppose, aside from the whole talking-to-us thing. I wonder what they might be.’ 
 
    ‘If this new god of the Clerics wants the statues binding Teroth, it’s possible he’d looking to control him,’ Yuriath said. ‘I guess the Council are doing the same… if they’re aware of the statues’ purpose, even. I can only really guess at this point, but it seems important that we stop Marr from getting the statues.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, that Sordath chap isn’t the sort of person I want to see getting any sort of dangerous powers,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well, I think I should get going to Market Square to stock up.’ 
 
    ‘Sure thing, I’ll join you,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    Archimegadon stifled a frown, as he didn’t really want the guard to see him getting his riches from Luken. He didn’t have much option, though, so he nodded, and headed upstairs to put on his proper mage attire. The Mage for Hire was back in business! 
 
    * 
 
    Obdo had not been to Verrinion Cathedral before, so he was a little surprised to find the paladin base split in half. On getting closer to the cathedral, he noticed a great scorch mark spanning the bare earth between two halves of the building. Looking in either direction, he saw that the burn extended as far as the eye could see in both ways, which likely meant that this poor place had sat exactly where Bartell’s magical dome had formed a barrier containing the region of Aldrack. 
 
    Obdo wondered briefly why Neurion and the others had never mentioned it, and then realised they probably had; paying attention had never been his strong point. 
 
    He asked a couple of the sinister fully-armoured paladins guarding the entrance, but they didn’t seem particularly interested in answering. They let him enter, though, but that was no surprise – the entrance hall was full with what appeared to be a market, selling all sorts of food and clothing as well as some religious items relating to the Light. Given the destruction in the middle of the cathedral, he supposed they needed all the coin they could earn from delinquent travelers like himself. 
 
    ‘Looking for a nice new shirt?’ one woman asked him, looking slightly disdainfully at Obdo’s tatty brown farm wear. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, sorry ma’am,’ Obdo replied. ‘Got any ale, I need some of that if you sell any…’ - he caught her stern look of disapproval - ‘…here? No?’ 
 
    ‘We do not sell ale in this holy house, no,’ the woman replied, almost growling. 
 
    ‘Begging your pardon, ma’am,’ Obdo said, ‘but surely ale hurts less than those swords your paladins carry around?’  
 
    The woman didn’t look impressed at that either.  
 
    ‘Guess I’ll be on my way then!’ Obdo said, leaving the angry lady behind before she decided to use one of those swords herself. 
 
    He walked over to a couple more paladin guards, who regarded him mutely from behind steel visors. The Paladin Order in Valanthas was divided into two halves, one of which was made up of people who’d bought courses at the paladin schools, an attempt at making quick money out of the Light that had been run with the aid of the Mage Order. The other half was this bunch, the more powerful and imposing war engine that sat and simmered at the fringe of society, awaiting the next holy war to bring the Light’s justice against opponents of their idea of order. 
 
    Obdo had been present in the city of Aldrack when Commander Grand had led his paladins in an assault against the forces of the tyrannical Lord Bartell, eventually succeeding in taking the former hero’s city. Unfortunately for Grand, it had backfired; expecting this course of events, Lord Bartell had retreated to a distance and set off a magical trap that had obliterated the city, and all who remained within its confines. From being the victors, the paladins of Verrinion Cathedral had been reduced to a skeleton force. 
 
    Obdo’s former travelling companion, the naive paladin Neurion, had been a product of the useless paladin schools, and after they’d finished at Mount Arranoth he’d decided to come here to learn how to be a true paladin. Sadly for the young paladin, Obdo planned to snatch him away before he probably had even remotely got started in full training. 
 
    ‘Evening, chaps,’ Obdo said to the paladins. ‘I’m looking for a pal of mine, called, er, Neurion! Not sure about surname.’ 
 
    One of the helmets swivelled to regard the other paladin. ‘Don’t know that name,’ a gravelly voice stated from behind the faceless visor. 
 
    The other helmet stared back sightlessly. ‘Me neither.’ Both helmets turned simultaneously to regard Obdo. ‘If you are here to visit a trainee, take the stairs behind us, go right at the first floor up, and knock on the third door on the left. Speak to Instructor Thalidia there.’ 
 
    Obdo threw them an awkward salute with the remaining fingers on his right hand. ‘Thanks! I’ll, uh… put in a good word for you both.’ 
 
    The visors gazed at him and, starting to feel a little unnerved, Obdo slipped between them and up the stairs. After first going to the wrong floor, and then going left, he eventually stumbled his way in front of Instructor Thalidia’s door. He moved his right arm for a moment before catching himself with a short frown, then rapped on the door with his left knuckles. The door opened and Obdo found himself surprisingly grateful that Instructor Thalidia wasn’t another fearsome paladin warrior, but a older woman with greying hair in a smart uniform. 
 
    ‘Yes, what is it?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Morning, miss,’ Obdo replied, reaching to tip his hat deferentially before remembering he didn’t have a hat. ‘I’ve come looking for a pal of mine’ – he tried the pal joke a second time to a similar lack of reaction – ‘but I don’t know where he’d be.’ 
 
    ‘Is he a trainee?’ Thalidia asked. 
 
    ‘I’m guessing so!’ Obdo replied. ‘Neurion something-or-other. He said he was coming here to join the Order as a trainee a few weeks back.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Neurion, yes,’ Thalidia said, and her mouth thinned. ‘Friend of yours, you said?’ 
 
    ‘That’s correct, ma’am!’ Obdo replied. ‘Another friend of ours is in trouble, sadly, and I need him to come help me sort things out.’ 
 
    Thalidia did not look as though she believed a word of it, but after a long and awkward pause she nodded her head. ‘Follow me, then. I should warn you, though, that while you are welcome to visit him, we do not permit trainees to leave the Cathedral grounds until they have risen to the rank of apprentice.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, well, I’m in a bit of a rush, ma’am,’ Obdo said. ‘Could you maybe just raise him to apprentice quickly so we can get going?’ 
 
    Thalidia didn’t turn her head as they walked swiftly down the cathedral corridors, but Obdo could feel the glare beam through the side of her head. ‘I know your friend came from one of the schools but that does not mean we have the same slack standards here. We fight an endless Holy War against the Darkness, and none of our warriors can afford to be anything less than the very best.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah,’ Obdo said, his thoughts flying back to the haze of the Throne of Mirrors, and Neurion’s stand against Bartell’s corrupt followers, ‘but we have to go on a rescue mission!’ 
 
    ‘What sort of… trouble… is this other friend of yours in?’ Thalidia asked. 
 
    Obdo scratched his hair. ‘Well, miss, I’m not too sure exactly. A member of the Mage Order warned me that my friend Archimegadon was in danger, and before she finished her message, a dark presence seemed to interrupt and she cancelled the link.’ 
 
    ‘So I mention our war against darkness, and you try to sway me by inventing some dark presence,’ Thalidia said, a sharp edge to her voice. ‘Perhaps you wonder why I’ve entertained this silly story of yours so far?’ 
 
    Obdo pursed his lips as they came to a stop in front of an iron door. ‘Can’t say I’ve been thinking about it. I’m in such a rush about this mission An… the mage gave me.’ He had decided that discussing Antagules’s identity wasn’t going to be a smart idea, given how everyone had reacted to Archimegadon when he’d first told the fanciful tale. 
 
    Thalidia turned a key in the iron door and swung it open. Obdo stepped inside to find himself in half a room. It appeared they were on the edge of the divide between the two halves of the cathedral, and he could see across the crumbled gap to the rest of the building. He’d not been here when the dome had been up, but he could get a good idea of what it must have looked like. 
 
    That wasn’t important right now, though. At the edge of the destroyed room, sitting and staring across the divide, was Neurion himself, his sandy hair waving in the wind. He was dressed in some bland brown clothes, and appeared to be enjoying the view, though after a moment he noticed he had visitors and looked around, his eyes opening in shock. 
 
    ‘Obdo!’ Neurion said. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Er,’ Obdo managed. 
 
    ‘Quiet, trainee,’ Thalidia said. She folded her arms and regarded Obdo sternly. ‘Much like you, this trainee has been telling… “stories”.’ Her lip curled in disgust. ‘He would have us believe he fought in Aldrack and at some fanciful mountain tomb against a cult of… what was it? Evil sorcerers?’ 
 
    ‘The Clerics,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Thalidia said. ‘I want to make it very clear that liars are not welcome in the Paladin Order. First I was forced to confine you to this cell, but you still would not admit your lies. Now this friend of yours has turned up telling a tale about some dark presence and a mage warning him of danger to another friend. I had my reservations taking you on when I first allowed a student of the paladin schools to enter our hallowed halls, and this seals it.’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying?’ Neurion asked.  
 
    ‘You are expelled from the Paladin Order,’ Thalidia replied. ‘I do not have the power to override your “qualification” from the schools, but you will not be welcome in the real Order.’ 
 
    Obdo tried to look invisible and pretend he hadn’t inadvertently got Neurion kicked out of the order he had always revered. He quaked as Thalidia signalled for Neurion to leave and the young paladin walked over to him. 
 
    Neurion looked down at him, and smiled at Obdo instead. ‘It’s alright,’ he said. ‘It is against my code to lie, and I will not deny what we did together.’ 
 
    ‘Well, steady,’ Obdo said. ‘If anyone hears you say that out of context…’ 
 
    ‘You have until sundown to tidy your belongings and leave,’ Thalidia interrupted. ‘Do not waste our time again with this nonsense. I will certainly bear this in mind when it comes to future applications from your schools.’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry we must part this way,’ Neurion said, looking for all the world like he was heading off on holiday, and not being kicked out and insulted. He threw Thalidia a salute and left the half-ruined room of penance, or whatever it was supposed to be. 
 
    The wind whistled through the ruined stones. 
 
    ‘You know what?’ Obdo asked after a moment.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ Thalidia asked in return. 
 
    ‘You’re a prissy ass,’ Obdo replied. ‘No offence.’ 
 
    ‘How dare you?’  
 
    ‘Neurion is a thousand times the paladin you are,’ Obdo replied. ‘He’s done stuff you’ve probably never even heard of in your little office. But don’t tell him I said that.’ 
 
    ‘Get out of here at once,’ Thalidia said. 
 
    ‘Believe me, I’ll be out of here soon,’ Obdo said. ‘You know, I was at Aldrack when Commander Grand and his bunch rolled in to fight Lord Bartell. Red-haired guy? Bit arrogant, snotty attitude. Neurion and… another “friend” of ours met him here before that, and he took them down to your City of Light. You know, the secret place under this dump?’ 
 
    Thalidia’s confidence suddenly took a hefty hit as Obdo referenced the paladin hideout that they’d made use of when sneaking around the region of Aldrack in order to assault the city Bartell ruled from. Pretty much nobody but paladins knew about that.  
 
    ‘Just leave,’ she said instead. 
 
    Obdo smirked. ‘Admitting you’re wrong is a virtue too, y’know. But I don’t expect that from this order.’ He left the room and found Neurion a small distance along the corridor, looking reflective. ‘Er, hello, Sir Shiny. Sorry about this.’ 
 
    Neurion shrugged. ‘The Instructor said Master Archimegadon was in danger. He’s the mage who’s in trouble, right? That is more important.’ He set off down the corridor, presumably heading towards his room to pack. 
 
    Obdo quirked an eyebrow as he followed alongside. ‘Not one to stand on ceremony! Well, yeah, Antagules managed to send me some magic message! She talked to me like she used to from Sir Mage’s staff.  One minute I was working hard on the farm, the next I had her voice shouting in my head.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it was important, then,’ Neurion said. ‘What did she say?’ 
 
    ‘She told me to shut up,’ Obdo replied. ‘Er, then she said, uh… to tell Sir Mage to get out of Ferrina, and take his staff out too. Then this weird darkness passed over everything, like a cloud covering the sun. It all got cold. I saw a flash image of this name.’ He passed Neurion a note where he’d scrawled the name to avoid forgetting it. ‘She stopped talking to me then, sounded in a rush.’ 
 
    Neurion opened the door to his room and they stepped inside. It was pretty much a cell, and the paladin didn’t appear to have many belongings, since he managed to pack his bag with his clothes within a couple of minutes. 
 
    ‘Not the armour too?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Property of this place,’ Neurion replied. ‘I’d better leave it here.’ 
 
    ‘We’re heading into battle, let’s take it!’ Obdo said. ‘Besides, these guys are idiots.’ 
 
    ‘They just don’t trust easily,’ Neurion said. ‘I’ll get some on the journey. I still have the money from being hired to stop the Dusk Alliance.’ 
 
    ‘I wish you were more vengeful,’ Obdo said with a sigh. 
 
    Once Neurion had said his farewells to the room, they made their way out, passing through the market on the way. Obdo was tempted to swipe a couple of things, but the faceless paladin guards put him off. 
 
    ‘I don’t recognise that name, by the way,’ Neurion said once they were following the road a short distance from Verrinion Cathedral. 
 
    ‘Me neither,’ Obdo said. ‘I don’t know if it’s to do with what Antagules wanted me to know, or to do with that dark presence. Maybe it is a spell. It’s just words I’ve not seen elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever they mean, at least it will be good to be on the road again,’ Neurion said. ‘Honestly, I didn’t enjoy it in there. They don’t always seem like nice people.’ 
 
    ‘Paladins for you,’ Obdo said. ‘Present company excepted, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t this the road to Aldrack, by the way?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, er, oops,’ Obdo said. ‘That started well. Do you want to lead?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know which way Ferrina is,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Me neither. I just knew where the cathedral is.’ 
 
    ‘Should we ask back at the ca…’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘But they…’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Once we’re at the next non-paladin town we can take a carriage,’ Obdo said. ‘They’re fun, and fast to boot. We’ll reach Ferrina in no time.’ 
 
    ‘I just hope Master Archimegadon is okay until then.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine: Down to the Docks 
 
      
 
    ‘What are you so cross about?’ Yuriath asked Archimegadon as the two of them walked from Market Square towards the guardhouse. 
 
    Archimegadon was, once again, in a foul mood. After managing to leave Yuriath safely at a weapons stand at the market, he’d slipped away to seize his riches from Luken’s pawn shop, but the store had been closed up when he’d arrived. The lights had been on inside, but a big board had been nailed across the door with the message: ‘Change in Management’. He was grateful at least that he had got his Vortagenses reloran back, but with Luken’s store shut, it meant he needed to find another similar trader, and at this rate he was going to need to go to the capital. 
 
    Given that he’d just agreed to assist in defeating the Clerics, though, he probably wasn’t going to get a chance to do that for a while. It was just more incentive to defeat Sordath as quickly as possible. 
 
    ‘Are you there?’ Yuriath asked with a grin. 
 
    Archimegadon awoke from his brooding. ‘Oh, yes, sorry. I, erm… stubbed my toe.’ He didn’t want anyone even getting the slightest hint of how much his coin was worth. 
 
    ‘Even heroes can make mistakes, huh?’ Yuriath asked. ‘You’ll have a bit of time to rest, at least. Tharanor’s going to be a couple of hours yet, so we’ll need to wait for a little while.’ 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t welcome this news much, since he was not much of a socialite, and didn’t overmuch fancy spending a long while talking to Yuriath, who he barely knew. For a moment he even found himself missing knavish Obdo and silly Neurion. Ah well, it wouldn’t be the greatest challenge he’d ever faced. 
 
    When they reached the guardhouse at last, Archimegadon noticed that while one of the door guards had changed, the one resembling a statue was there in exactly the same spot. He stared at the man as Yuriath explained her guest to the other guard, still wondering if it was a statue or a real person, but the guard didn’t make any movement at all. Before Archimegadon could ask Yuriath, she nodded to the other guard and swept the mage inside. 
 
    ‘I hope they don’t get suspicious of you,’ Yuriath said as they entered. ‘I’ll probably leave you outside in future, the Watch doesn’t like non-guards in here if we can help it.’ She grinned. ‘Oh, aside from criminals, we don’t mind bringing those in.’ 
 
    Archimegadon supposed that made sense, but it also made him nervous wandering the gloomy corridors of the guardhouse. Luckily not many guards were around to glare at him, though he adopted his most imperious stare as he strode in Yuriath’s wake. They settled down in Yuriath’s room to wait for Tharanor’s return, and chatted idly about Ferrina while they did so. Most of it was confirming what Archimegadon suspected – that the Council took a hands-off approach to the well-being of their city, mainly pushing for the enforcement of the Watch, and that the city retained its wealthy mining trade. Part of this was bolstered by the weapons trade, which ran through the docks, and thus Diojin’s dirty hands in many cases. 
 
    ‘He and his mercenaries came down from Ta-Shiang,’ Yuriath said, referring to a country Archimegadon knew was far to the north, beyond the icy plains of Malthair. ‘From what we know, he was successful up there as well, but the money was much less than he realised he could make from setting up here instead. He’s recruited a lot of people from Ferrina since getting here, and nobody knows exactly how much influence he has.’ 
 
    ‘So the city has given up trying to deal with him?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘It’s not so much that,’ Yuriath replied, ‘though I guess that probably comes into it. The problem is, there’s not very much evidence of what he does that is actually bad, and the positive effects of his connections and weapons trade cannot be denied. The Council might be negligent, but they know the value of coin.’ She folded her arms. ‘It’s just that it’s become commonplace that his opponents have a habit of disappearing or leaving the city suddenly.’ 
 
    ‘Are you expecting us to have trouble with him?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I’m expecting us to have to deal with his people,’ Yuriath replied. ‘There aren’t any Council warehouses in the docks. They’ve always kept their stocks in Old Town or closer to the Citadel. If we’re to find that statue before the Clerics, we are probably going to need information from the Fallen Blade.’ 
 
    ‘Is the Fallen Blade involved with the Clerics at all? Tharanor said they weren’t, at least.’ 
 
    Yuriath shook her head. ‘I don’t think they’re friends. The guards have had to break up fights between them in a few taverns, and the Clerics have stayed out more recently.’ 
 
    ‘We should hire them to do away with Sordath,’ Archimegadon said with a smirk. 
 
    ‘I’m happy to pay for information from them, but not for dirty business,’ Yuriath said. ‘Once Diojin’s killed someone for you, you’re his for life, regardless of what price you paid.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, probably wouldn’t be wise,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    They continued to chatter away until Tharanor finally knocked and stumbled in, looking rather worse for wear. Archimegadon thought at first that the guard had been on the bad end of a fight, but then he noticed Yuriath’s obvious anger and caught the scent of ale. Yuriath pulled Tharanor over to her bed and dropped him there, before stalking away to a seat far from it. 
 
    ‘See what I have to put up with?’ she asked Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Was just a couple,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    Whatever he’d had, Archimegadon mused, it had to have been a lot more powerful than even what they’d had during the drinking contest, given how much worse a state Tharanor was in now. 
 
    ‘If it was, then you’re pathetic,’ Yuriath said. ‘Though I think that goes without saying anyway. We’re supposed to be heading down to the docks to get settled in at the tavern. You’re in no fit state for it now.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be fine in a minute,’ Tharanor said, waving a dismissive hand before letting it drop to the bed again. 
 
    ‘Evening, sir,’ Archimegadon ventured. 
 
    ‘Ah, mage, you’re back I see,’ Tharanor said, though given that his eyes were crossed it didn’t seem that he could see much of anything. ‘Sorry ‘bout this, was just celebrating a few days off.’ 
 
    ‘You’re an idiot,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Erm, well Yuriath has let me know what’s going on,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll be joining you for this mission.’ 
 
    ‘Right, jus’ you… jus’ you ‘member to burn any demons, right,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘That goes without saying,’ Archimegadon said. ‘When shall we be setting off?’ 
 
    Yuriath looked uncommonly angry, and even a little upset, and she threw a shrug at the Mage for Hire. ‘Who knows now? We’ll have to wait for Tharanor to sober up a bit. There’s no way I’m venturing out there with him like this. What if we run into the Clerics again with another of their demons?’ 
 
    ‘Tush, such a minor obstacle will be no issue for one such as I!’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Yuriath gave him a half-hearted smile. ‘I appreciate it, Archie, but really, we can’t go just yet. I’m sorry about this.’ 
 
    ‘No worries at all, madam,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    The next few minutes were very awkward, since Yuriath seemed too angry to speak, and Tharanor fell asleep and snored loudly. Archimegadon felt like he was missing something here, but didn’t really know either enough to push the point. He decided instead to spend the time planning his course of action once Sordath was beaten and he had some free time again. Given Luken’s disappearance, and that he’d already had enough of Ferrina, he considered the option of travelling all the way to the capital city of Arenfel. Perhaps he could get into the life of the court instead, with proximity to the King and the royal palace.  
 
    Despite being ruled by a King, Valanthas had been rearranged into a strange sort of democracy, with a government elected by the people, though the votes of nobles still counted for a lot more, so it didn’t really work. Archimegadon wondered how much influence he could gain if he did manage to insinuate himself into court life, though he’d have to drop the identity of Archimegadon, since someone would probably bring up his misrepresented role in Bartell’s dark dealings. Court scandals were still very much the fastest way to lose power in the kingdom. 
 
    ‘I could just hit him,’ Yuriath said after a while. ‘While we’re down at the docks, please don’t get him any drink. He always has too much.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, of course,’ Archimegadon said. He didn’t think picking a fight with Yuriath would probably end very well. ‘He does this often?’ 
 
    ‘Far too often,’ Yuriath said, her eyes darkening. ‘He’s good at a lot of things, but never drinking. I’d get a bucket of water to pour over him, but it takes forever to dry off in this place, and he’ll probably just get ill to spite me.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps we could go to the docks and throw him in there?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘That’s more tempting than you realise,’ Yuriath replied, and she sounded maybe a bit too serious.  
 
    Archimegadon smiled weakly and looked around the room as the awkward silence resumed. After a couple of minutes he noticed a pack of cards on top of a small bookshelf and walked over to them.  
 
    ‘You play cards, madam?’ 
 
    ‘Call me Yuriath,’ she said with a dry look. ‘But yeah, I play. Want a game?’ 
 
    ‘That would be perfect,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I’m not betting, though… that would be my own weakness, and I have a habit of losing.’ 
 
    ‘All the more reason to gamble with me,’ Yuriath said with a grin. ‘Alright, Archie, you’re on.’ 
 
    They spent the next hour playing, until Tharanor finally awoke with a muffled curse. He wasn’t fully awake or sober, but he was at least rather more capable of walking, so they got their things together (Archimegadon packed the cards) and left the dour guardhouse behind. The two guards were not talkative again, and Archimegadon left them to it. He instead attempted to memorise the confusing streets of Ferrina. On their path to the docks, they took a mostly-straight road from the guardhouse that eventually reached the foot of the Citadel, or at least the outer wall that surrounded the building. 
 
    Overshadowing the city at its centre, the Citadel was a collection of fluting spires that would have probably looked beautiful if they hadn’t been carved from dark stone. Torches here and there illuminated the seat of power in Ferrina, so that Archimegadon was able to see the uppermost point, far, far above them. As they turned left at the wall and followed it round, they eventually came to a metal, barred fence that surrounded the vast central pit.  
 
    Archimegadon could see absolutely nothing peering down it, and wondered how far it went. Presumably at one time people must have ventured down to see what was there, though considering its history with the demon-worshippers of the past, he supposed that whatever they’d found there was best left undisturbed.  
 
    Once they’d turned back into the city proper and found themselves amongst the endless streets and alleys of the dark city again, they began to come across several large stairways that led to lower and lower levels. On this side of the city it seemed the houses had originally been built on some sort of huge slope, eventually leading down to the waterfront right at the bottom. Archimegadon felt relief once the waterfront finally came into view at the bottom of a long run of steps, with a surprisingly large number of ships docked there. Far in the distance, across the forbidding lake, he could see light from the opening that led out to the sea. 
 
    ‘We’ll be staying right down near the waterfront,’ Yuriath told him. ‘There’s a pretty little area with a fountain and some stores and taverns around it just next to the harbour, so we will be getting a room, hopefully, at the Rose and Thorn.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve stayed there before?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘A couple of times!’ Yuriath replied. ‘It’s actually quite nice, though it can get rowdy. The Fallen Blade like to stop there too, but we should be able to meet some of the contacts I know there.’ 
 
    ‘You’re friends with them?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say friends,’ Yuriath replied. ‘But there’s a handful, like Soto, Mellara and Dendroth, who I’ve spoken to on a few occasions. Soto’s not the best contact since he doesn’t talk much, but when he does it’s usually pretty useful. Mellara’s a weird one – she has red eyes, and is very unpredictable, but she’s a good shot with a bow even in this dark city, which I guess is why her surname is Nightshot.’ 
 
    ‘Not her real one then?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Lots of the mercenaries in Valanthas make their own trade names up,’ Yuriath replied. 
 
    Archimegadon supposed that perhaps his former enemy Felick Broadblade had devised the name for his business as well.  
 
    ‘Dendroth is a womanising pig, but that’s also how he finds out all sorts of dirty info,’ Yuriath went on. ‘I hate dealing with him, but luckily I’m not his type.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure that must be a great shame,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Yuriath replied, with a wry smile. ‘He’s into blondes big-time, so I’m no good. I don’t know that his sort of knowledge will help us track down a missing statue, though.’ 
 
    ‘Probably not,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    They descended the stairs and followed the waterfront for a bit, passing crowds of people going this way and that. Much like Market Square, it seemed that business was booming here, and Archimegadon pondered just how many relorans must run through Diojin’s fingers. It made it rather tempting to attempt to run his own business empire, though he didn’t have the first clue how.  
 
    He noticed a few rather odd-looking animals that must have been brought from faraway lands. More than once he wondered if it was natural to have that many limbs and mouths. 
 
    It wasn’t too long until they rounded a corner and found themselves in a little square with a fountain at its centre. Archimegadon’s internal clock was signalling that it was soon time for food (the sun wasn’t much help in Ferrina), and he was eager to get settled down in a good tavern. He just hoped that Yuriath’s taste in taverns was a bit better than her choice of guard companion. 
 
    Speaking of her companion, Tharanor seemed to have woken up a bit more, at least, but he had adopted a respectful silence. It was probably either out of shame, or because he feared Yuriath’s sharp rebukes if he made himself noticed. Archimegadon could certainly sympathise given how hard she’d kicked her fellow guard back in the inn outside the city. 
 
    The Rose and Thorn looked promising. It was a traditional yet expansive thatched building with as many attractive crossbeams as you’d care to mention. To go with its titular theme, the front was decorated with a plentiful arrangement of flowers, though they’d saved on actual roses, it seemed. Given the lack of sunlight, the owners had gone for some cavern-dwelling plant life instead. 
 
    Inside it was fairly open-plan, with tables and chairs scattered across a wide main hall, and a heavily-stacked bar on the right-hand wall as they entered. A stairway on the left-hand side led up to a walkway around the back of the hall, which appeared end at a door that, presumably, was where the rooms could be found. It was neither too busy nor too empty, just enough people to avoid being rowdy while allowing the three companions to hide themselves out of plain sight. 
 
    To assist in this, Yuriath had donned a non-descript combination of white shirt and tan leggings, while Tharanor was garbed in black, though not his usual leathery guard wear. Archimegadon had decided to go for one of his cheaper white-and-purple robes, his favoured colour combination. While he wanted to show off in his expensive green robe, he didn’t have quite as much money to throw around as he’d thought (for the time being, at least), and he didn’t want to risk ruining it on this potentially dangerous mission. 
 
    ‘Alright, everything seems fine here,’ Yuriath said once she’d spoken to the innkeeper. ‘I’ve got one room for you two, and another for myself.’  
 
    Tharanor looked like he wanted to complain, but thought better of it given his drinking misdemeanour.  
 
    ‘I’m going to go meet up with a couple of my contacts now,’ Yuriath continued. ‘If I smell even the slightest whiff of ale on your breath when I get back, Tharanor, I will smash your face with the mug you drank it from.’ 
 
    And with that, she was gone. 
 
    ‘Organised, isn’t she?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘More than me for sure,’ Tharanor replied. ‘And don’t shout.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get some drinks,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    Tempting as it was to get Tharanor some ale and watch Yuriath carry out her threat, he settled for some tepid water for the guard, while he made sure to get a double-helping of cider for himself. Tharanor’s red eyes glowered at Archimegadon darkly while the mage enjoyed what turned out to be surprisingly excellent cider. 
 
    The merry pair drank in stubborn silence for probably an hour before Yuriath returned, glaring suspiciously at Tharanor’s glass before nodding with approval once she saw it was water. She pulled up a seat. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you a cheerful pair?’ she asked with a grin. ‘Anyway, it was a bit easier than I was expecting to find the statue.’ 
 
    Archimegadon raised his eyebrows. ‘We’ve barely been here a moment and we’re already done?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes and no,’ Yuriath replied. ‘It was easy to find because I spoke to contacts in the Fallen Blade. The reason they know is because it’s in Diojin’s treasure vault at his mansion.’ 
 
    ‘I should have seen that coming,’ Archimegadon said, frowning. ‘So how does one get into his mansion?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t,’ Tharanor replied.  
 
    ‘How friendly are you with your contacts?’ Archimegadon asked Yuriath. 
 
    ‘Nobody is that friendly with the Fallen Blade,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Diojin only entrusts access to his lieutenants, and I don’t think they’re going to let us smash any statues there any time soon.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s have some food and then go have a look around the area,’ Tharanor said. ‘If we’re not getting in through the front door, we’ll have to do it the same as at the warehouse.’ 
 
    ‘Without burning it down,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘I can’t make any promises,’ Archimegadon said, taking another swig of cider. 
 
    * 
 
    Meanwhile, upstairs in the Rose and Thorn, Zamire and Zarastro were sitting dejected in the former’s room. They’d also decided to use the tavern as their base of operations while they tracked down the second statue, unaware of the presence of their archenemies downstairs. Both Clerics looked particularly harassed, though Zamire looked the worst, her hair a mess and frown lines developing on her frown lines. 
 
    ‘So you didn’t find it?’ Zarastro asked. 
 
    Zamire’s eyes seared a glare in Zarastro’s direction. ‘No, I didn’t find it. Do I look like I found it?’ Her companion shrugged. ‘The Master didn’t show you, but he gave me this little gem that Marr himself taught him to create,’ Zamire went on, lifting a pendant that hung about her neck. The gem itself was tiny, looking black at first, until it caught the light, and Zarastro could just make out that it was a deep red. ‘When this is close to the statues, it should light up, getting more bright the closer it is.’ 
 
    ‘That is very useful!’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, right,’ Zamire said, rolling her eyes. ‘It started to glow and I tracked it down but it was just some guy’s house, not a Council storehouse.’ 
 
    ‘Could it be in the house?’ Zarastro asked. 
 
    ‘No, it couldn’t be in the house!’ Zamire replied with a glare. ‘Master Alkaras clearly said that the Council are the guys who have the statues, and that guy was some sort of businessman.’ 
 
    ‘So what’re we gonna do?’ Zarastro asked. 
 
    ‘Forget this gem for starters,’ Zamire replied, taking off the pendant irritably and tossing it onto the bed. ‘Just listen in on conversations and try to find out where the Council keeps its stuff in the docks. I’ll ask around.’ She scowled. ‘Leave the asking to me, okay? You’re too… uh… obvious.’ 
 
    ‘Okay!’ Zarastro replied, showing no sign that he’d taken this as an insult. ‘What’re we gonna do about that woman?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, what do you think?’ Zamire asked. ‘The Master just said to look out for a woman. Not like there’s many of those about!’ 
 
    ‘I guess there are a few,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘What are we gonna do?’ Zamire asked. ‘Kill every woman that looks at us? Nah, forget  that, we don’t have time to chase shadows. We’ve still gotta investigate that mage guy as well anyway.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like that guy,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘Me neither,’ Zamire said, folding her arms as she thought about her beautiful Alkhresh, and how the mage had incinerated it without a care. ‘Wish we’d killed them in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘The Master had his reasons,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘Sure he did,’ Zamire said, scowling. ‘Sure he did.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten: Fallen Hospitality 
 
      
 
    Diojin’s mansion was opulent. Archimegadon supposed that was a good word for it. It certainly appeared to have been built at the direction of a man with plenty of relorans at his disposal. Beautiful or dazzling were words that might have worked, had the mansion been in any other city, but stuck here in the gloom of Ferrina, it was a more ominous, fire-lit location, nicely intimidating as the centre of the crime lord’s small empire. The surrounding wall, which seemed more suited to a prison, only added to the effect. 
 
    Set a short distance away from the harbourside, the mansion could be seen from the front gates of the wall, and appeared to be a few floors high. The front was guarded by two men whose arms must have been about as thick as Archimegadon’s waist. He reviewed his temptation to try and bluff his way inside. There were many people with whom provoking fights was not smart – these men topped the list.  
 
    Sneaking from the front would not have been the best idea, so Archimegadon, Yuriath, and Tharanor slipped around a side street and then crept back up to the wall once they were a nice distance from the Blade guards. Unlike the mansion itself, the wall was an ugly, functional, grey blot on the already-gloomy landscape. It had been built to keep people out, and it was making no pretences on that front. 
 
    ‘I don’t see any way to get in,’ Tharanor said, ‘unless you want to fight the guards round the front.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather not kill anyone tonight,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘There’s no way we’re getting past those guys with them still alive,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘I doubt our little shoulder-climbing trick will work here this time,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I suppose I should be thankful.’ 
 
    ‘You should be thankful?’ Yuriath asked. ‘I was the one at the bottom!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t blame me for your own choices!’ Archimegadon replied. He drew a finger along the wall’s surface. ‘All flat. It does not look optimal for climbing in any fashion.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad we brought you along to identify that for us,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    ‘Well, some walls are crumbly,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I climbed many in my youth.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but they were probably all made from dirt back then,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    Archimegadon opened his mouth to reply, but Yuriath cut him off. ‘Enough, you two,’ she said. ‘Archie’s right, though, some walls can be climbed, and this one’s not close to that. If we want to get in over the walls, we’d probably need a ladder or something.’ 
 
    ‘That would certainly be subtle,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Like you could think of anything better,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    Still feeling slightly tipsy from his attempts to irritate Tharanor at the pub, Archimegadon felt a bit more professionally insulted than the situation perhaps warranted. ‘Hmph, just you wait here, sir. I shall find a way in presently!’ He strode off round the corner and eyed up the back wall of the mansion grounds.  
 
    His bravado appeared to have failed. It didn’t look like there was any easy way in here either. The walls were just as sheer, and any nearby buildings were too far away for any sort of rooftop acrobatics. He wondered if they had any guards on the top of the wall, or archers maybe. Being an archer in this city didn’t make much sense to him, though he was fairly sure Yuriath had mentioned one at some point.  
 
    Stuck for any sort of plan, but wanting to have at least something to show for his grand declaration, he decided to test the wall and see if there was anywhere he could get any purchase. He walked along it, patting the surface, until finally he found a damaged spot where he could get a proper hold with his hand. Judging by the dark pattern on the paving, something rather unsavoury had been the cause of this. 
 
    Ah well, nothing for him to worry about! It was time to show those foolish guards who was best.  
 
    Leaning his staff against the wall, and regretting his robes, he pulled himself up, slotting his foot into the hole and steadying himself, and then reached up and patted the wall for any further handholds. It was still pretty flat, and he rolled his eyes. He momentarily lost his balance and a flash of panic shot through him, before he steadied himself and swore at his robes once more. The top of the wall looked very far away above him, and then his vision disoriented and he felt as though he were upside down, dangling from the hole in the wall with only his foot holding him in place. 
 
    He regretted his cider and mentally sent a curse to the god of apples, if such a god existed. Briefly he tried to change his drunken perspective from dangling upside down to lying on a flat surface, to at least feel a bit more secure, but that only made his mind more confused, and he finally gave up and lowered himself shakily, landing on his feet hard and stumbling back several paces. 
 
    Archimegadon came to a stop as his back contacted some sort of soft wall that seemed a lot closer than he remembered the buildings being. Dread beginning to develop, he looked around, into the glaring face of a particularly unpleasant-looking man with a remarkable black moustache. The front of the man’s deep red cuirass bore the symbol of a sword hilt with a broken blade, and Archimegadon wondered hazily why any mercenary outfit would advertise its weapon as useless.  
 
    ‘Ah, evening, my good fellow,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I seem to have lost the key to my house.’ 
 
    ‘This ain’t your house, pal,’ the moustache said, quivering. 
 
    ‘Oh, my mistake,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If you could direct me back to Overlook Lane, I’ll be on my way.’ 
 
    A veined hand seized the front of Archimegadon’s robe. ‘No, no, pal, you want in, you get in.’ 
 
    Archimegadon dimly realised that this meant he was getting taken prisoner. Part of him felt a rush of fear, while the other part grumbled with impatience at him getting caught by mercenaries again. He wondered if Tharanor or Yuriath would round the corner and save him from this guard, and chanced a look. Nobody was in sight, though. 
 
    ‘Ain’t no one gonna save you now,’ the moustache said. The man spun Archimegadon and gave him a shove. ‘Get movin’.’ The mercenary glared at Archimegadon’s robes and drew his sword. ‘Wizard, huh? Try any magic and you’ll be two wizards.’ 
 
    ‘How does that work, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Cuz I’ll cut you in two,’ the mercenary replied. 
 
    ‘Ah, right, sorry, I get you now,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    The mercenary marched Archimegadon away from the direction of Tharanor and Yuriath, but the mage kept his hopes up. It was just one mercenary, and while he didn’t fancy an instant skewering if he tried a quick fireball, he knew that if Tharanor and Yuriath arrived, he’d be saved with ease. 
 
    They rounded a corner and four more mercenaries joined them. 
 
    Archimegadon mentally cursed chance, fate and any other force of randomness that was within range. 
 
    ‘Who’s this guy?’ one mercenary asked. 
 
    ‘Some joker I found tryin’ to climb the back wall,’ the moustache replied. ‘Gonna take ‘im in fer questionin’.’ 
 
    That didn’t sound very promising at all. Archimegadon just hoped that it wouldn’t take a deranged ex-hero to help him escape this time. 
 
    * 
 
    Tharanor and Yuriath were back at the tavern. While Archimegadon had been round the corner checking the back wall, they’d been looking at the nearby buildings for anything that could possibly help them break into the mansion grounds. When they finally had poked their heads round the corner wondering where Archimegadon had got to, they’d been just in time to see him being marched away by one of Diojin’s goons. Yuriath had managed to recover the Staff of Antagules, which Archimegadon had left against the wall, but would have gladly traded it for the mage himself. 
 
    ‘So much for being a supposed hero,’ Yuriath said with a sigh. ‘Two minutes into being hired and he gets himself caught.’ 
 
    ‘I did warn you,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘You’re not out of my bad books yet,’ Yuriath said, glaring. 
 
    ‘We should probably rescue him, though,’ Tharanor added hastily. 
 
    ‘It certainly makes stealing the statue a bit more difficult,’ Yuriath said.  
 
    ‘Well, we just have to destroy it,’ Tharanor said. ‘At least we don’t have to carry the damn thing, unlike the Clerics.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we do have that in our favour,’ Yuriath said. ‘Speaking of whom, I wonder how they’re going to deal with Diojin?’ 
 
    ‘A slimeball like Diojin would probably sell it to them, if they have the cash,’ Tharanor replied.  
 
    ‘Mmm, we’d better not wait too long,’ Yuriath said, nodding. ‘But let’s not rush it like Archie did. I hope he’s okay.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet he’s doing just fine,’ Tharanor said. ‘They’ve probably already kicked him out for talking too much.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Being captured by the Fallen Blade seemed to be marginally more pleasant than being imprisoned by Akarith’s Dusk Alliance. While Diojin’s mercenaries had the same level of social grace, the mansion was very beautiful on the inside, and he was left tied to a chair that was probably the most comfortable place he’d sat in the last year. Sadly the Fallen Blade knew how to deal with mages, and had bound his wrists with anti-magic bracelets.  
 
    Well, that wasn’t going to stop Archimegadon, Mage for Hire! All he needed to do was shake his arms a bit and his bindings would slip right off! Then he could make a splendid escape, leaving these dull mercenaries far behind. 
 
    He began to shuffle his bindings, but all he managed was moving the chair along the floor a couple of paces. If he could just shift in the right fashion, he’d be able to move the damn bindings, but it was enormously difficult to do so tied this tightly to the chair. He shuffled some more, but had the vague suspicion he’d only managed to shift his chair in a circle, and his bindings were still in the same place. 
 
    Growing impatient, he tried to speed up, only to lose his balance and crash noisily to the floor. Just to annoy Archimegadon, the bindings didn’t even hint at loosening, and moreover the mage landed on his left arm, which was enormously painful. His following series of swearwords lacked the force to destroy the bindings, but they came close. 
 
    The door swung open, and Archimegadon watched a woman walk in, his view skewed as he was still lying on his side. She didn’t appear to be very tall, and was dressed in a light blue doublet that was open at the front, with a white shirt underneath it. Her leggings were a deep blue, with dark leather boots. Her hair was blonde and pulled back into a short ponytail, but the things that really marked her out were her red irises. Slightly unsettling as her eyes were, her lopsided, closed-mouth smile came across as very personable, even if she was presumably a member of the Fallen Blade. 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and looked down at him. 
 
    ‘Sitting down is harder than it looks,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘So I can see,’ the woman said with a quirk of her eyebrow. ‘Let me help you up there.’ She stooped to grab the back of the chair, and then swung him upright with ease.  
 
    ‘Thank you, madam,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I was but moments from correcting the mishap myself.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take your word for it,’ the woman said. She leaned against a cupboard and folded her arms, watching him carefully with her crimson eyes. ‘Now, let’s get straight to business, you’re not here as a guest.’ 
 
    ‘Just as well,’ Archimegadon said, eyeing his bound arms. ‘It would hardly say much for the establishment otherwise.’ 
 
    The woman’s smile was brief. ‘You were trying to get in over the wall, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘That was how I was found, correct,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Why were you trying to get in over the wall?’ 
 
    Archimegadon pursed his lips. ‘Well, you see, I’ve been out drinking. I had thought it was my house, and I was trying to get in since my key wasn’t working.’ 
 
    The woman’s eyes narrowed, and went from looking unusual to quite intimidating. ‘Don’t piss me around with that. I’m not one of the brainless guards they have outside.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you are not,’ Archimegadon said. She was at least a bit more polite, and her clothes were certainly of good quality, but she was still a mercenary whatever she said. ‘Look, this is all a big misunderstanding. I had no idea this was the mansion of Diojin, leader of the Fallen Blade.’ 
 
    His captor cocked her head to one side. ‘So tell me, mage, where did you think you were breaking into?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you see,’ Archimegadon said, wishing he’d spent the time shuffling the chair coming up with a better excuse, ‘I am currently engaged in a job trying to stop some unsavoury types.’ 
 
    ‘Job?’ The woman snorted. ‘Mages don’t have jobs. Since the war they just sit around in their schools conjuring rabbits.’ 
 
    ‘Now excuse me, madam, but we do many more important duties than that,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I myself am employed as a Mage for Hire, serving the kingdom’s magical needs.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never heard of a Mage for Hire before,’ the woman said. 
 
    ‘Never been around Gale or Horan?’ 
 
    ‘Do I look like a farm girl?’ the woman asked with a smirk. ‘I spend my time in the city where the money is. So anyway, you’re a Mage for Hire, and you were hired to stop “unsavoury types”. What “unsavoury types”? Mercenaries perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘For once, no,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘A bunch of fellows – you might have heard of them – called the Clerics.’ 
 
    ‘I guess you mean the local cult,’ the woman said, looking more amused by the moment. ‘And by “unsavoury”, you meant “useless”.’ 
 
    ‘They do seem to be slightly doltish,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Their favourite pastimes are painting walls with misspelt messages and trying to steal from the Council with limited success,’ the woman said.  
 
    ‘I suppose if you put it that way, then yes, they aren’t terribly fearsome,’ Archimegadon said. ‘However! Recently they have learned to summon demons! Which makes them rather more troublesome.’ 
 
    ‘You read too many Ferrina ghost stories, Mr… uh?’ 
 
    ‘Archimegadon, Mage for Hire,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘Archi-what?’ the woman asked. ‘I’ll stick to mage, I think.’ 
 
    ‘May I have the pleasure of your own name, milady?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Unusual to see such manners around here,’ the woman said, grinning. ‘I am Mellara Nightshot, archer of the Fallen Blade.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I remember now,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Red eyes, right.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ Mellara asked, and Archimegadon quickly realised that maybe it wasn’t wise to comment on them.  
 
    ‘Sorry, I have just heard talk of you before,’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    ‘All good things I hope,’ Mellara said in a fashion that stopped it being a question and made it more an end to that subject. ‘So you want me to believe that in order to defeat the Clerics, you tried to drunkenly break into the mansion of the Fallen Blade?’ 
 
    ‘Correct!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Well, erm, I hadn’t realised this was your base.’ 
 
    ‘None of the people who brought you in even told you where this was, but you still knew that,’ Mellara said.  
 
    ‘Ah, you’re one of the leaders here, are you?’ Archimegadon asked, trying to deflect attention from his misdemeanour.  
 
    ‘Hardly,’ Mellara replied. ‘They’d have asked Dendroth but he’s out in some tavern somewhere finding new girlfriends.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that fellow,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ve heard he can be quite the pest.’ 
 
    ‘Yep, I count a day as good if I can avoid him,’ Mellara replied. ‘Not that it matters, I’m far too short for his tastes. Ugh, but what am I talking about? Stop distracting me and tell me why you’re really here!’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already told you, madam!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I had one too many. You can even smell the alcohol on my robes still.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got that right,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘What sort of sober fellow would try to climb a sheer wall in robes?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘That’s also a good point,’ Mellara replied. ‘All the same, I’m not buying it. We already had someone else try to sneak in, and just trashed the hideout of the gang who did it.’ 
 
    She stepped over to him and untied his arms from the chair, before binding them behind his back again. With a shove she directed him over to the door. Archimegadon looked back at her questioningly. 
 
    ‘We’re going to see a couple of places, mage,’ Mellara said. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    Archimegadon stepped outside into the lavishly furnished corridor, all done up in golds and reds that flickered in the lamplight. Mellara followed him right after and tugged him along, passing a few mercenaries who bore fresh cuts with faces flushed from recent battle. It seemed she hadn’t been joking about attacking the rival gang. 
 
    They descended a couple of stairways and passed through a few locked doors that eventually brought them to what appeared to be a massive treasure trove in the traditional style of legendary tales. Tharanor and Yuriath had obviously not been mistaken when they’d said Diojin controlled the underground market in Ferrina. The walls were piled high with relorans, and many different treasures swam in the riches that were proudly on display. Suddenly the promised wealth of his Vortagenses reloran paled in comparison to this monetary power that Diojin held.  
 
    ‘You look impressed,’ Mellara said. ‘Yes, this is a part of Lord Diojin’s wealth. You are fighting the biggest organisation in this region, richer even than the Council. All of this is money taken from our opponents, and tossed onto the pile.’ She slipped a hand into Archimegadon’s pockets until she found his money pouch, which she then emptied onto the pile, next to a red gem that was potentially bigger than Archimegadon’s head.  
 
    ‘No!’ Archimegadon said as he saw the slightly dirtier Vortagenses reloran fly with them, then caught himself. ‘Erm, all my three relorans,’ he finished. 
 
    Mellara looked at him out of the corner of her eye. ‘I get the feeling you’d talk more readily if I threatened to torture your coins.’ 
 
    ‘Business has been slow,’ Archimegadon said. He chanced a look around, and to his relief he saw the faceless statue against the back wall, nearly within his grasp. 
 
    ‘It’s going to be a lot slower from now, believe you me,’ Mellara said. She waved a hand across the room. ‘So come on – what is it that you’re after? If you tell me what you or your bosses are trying to steal from here, I might go easy on you.’ 
 
    Archimegadon quickly looked as far away from the statue as he could, trying to appear innocent. This only made Mellara narrow her eyes, and she grabbed his arm and tugged him away from the treasure chamber, closing the thick vault door behind her.  
 
    ‘Alright, keep your silence, then,’ she said. ‘Let’s go see what you’re getting instead.’ 
 
    They followed the corridors around a short maze before reaching a rather darker area where people appeared to be rushing to and fro.  Even Mellara looked slightly puzzled. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ she asked one of the women who she grabbed.  
 
    ‘Bornek took some heavy injuries in the raid tonight,’ the woman replied. ‘We need all the supplies we can get.’ 
 
    ‘Let me have a look at him,’ said a deep, gravelly voice, and the three turned to see a huge, muscular man with a beard that could swallow oceans. What little of his face was still visible around his eyes was worn, red and scarred.  
 
    ‘Lord Diojin,’ Mellara and the woman said together.  
 
    ‘Nightshot, who is this?’ Diojin asked, poking a thumb at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘A new prisoner,’ Mellara replied. ‘Caught behind the walls trying to climb in. Claims…’ 
 
    ‘Save it,’ Diojin said, waving a hand in Mellara’s face. ‘Let me see Bornek. I heard of his bravery tonight and wish to see it for myself.’ He pushed past them and to the room where a group of men and women had just rushed in bearing a collection of bandages and other medical supplies.  
 
    Apparently curious herself, Mellara dragged Archimegadon along to the squalid room, where a large table in the middle was surrounded by a crowd of worried people. On the table lay a man on his front, his back covered in many terrible wounds that made even Archimegadon wince. Diojin seemed to fill three times the space that anyone else did nearby. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Diojin asked. 
 
    ‘We got ambushed outside the Rats’ hideout,’ someone replied. ‘Our initial attack was repelled, but we pushed back and killed everyone that was left. Bornek was wounded in the first attack, but we got him back in time.’ 
 
    ‘I see, I see,’ Diojin said. His heavy brows hid his eyes as he looked down at Bornek. ‘Tell me, surgeon – why is he lying on his front?’ 
 
    The man who had answered him at first looked between Bornek and Diojin a couple of times, his forehead furrowed. ‘Why, because his back is wounded, my lord.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Diojin made no further comment. 
 
    The surgeon directed a few of his underlings around before leaning over Bornek, investigating the wounds again. As he raised a hand, Diojin’s own suddenly reached out and gripped the surgeon’s wrist, firmly but slowly moving the man to one side. Archimegadon stared as Diojin lifted Bornek roughly from the bed, ignoring the man’s yell of pain. The crime lord’s dark eyes pierced Bornek. 
 
    ‘Here, Bornek – a wound on the front, to go with those on your back!’  
 
    The surgeons yelled out in horror as Diojin drew a dagger from a belt strapped across his barrel chest and rammed it into Bornek’s chest. The mercenary died with little protest, slumping as Diojin pulled the dagger back out. Once certain Bornek was dead, Diojin dropped the slain mercenary to one side. The room fell to silence, and Archimegadon noticed that even Mellara looked pale. 
 
    Diojin regarded them all slowly. 
 
    ‘Do not waste my coin on cowards,’ he said. 
 
    He pushed past the trembling surgeons, pausing only to direct for Mellara to follow him with a quick jerk of his head. Archimegadon, while unhappy about his circumstances, had at least not previously felt doomed, but now he found himself terribly afraid for his life. Diojin took them down the corridor and round another corner, and Archimegadon felt even worse that Diojin had brought them to a place where there were no witnesses. That being said, Diojin clearly did not care if anyone here saw him kill. 
 
    He shrank back as Diojin turned to regard him, but the crime lord did not reach for his (thankfully now sheathed) dagger, nor did he make any move to seize Archimegadon. Diojin instead frowned, the movement barely noticeable beneath his beard, before throwing a mildly puzzled look at Mellara. 
 
    ‘This is a mage, Nightshot,’ he said. ‘Why would a mage be trying to climb into my compound?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m trying to find out,’ Mellara replied. ‘He isn’t very talkative though, so I thought a night or two in the cells might help convince him.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t be the Water Rats,’ Diojin said. ‘I would know if they had a mage. And they are all dead now.’ He grinned, his teeth shining white through his black beard. ‘That has been long coming.’ He reached for Archimegadon, who shrank back involuntarily. Diojin simply patted him on the head and then turned to leave. ‘Enjoy your pet mage,’ he said to Mellara. ‘If you find anything out, tell me.’ 
 
    Even Mellara let out a tense breath once Diojin had disappeared. 
 
    ‘Yeah, you don’t screw around with Lord Diojin,’ Mellara said. ‘Think on that while you come up with a good excuse.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven: The Wheels Begin to Turn 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t know anything ‘bout no mercenaries,’ the little shopkeeper said. ‘Maybe you could ask at Bilben’s?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already asked there,’ Tharanor replied. ‘They sent me here. I want to know if you’re making any deliveries to the Fallen Blade.’ 
 
    The shopkeeper removed his glasses and took to polishing them. ‘Now, look, sir, if I did, the reason you’d want to know is..?’ 
 
    ‘I would be interested in making the delivery for you,’ Tharanor replied, adjusting his hood slightly to keep his face as shadowed as possible in the dim light. ‘I don’t even expect payment.’ 
 
    ‘And if, shall we say, this mercenary group did indeed take a delivery from me,’ the shopkeeper went on, ‘and you were so desperate to make the delivery for me, it wouldn’t be because you want to do anything stupid to the Fallen Blade, would it? 
 
    ‘Of course not,’ Tharanor replied. ‘I have friends in the Fallen Blade. I thought I’d surprise them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir, but either you’ll make off with my goods or you’ll get me killed,’ the shopkeeper said. ‘I’ll make the delivery myself as I always do.’ 
 
    ‘It’s in your own interest,’ Tharanor said, patting his hand on the hilt of his sheathed sword. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, you’re very scary,’ the shopkeeper said in his small voice. ‘You’ve probably not been here long if you think anyone will cross the Blade, sir. I’m sorry, but you’re just not going to convince me.’ 
 
    Tharanor cursed. It was impossible to get anywhere here in the docks. He’d tried subtle plans, and he’d tried finding rival gangs, and now his desperate threats were just as useless. He scowled at the shopkeeper and left the store, finding himself back out by the harbourside again. Getting some distance from the shop, he took off his cloak and stuffed it into his satchel, just in case the shopkeeper tipped anyone off.  
 
    He stared down into the pitch-black waters and felt just as cold as they must be. Much as he found Archimegadon to be false, opinionated and annoying, he didn’t particularly want the man to get killed, and while the mage had handled himself moderately well against the demon, Tharanor wasn’t convinced he’d last in the hands of a brute like Diojin.  
 
    There was also the question of the statue which Marr wanted. Tharanor wondered what the link was between the statues, the new summoning powers Zamire had shown, and the disembodied voice of the imprisoned Teroth. Did Marr have Teroth imprisoned? Was it the work of the Clerics? Or did the Council have Teroth hidden away in another warehouse somewhere? 
 
    ‘Hey, Thara,’ Yuriath said, appearing at his side. 
 
    ‘Hey, Yuriath,’ he said, smiling at her. ‘Any luck?’ 
 
    ‘Dendroth told me that he didn’t know about any prisoners, but he’d sure killed a few Water Rats,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Seems they went and attacked a rival gang a few nights back. Really kept it hushed as well, but looks like the Water Rats are out of business.’ 
 
    ‘They were pretty stupid operating here,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    ‘We’re not much better,’ Yuriath said, with a wry look. ‘I couldn’t get a hold of anyone else I know. Everyone else I’ve spoken to either doesn’t know about the Fallen Blade, or was too scared of them to tell me anything useful.’ 
 
    ‘Same here,’ Tharanor said. He decided not to tell her how bad he was at intimidation. ‘What’s our next move?’ 
 
    ‘That would be answering my questions,’ replied a female voice from behind them, and Tharanor turned to see a blonde woman in blue and white standing nearby, her hand resting casually on the hilt of a short sword at her hip. 
 
    ‘Oh, Tharanor, this is Mellara,’ Yuriath said, looking more surprised than she sounded. ‘Talk about luck – I’ve been trying to find you all day.’ 
 
    Tharanor eyed up Yuriath’s Fallen Blade contact. She didn’t look the part of a mercenary, aside from the short sword. If he’d run into her under any other circumstances, he’d have thought she was a moderately well-off trader of some sort, though on reflection, her red irises were a little intimidating. 
 
    ‘Hello, Mellara,’ Tharanor said, wary of why exactly she’d come looking for them. 
 
    ‘I’ve not met this one before,’ Mellara said. ‘He a guard too?’ 
 
    Tharanor threw Yuriath a disapproving look, but she just returned it with a shrug. 
 
    ‘Our mutual assistance is based on trust, Tharanor,’ Yuriath said. ‘It doesn’t work if I keep my own business secret.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Now that the warm welcome is out the way,’ Mellara said, ‘we need to talk.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound good,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Let’s make one thing clear up front,’ Mellara said. ‘Our “friendship”  lasts as long as business permits, and right now, business isn’t making things good for you.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the problem?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘The other day you come asking Dendroth about a statue that we have at the mansion, and then like an hour later some drunk mage gets caught trying to break in,’ Mellara replied. ‘I know everyone hates us in this part of the city, but the timing was too close for my liking.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have mages in the guard,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘He said he was on someone’s payroll,’ Mellara said. ‘A Mage for Hire, he calls himself. I’m sure it’s within the means of the Watch to afford a mage of that quality.’ 
 
    ‘I was only interested because I like art,’ Yuriath said. ‘I don’t care that much about the statue.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t have asked if it wasn’t important to you in some way,’ Mellara said. ‘You and the mage are both as bad at lying as each other.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Mellara, we didn’t hire mages to break into your mansion,’ Yuriath said. ‘We’re checking other leads right now. Be glad we’re not investigating the Water Rats.’ 
 
    ‘You know about that, huh?’ Mellara asked, a flash of amusement crossing her face. ‘We did that to the Water Rats, and you know we could do it to you guards, if our operations ever came into conflict.’ She stretched her arms back as though she’d only just woken up. ‘That’s pretty much why I’m here now. Don’t mess with the Fallen Blade, okay? You want trouble? We are trouble, and we will break you and your guards in less time than it takes you to fill in a report. Your mage friend had better come up with some useful info soon, because if he doesn’t I might have to turn him over to Lord Diojin.’ 
 
    ‘Do whatever you want to the mage,’ Tharanor said. He didn’t want Mellara looking at Yuriath right then, since she would have given it away completely with that expression of concern. ‘He’s not ours.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need your permission for that,’ Mellara said, flashing a smile, and she turned and disappeared into a nearby crowd around a fisherman’s stall. 
 
    Tharanor looked at Yuriath. ‘We need to find a way in soon and get this business behind us fast. We do not want Diojin going after the guards.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like Archie is being a bit free with information too,’ Yuriath said. ‘I doubt he’ll hold up long if they decide to do a full interrogation.’ 
 
    ‘That comes as no surprise,’ Tharanor said. ‘Come on, it’s a good time for lunch while we think of something.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon had revised his decision about the Fallen Blade being better hosts. Far aside from his wish to be as far from Diojin as possible, Archimegadon had found himself dumped in a new prison cell that was unfortunately of the traditional, unpleasant kind, with a stone back wall and the rest being bars that kept him uncomfortably close and visible to the other denizens of the dungeon. After a few days of being left in there by himself, he particularly missed the initial fancy room where he’d been tied to a chair. 
 
    The Fallen Blade did in fact have some other prisoners, which had at first cheered Archimegadon. His initial plan had been to convince them to escape with him, either by fighting with them or letting them distract the mercenaries while he slipped out unnoticed. Sadly this had been thwarted by the fact that none of the people he’d been imprisoned near seemed to speak Valanthian. There was also the possibility that they’d just decided to ignore him. 
 
    He’d been surprised at first that Mellara hadn’t bothered to come back and interrogate him yet, and then relieved, and finally had grown bored. Sitting around in the cells with people who couldn’t understand him, and who he couldn’t understand in return, was neither productive nor interesting. Out of desperation in the end, he’d taken to attempting to wear out the rope binding his hands. 
 
    At first it hadn’t been terribly successful, especially as the dank walls made the rope wet. However, after some lengthy searching, he’d found a nice sharp edge on one of the stones, and (with a handful of minor grazes) had eventually managed to wear out the ropes and let out a quiet “Yes!” of triumph.  
 
    This much done, he set about removing his magical bindings. It proved to be less difficult than he was expecting, and he pocketed them in case he needed them in future. Rolling back his sleeves, he quietly fired off a small flamebolt at the door lock, which made an annoyingly loud noise in the empty darkness. Not one to be put off, he continued a couple of times, until finally something broke, and the door swung open. 
 
    One of the other prisoners said something unintelligible. 
 
    ‘Sorry, my good fellow,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Fortune favours the bold, as they say. I’m sure you’ll get on just fine, though! Good evening!’ 
 
    He checked around the corner for any guards, but it seemed nobody was about. That was just fine! A further sneak up brought him to the corridor where it seemed the grisly operating rooms were located. There was still nobody about, which led him to believe that perhaps it was the official night time – it was rather hard to tell what it was after days of gloom in the dungeon, not to mention Ferrina entire. His sleeping clock seemed to agree, as he felt remarkably dozy, but now was not the time for minor comforts! He was making a heroic escape. 
 
    Once he had made it up to the entry hall he noticed a solitary guard at the door, and he pondered escaping right away. Taking out one guard would probably not be too hard – he’d fought off a group of Bartell’s knights under Arranoth after all – but he knew the way to Diojin’s treasure room, and wasn’t he there to get rid of the statue? Besides, he could get back his coin while he was there. 
 
    The thought of never having to return here was too tempting, and he opted to deal with the statue, since Mellara had so kindly shown him where it was. He slipped down the side passage and followed the maze towards Diojin’s collection of relorans. As he did so, he pondered how many of the crime lord’s riches he’d be able to reasonably pocket before they jingled too much, or became simply too heavy. After some deep thought, he decided that this was something he’d investigate once he was inside the treasure room. 
 
    Once he’d descended a couple of sets of stairs he remembered to his irritation that some of the doors on the way had been locked. The first he tried was blissfully unlocked for whatever reason, though he made sure to peek through the keyhole just to be safe. The second decided to be awkward and was locked, so after making sure it was safe again, Archimegadon rolled back his sleeves and sent a few tiny flamebolts into the lock until it made a pleasant breaking sound and the door creaked open. 
 
    These things always came in threes, sadly, and his attempts to open the third door resulted in setting it alight. While it did have the fortunate effect of causing the door to open, it also delayed his sneaking mission by around five minutes while he had to tear down a few tapestries to flap limply against the fire in an attempt to muffle it and put it out. Eventually he murdered several flowers by removing them from their vases and chucking the water over the flames. Mentally acknowledging the flowers’ sacrifice in his service, and remembering after the panic that he could have tried some ice magic, Archimegadon continued on his merry way. 
 
    Of course, the damn treasure room itself was locked, and he couldn’t see a visible key for the life of him, and he hadn’t seen how it was opened when Mellara had brought him before. Checking around for people, he tried a few slightly larger flamebolts at the sides of the doors, but he could neither see hinges nor handles and the door stubbornly refused to budge. Shoulder barges, kicks and even swearing were similarly ineffective. 
 
    Footsteps started sounding overhead, and he checked a nearby clock that revealed that morning was setting in. He stroked his beard wisely as he considered his options. Either he could continue to flail lamely against this door, and likely be recaptured as the mercenaries awoke, or he could sneak out and share his useful information with Tharanor and Yuriath. He jumped as some loud footsteps sounded nearby, and decided that on balance, his service was best needed somewhere that was not Diojin’s mansion. 
 
    The journey back to the main hall was thankfully uneventful, and he found no mercenaries around the destroyed doors he’d left on his way in. However, crowds of mercenaries were standing inside the main hall, he saw as he peeked his head around the final corner. Archimegadon had no idea why so many mercenaries had turned out, but there was no way he was going to get past that lot swarming around. The longer he stayed where he was, though, the more likely it was that somebody was going to arrive and catch him. 
 
    He took another look. The hall was literally swarming with the Fallen Blade now, all comparing weapons and swapping stories of some sort. Whatever they were discussing, they all looked quite engrossed. 
 
    Of course, that was it! Sometimes the best place to hide was in plain sight. Rather than sneaking around, he’d just stride through their midst as though he were also a mercenary, eluding notice through his own confidence, rather than risking more of this sneaking tomfoolery. There was no way they all knew everyone who worked there, so it was unlikely that he’d even be challenged by any of them.  
 
    Besides, it wasn’t that big a hall, he just needed to walk for about twenty seconds and then he’d be outside. While the guarded front gate might be a problem, he was confident he’d be able to run past two guards who’d be watching against external threats anyway. If all else failed, he’d flamebolt the gate guards and be done with it. 
 
    His plan set, Archimegadon adjusted his robe and rounded the corner, striding towards the assembled mercenaries. 
 
    ‘There he is!’ one of the mercenaries yelled. 
 
    ‘It’s the mage!’ another joined in. 
 
    ‘Get him!’ 
 
    ‘Grab the mage!’ 
 
    ‘Balls,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    * 
 
    Sordath drummed his fingers on his desk impatiently as the three men before him lined up, all looking particularly comic in over-large blue cloaks with their hoods up. They were Clerics, yes, but they looked so ill-at-ease that they might as well have been old men playing dress-up.  
 
    ‘Who are you all, and why are you here?’ he asked. 
 
    The one at the front, a short and fat man, adjusted his rope belt. ‘I am Timrus,’ he replied. ‘We are from the Aldrack Clerics.’ 
 
    ‘I heard Aldrack was destroyed,’ Sordath said. ‘I also heard that you bungled operations at Mount Arranoth.’ 
 
    The three Aldrack Clerics all shifted uneasily. ‘Yes, this is true, in part,’ Timrus said. ‘We were betrayed, Alkaras! The lord we allied with, Bartell, killed Vortagenses and tried to steal the power of the Throne of Mirrors!’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware of this as well,’ Sordath said. 
 
    ‘You are?’ Timrus asked. ‘We only spread news of the death of our King. Who could have told you?’ 
 
    ‘I have my sources,’ Sordath said, smiling coldly. ‘You lost the Throne of Mirrors as well when Bartell was killed, yes?’ 
 
    ‘…This is correct,’ Timrus replied. ‘A band of adventurers intervened at the last. We were outside the room guarding the entrance when it happened. Some of Lord Bartell’s men captured these adventurers, but it seems fighting broke out, and the adventurers killed our colleagues and even Lord Bartell. They must have died in the explosion, though. We cut it close enough with our teleport.’ 
 
    ‘No, the mage teleported out as well,’ Sordath said. ‘He’s alive and in this city right now, as a matter of fact.’ 
 
    ‘But… but that’s impossible,’ Timrus said. ‘Only King Vortagenses’s teachings held the secrets of teleportation.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I suppose it is beyond expectation that more than one person was able to discover how,’ Sordath said. ‘So you pathetic wretches are all that remains of Aldrack’s proud Clerics.’ 
 
    ‘We did not have much time,’ Timrus said, looking sick. ‘It was just us and a couple of Bartell’s fleeing knights with us who got out by teleportation. We came here as soon as we could to warn you.’ 
 
    Sordath’s smile was not friendly in the slightest. ‘Yes, you did, and yet here we are weeks later, and you didn’t even drop by to say hello before now.’ 
 
    ‘We had trouble finding you,’ Timrus said.  
 
    ‘You’ve been staying on the outskirts of Market Square the whole time,’ Sordath said, ‘and every day you came and eyed up the store before slinking back to your little nest. I grew impatient.’ 
 
    ‘There was no need to send ruffians to seize us and bring us here,’ Timrus said, drawing himself up as though he believed he had some sort of power here. ‘We were preparing to visit, but we were collecting news from the other Clerics around Valanthas.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good to hear,’ Sordath said. ‘Pray tell what information they had to share?’ 
 
    ‘They are all closing down operations,’ Timrus replied, with an awkward twist to his mouth. ‘Our time is at its end, brother.’ The familiar term was a nervous attempt to ingratiate himself with Sordath again, but the High Templar’s icy look took away all hope of that. 
 
    ‘Does it look like my time is at its end?’ Sordath asked. 
 
    ‘You certainly appear to have been active,’ Timrus replied. ‘But our King is dead, Alkaras. There is nothing more to fight for.’ 
 
    ‘There is always something more to fight for,’ Sordath said. ‘I have spoken with a true god now, Timrus. Have you ever heard of Marr the Summoner?’ 
 
    The three Aldrack Clerics all looked at Sordath as though he were deranged. ‘There is no such god, Alkaras,’ Timrus replied. ‘What little of Valanthas’s religions remain do not serve any gods by that name.’ 
 
    ‘Ignorance does not deny the facts,’ Sordath said, rising to his feet. 
 
    ‘Then the others were correct,’ Timrus said. ‘You have lost your mind – you serve voices in your head – and you are  the one murdering our brethren.’ 
 
    ‘What are the gods if not voices in our heads?’ Sordath asked with a sharp chuckle. 
 
    ‘You know which city we are in, Alkaras,’ Timrus said. ‘You have not spoken with a god – you serve a demon. What do you wish to do, turn Valanthas into a living hell?’ 
 
    Sordath’s laughter filled the air. ‘The gods of this world are dead, and only demons remain? Where else are we to go but hell?’ 
 
    Timrus and the other Aldrack Clerics adopted poses ready for battle. ‘Then you leave us no choice, Alkaras. We must relieve you of your rank.’ 
 
    The room darkened suddenly, and Sordath stood at the centre of the shadows, his eyes illuminated with deadly conviction. A voice rumbled all about them, not from Sordath or any of the Clerics. 
 
    They must be destroyed. 
 
    Sordath nodded, drew his sword, and lunged at the Clerics. 
 
    * 
 
    Tharanor had been drinking. 
 
    It wasn’t too much, this time. He knew it was the easiest way to anger Yuriath, and that was the last thing he wanted, especially considering why it made her that way. Nevertheless, he’d begun to feel that cold sensation in his arms and had spent too long sitting by himself in the tavern, drumming his fingers nervously, his muscles all tensed up. Finally he’d gone and ordered one half-pint, gulping it down almost before he’d finished paying for it. 
 
    He was proud, though, as he’d stopped there, satisfied with that brief taste, though he knew he would still pay for it once Yuriath smelled the alcohol on his breath. With a sour twist of his mouth, he remembered that in the grand scheme of things, it didn’t really mattered if he irritated Yuriath now. 
 
    He was less proud of the afternoon’s efforts to find some way into the mansion grounds to stage the rescue and destroy the statue. All he’d found out so far was that Diojin’s mansion was apparently a lot bigger on the inside, stretching out deep underground (or further underground, really, given where they were), which didn’t lend him much hope of efficiently finding and destroying the statue, let alone finding where Archimegadon might be held. 
 
    The one blessing of Archimegadon’s capture, he thought rather uncharitably to himself, was that he hadn’t had to share a room with the mage. He put a hand on the door handle when he heard some raised voices nearby and smirked. It sounded like some sort of lover’s tiff, a man and a woman shouting, he assumed, at each other. He pushed down on the handle when the voices became louder and he felt a flash of recognition.  
 
    It wasn’t a lover’s tiff at all. It was Zamire shouting at Zarastro. They were nearby? 
 
    Taking hold of the hilt of his sword, Tharanor stepped softly down the hallway, following the voices until finally he came to a stop outside of what must have been their room. He eyed up convenient escape routes and hiding places before leaning against the door frame and listening in. 
 
    ‘…told you, we’re just going to have to go back!’ Zamire was shouting. 
 
    ‘Come on, you must have found something!’ Zarastro shouted back. ‘Give me the stone, I’ll find the statue!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be an idiot, you don’t know magic at all,’ Zamire replied. ‘I’m asking Sordath for a new one, and that’s that.’ 
 
    Tharanor didn’t entirely understand what they were referring to, but at least it seemed that the Clerics were even further behind on finding the statue.  
 
    ‘We can’t go back now!’ Zarastro said. ‘The Master just sent us a bunch of people to search with, and they’ll be good in a fight. Why don’t we just tear down the harbour?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been here for days and aren’t any closer to finding the statue,’ Zamire replied. ‘We’re not starting a war just in case we might find it hidden under a building.’ 
 
    Zarastro muttered something unintelligible and Zamire called him something else, and then Tharanor heard her footsteps coming towards the door. Quickly he slipped back down the hallway and took cover in his room before he could be discovered. 
 
    So the Clerics weren’t sure where the statue was, but they had a troop of fighters ready to scour the district? Tharanor felt an idea forming, and couldn’t wait for Yuriath to get back so he could share it with her. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘This has been a terrible journey,’ Neurion said, looking across the river. 
 
    ‘It’s not that bad,’ Obdo said. ‘Just breathe in that fresh air! Look at that beautiful clear water! The sun is shining, and we’re well on our way to glory.’ 
 
    ‘You said that before the carriage got robbed,’ Neurion said 
 
    ‘I can’t help that there are some active bandits,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘And then you took us to that mountain range miles in the wrong direction,’ Neurion went on. 
 
    ‘We got you a nice suit of armour, don’t complain,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Yes, and then we had to walk all the way back to the place where our carriage got robbed, again,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Well, yeah…’ 
 
    ‘And then we got robbed again,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I couldn’t help that there were still active bandits,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Then it rained all the way to Meldred,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘You should be used to it,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘And there were no carts running from there either, so we had to walk through the rain again,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Builds muscles,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘And now we’re here at “Farmer Fludd’s Friendly Ferry”,’ Neurion said, gesturing towards the nearby ramshackle hut that sat next to a similarly unstable-looking raft-thing, which presumably was the friendly ferry in question. 
 
    ‘It’s cheaper than the crown-run ferry,’ Obdo said. ‘Believe you me, you do not want to spend that much extra.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t even know where we are now,’ Neurion said. ‘How far is it left to Ferrina?’ 
 
    ‘We hop on the ferry and take it down to the coast,’ Obdo replied. ‘Ferrina’s just a couple of days’ ride from there! The ferry should only be a day or so.’ 
 
    ‘I hope Master Archimegadon is still okay,’ Neurion said. ‘I’m worried that we’ve not heard from the lady Antagules again.’ 
 
    ‘You worry too much!’ Obdo said. ‘You should learn to enjoy life more.’ 
 
    ‘Put your hands up,’ said a gravelly voice from behind them, and the two companions did so with resignation. ‘That’s good. Boys, take their bags.’ 
 
    ‘Are we getting robbed again?’ Neurion asked the voice, while a group of rough sorts set about taking their bags and weapons, and filched through their pockets for their remaining money. 
 
    ‘That you are, son,’ the bandit replied.  
 
    ‘This isn’t the friendly ferry service the sign led me to believe,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Oh, this’s just the toll,’ the bandit leader said. ‘You’ll be sailing happy soon, don’t you worry.’ 
 
    ‘Uh, we will?’ 
 
    The bandits seized the two companions and yanked them over to the raft, and a couple of the braver bandits carried them onto the unstable wooden platform. They tied first Obdo and then Neurion to the central ‘mast’, which could only really be described as such out of politeness.  
 
    ‘Farmer Fludd doesn’t really exist, does he?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Nah, you’re the first guys kind enough to come out here and pay the toll,’ the bandit leader replied. He tossed Obdo’s money bag into the air and caught it again. ‘Quite the pickings, lads! Think I might go into the ferry business full-time.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t get away with this!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Don’t be stupid, of course they will,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘You’re not helping,’ Neurion said. 
 
    The bandits, happy they’d secured the companions to the raft, stepped back onto the rickety dock and untied the raft. The leader gave the side of the raft a firm kick, and it drifted out into the river current. 
 
    ‘She never really loved you!’ Obdo yelled at the bandit leader as they sailed out of range of the shore. 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Just in case,’ Obdo replied. ‘Making him paranoid, see? Winning the mental game.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think he’d believe a random traveller he just robbed,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘That’s what he’ll think at first,’ Obdo said. ‘But it’ll eat him up from within. Until nothing is left!’ 
 
    ‘We need to get off this raft,’ Neurion said, deciding to ignore Obdo’s plan.  
 
    ‘I don’t know that I want to just yet,’ Obdo said, eyeing the rough waters. ‘It doesn’t look like good swimming conditions.’ 
 
    ‘On the positive side, we don’t have anything left to weigh us down,’ Neurion said, sighing. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve: Harbouring a Grudge 
 
      
 
    ‘Just listen to me, would you?’ Tharanor was shouting. 
 
    Zamire sat up in surprise, batting Zarasto, who was sitting next to her, with her book. They were both sat in Zamire’s room again, neither particularly eager to go out stumbling around the docks again, and Zamire was working up the courage to return to Sordath and report their failure. Her first thought was that the guards had caught up with them, before correcting herself. If Tharanor was there to catch them, he’d probably not announce himself by shouting, and for that matter he probably wouldn’t have commanded the Clerics to listen to him.  
 
    No, for whatever reason, Tharanor was out there shouting at someone else. Zamire motioned at Zarastro to keep quiet and crept towards the door, where she peeked out of the keyhole. Yeah, it was Tharanor alright, him and that woman Yuriath, and they seemed to be arguing. 
 
    ‘It’s there, so we have to break in,’ Tharanor was telling Yuriath. 
 
    ‘Diojin and his men are far too tough for us,’ Yuriath said. ‘We’ll get ourselves killed. We’d need a group of people to stand a chance of breaking in.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s get the rest of the Watch,’ Tharanor said. ‘It’s important we steal that statue from Diojin before the Clerics find it.’ 
 
    Zamire felt a jab in her side from Zarastro. ‘I told you it was in there,’ he said. 
 
    ‘You did not,’ Zamire said. 
 
    ‘Fine then, Tharanor,’ Yuriath said. ‘We’ll go and get the Watch, and break in tomorrow and destroy the statue.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Tharanor said. ‘Let’s go and get things ready.’ 
 
    The two guards walked away from Zamire’s sight. 
 
    Zamire shot Zarastro a grin. ‘So it was there after all!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Zarastro said, looking disgruntled, but he chose not to push that. ‘They’re going for it tomorrow, though.’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll have to get it tonight!’ Zamire said. ‘I’ll prepare another summon, and you get the rest together. We’ll take down this Diojin guy and grab the statue before the guards even get here!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Just down the corridor, Tharanor and Yuriath shut the door to Yuriath's room and the former sat down on a chair, while the latter picked a cosier spot on the bed.  
 
    ‘Did you hear them talking?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, they took it better than I expected,’ Tharanor replied. After he and Yuriath had faked the argument, he’d snuck back quietly to listen at the Clerics’ door. ‘They’re going to head out tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, when do you want to go over there?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go and keep an eye on the mansion now,’ Tharanor replied, standing up and collecting his sword from where he’d leant it against the wall.  ‘If I see them gathering, I'll stay there until you arrive. You tail them in case they do something different.’ 
 
    ‘Got it,’ Yuriath said. ‘I’ll meet up with you there if it goes to plan.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll probably go with the alley by the blacksmith,’ Tharanor said. ‘It’s harder to see the gates, but also harder to be seen.’ 
 
    ‘Right!’ Yuriath said. ‘Good luck.’ 
 
    ‘You too.’ Tharanor smiled at her and slipped out the door. 
 
    * 
 
    Later that evening the Clerics gathered a couple of blocks away from Diojin’s mansion, while Zamire and Zarastro stood at their head. Zamire looked pretty nervous, which was a fair approximation. Sordath hadn’t been joking when he’d remarked that the Clerics were largely old fools these days, and Zamire felt a sudden rush of fear considering that she’d never attacked a place head-on before.  
 
    However, she took a moment to regard her army and see again exactly what it was she had at her command. Sordath had sent ten of the elder Clerics, men and women who bristled at being put under the lead of his younger henchmen. They were all former mages, who’d apparently fought in or at least lived through the old war, back when the mages were revered. As Clerics they’d mainly been devoted to studying, but they’d still trained and practiced their abilities at Sordath’s direction, especially when they’d been awaiting the alleged ascension of Vortagenses that had never happened. 
 
    The other half were all like Zarastro, younger Clerics who’d been trained in martial disciplines, their talents in the arcane limited at best. Each wielded curved blades, the hilts still marked with the emblems of Vortagenses. Relying more on being in the heat of battle, the younger Clerics had foregone the hooded cloaks of the elders, though they still favoured the Cleric blue on their tunics. 
 
    There was, however, one who had not yet joined their forces. Zamire began the dance as Zarastro went over the attack plan once more. Framed by the fires that swirled around Zamire, Zarastro stressed that they would be crashing the gates and pushing straight into the mansion, killing all but a couple of the Fallen Blade. A swift check with the other Clerics had revealed the details of the Fallen Blade, with whom most of the elders were familiar. Armed with this knowledge, Zamire and Zarastro had decided that a no-mercy approach would be needed. They’d kill as many as possible, and force one or two of them to guide them to the statue. 
 
    The fires gathered at a single point, and then the shape of another demon came into focus. Murmurs of awe arose from the assembled Clerics, who had not yet witnessed this display of Marr’s powers. Black-scaled, with stripes of purple, the demon was another reptilian creature, the empty eye-sockets covered over by stretched skin. It stood at Zamire’s side obediently, and even the elder Clerics felt some newfound respect for Sordath’s pet sorceress. 
 
    ‘Everything ready?’ Zamire asked Zarastro, her face flushed. 
 
    ‘We’re set,’ Zarastro replied. ‘Straight in, straight out.’ 
 
    Zamire grinned. ‘Then let’s get started.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Tharanor shrank back into the alley as he saw the Clerics charge into sight. He’d expected them to probably be a rabble of idiots attacking with sticks, but the force Zamire and Zarastro had martialled announced their presence without words or war cries, but instead by unleashing a series of magical blasts that hammered the front gate and threw the surly guards backwards out of sight. He felt a momentary flush of guilt before remembering exactly what role Diojin played in the docks, and the number of people who lived in fear or had died by his command. 
 
    A moment later he swore profusely as a demon loped through the destroyed gates, letting out a piercing howl. Nearby, Tharanor noticed a few heads peering out of windows. He didn’t much like the idea of charging into the mansion grounds with so many witnesses, but there wasn’t much choice now he’d set things in motion. 
 
    ‘Thara,’ Yuriath said behind him, and Tharanor nearly stumbled into the street. 
 
    ‘Oh, er, Yuriath,’ he said. ‘You made me jump a mile.’ 
 
    ‘I noticed,’ Yuriath said with a smirk. 
 
    ‘So far so good, sort of,’ Tharanor said. He noticed that Yuriath had the Staff of Antagules strapped to her back, and considered questioning her for a moment before deciding he’d only lose the argument. ‘Zamire and Zarastro have broken in.’ 
 
    ‘I guessed by the noise.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s the problem though,’ Tharanor said. ‘They have lots of mages, and another demon.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine,’ Yuriath said. ‘It’s more for the Fallen Blade to deal with. Let’s go.’ 
 
    Tharanor nodded and together they ran into the cloud of dust that had arisen around the destroyed gates. Nearby they could hear the clash of swords, and shouting, and once they’d cleared the main cloud they were able to see the mansion itself, illuminated by an onslaught of magical destruction. 
 
    ‘It’s a wonder nobody made mages illegal,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Leave that for the Council to worry about tomorrow,’ Yuriath said.  
 
    ‘Like they’ll bother,’ Tharanor said. ‘As long as the King is married to a mage, nothing will change. We should find a side way in to avoid getting caught by the Clerics.’ 
 
    They looked around. To their right was another smaller building, thick, gloomy and grey. The front door was thick metal, and unlikely to be unlocked. Just to be sure, Tharanor ran over to it and gave it a few tries, but it was sealed tight. He threw Yuriath a look, and she shook her head. She’d seen no other way to open the door either.  
 
    Tharanor took the lead and they crept along the shadowy outer wall, hoping to go unnoticed as the battle at the front doors continued in earnest. The sound of a wall collapsing filled the dark air of Ferrina, and Tharanor hoped they hadn’t underestimated the Clerics too much. What had begun as a distraction was fast seeming to be a mistake. 
 
    They rounded the back of the mansion and finally came across a trapdoor leading into a cellar. Predictably, it was also locked tight. 
 
    ‘Perhaps there’s a window somewhere,’ Yuriath said, pursing her lips as her eyes flicked over the walls of the mansion. 
 
    Tharanor shook his head. ‘No, forget that.’ He kicked down at the trapdoor, and it shook under his boot. Undeterred, he repeated the action, again and again, until finally the trapdoor splintered and collapsed.  
 
    He drew his sword in a flash and descended into the darkness, while Yuriath followed at his back. The steps led into a sombre little corridor, which in turn brought them into a storeroom. It was lit by a small lamp on the wall, but nobody was around. Tharanor checked the shadows and then knelt in front of the door, checking through the keyhole. The next room seemed clear. 
 
    The door was locked, so he raised his boot and gave it a hard kick, and it broke open with less resistance than the trapdoor. A man let out a cry and he turned to see an unarmed man cowering in the corner of the room. Glancing around, Tharanor saw they were in a kitchen. 
 
    ‘You’re a cook?’ he asked the man. 
 
    ‘I am, please, don’t hurt me, I’m not armed,’ the man replied. 
 
    ‘Stay there then,’ Tharanor said, and he stepped further into the kitchen checking for any hiding mercenaries.  
 
    Yuriath stepped over to the cook and gave him an encouraging smile, though her twin blades remained at the ready while she guarded him. 
 
    ‘All clear,’ Tharanor said to Yuriath. His eyes locked on the cook. ‘Where do you keep prisoners in this place?’ 
 
    ‘The dungeons, go left out of here, then take the first stairs down three flights, then follow the corridor,’ the cook replied. ‘It’s guarded, you won’t get in.’ 
 
    Tharanor flashed a grin as he hefted his sword. ‘We’ll see about that.’ 
 
    ‘Just going to leave him here?’ Yuriath asked her companion. 
 
    ‘He’s not hurting anyone,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Unless his cooking is bad.’ 
 
    The cook genuinely appeared to be terrified of them both, and after some hesitation Yuriath conceded to their rush and they left the man behind, albeit shut away in a cupboard. The sounds of battle were much quieter back here, but there was no way to tell how quickly it might end, with either side victorious. Whoever won between the mercenaries and the cultists, it would not end well for Tharanor or Yuriath if the two guards hadn’t escaped by that point. 
 
    They followed the cook’s directions, though it was not as easy as he’d made it sound. After a couple of backtracks they managed to find the stairs he’d mentioned, and once they’d got that the route was easy from there. The problem, of course, was that the dungeons were indeed guarded. 
 
    ‘Who are you two?’ one of the three dungeon guards asked as Tharanor and Yuriath strode into view. 
 
    ‘We’re here for a friend,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Just the one. If you could let us collect him, we’ll be on our way.’ 
 
    ‘Not likely, chum,’ the lead mercenary said, drawing his sword. ‘You’ll be joining him, whatever pieces of you are left.’ 
 
    Tharanor bowed his head and hefted his sword, measuring the three mercenaries as they all drew their weapons and advanced. He gave Yuriath a nod as she dropped the Staff of Antagules to one side and stepped up to him, and they both attacked at once, surprising the mercenaries. Tharanor’s sword cut round from the left, and the lead mercenary parried the blow clumsily, getting in the way of the mercenary to his right. Yuriath darted in, her right blade causing the other mercenary to step back, and then rammed the hilt of her left sword into the ribs of the lead mercenary as he was parrying Tharanor. 
 
    The lead mercenary collapsed and the two remaining backed away, forcing Tharanor and Yuriath to step over him. Hoping to catch the two city guards in an unfavourable position, the mercenaries attacked again, but Tharanor lunged forwards, ducking and ramming his left elbow into one mercenary’s midriff, while Yuriath parried the other’s strike with one sword and kicked him away savagely. 
 
    As the winded mercenary stumbled, Tharanor circled him and slammed him against the wall. Yuriath, meanwhile, pointed her sword at her own stunned opponent’s throat, giving him a cold glare. 
 
    ‘You might want to think about surrendering,’ she said, and the mercenary threw his weapon to the floor with a snarl. 
 
    Tharanor and Yuriath spent the next couple of minutes bundling the mercenaries together in an unoccupied cell. While the two conscious, but bruised, guards had agreed to surrender, they were unwilling to share any information about where Archimegadon was imprisoned, and Yuriath wasn’t feeling bloodthirsty enough to try forcing it out of them. She did, however, relieve them of their keys, and turned to smile at Tharanor, her face flushed with the rush of battle.  
 
    There was a surprising number of people locked away down here. It appeared that Diojin had been running quite the personal kingdom away from the law of Valanthas. Not many appeared to speak Valanthian, and Tharanor wondered at exactly how much influence in other countries Diojin must have. A faint rumble sounded, and he remembered that now wasn’t the time for that. 
 
    He was starting to suspect that perhaps Archimegadon had been done away with, when they came to the end of the dungeons and found the mage chained to the wall in the last cell, looking particularly irritable. 
 
    * 
 
    The entrance hall of the mansion was ruined. The windows had all been shattered, and the floor was cluttered with shards of glass, along with rubble from the half-collapsed walls and damaged ceiling. In their enthusiasm, the elder Clerics, finally released from the shackles of quiet societal obedience, had blasted everything within range, be it mercenaries, the art that lined the mansion interior, or even the chandelier, which now lay crumpled in the centre of the hall. Zamire’s demon stood atop a slain mercenary, gnawing at the dead man’s throat, its tail swishing with pleasure at its meal. 
 
    Despite the surprising success of their initial attack, the Clerics had not gone entirely unpunished. Two of the younger swordsmen were dead, outmatched by the more experienced Fallen Blade, and one of the elder Clerics was slumped against the wall, his aged eyes staring sightlessly across the room. In the middle of his chest was a solitary arrow, and a thick red stain was even now spreading across his blue robes.  
 
    The Fallen Blade had retreated and there was no more fighting right now, with the more peaceful sounds of Clerics encouraging each other, as well as cleaning their blades and brushing off dust from the destruction. Zamire and Zarastro stood in their midst, and the sorceress was stooped, holding the front of a still-living mercenary’s shirt. 
 
    ‘Alright,’ she said, ‘I want to know where the faceless statue is.’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ the mercenary asked, coughing. His face was covered in dust, and his left arm hung limply, a telltale red stain on his brown shirt sleeve.  
 
    ‘Don’t waste my time,’ Zamire replied. ‘We know you have it here. I want the statue.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know ‘bout any statues,’ the mercenary said. ‘I’m not a man o’ the arts, I got no feckin’ clue what any of the damn statues in ‘ere are.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better find out quickly,’ Zamire said. ‘Look around at your comrades. We’ll do the same to you. Tell me where it is!’ 
 
    ‘Piss off,’ the mercenary said. ‘You’ll get nothing from me.’ 
 
    ‘So we shan’t,’ Zamire said, and she finished off the mercenary with an irritable stab of her dagger. She turned to the other Clerics. ‘Are there any others still alive?’ 
 
    ‘They all appear to be dead, milady,’ one of the elder Clerics replied. 
 
    ‘Then we’ll have to press on,’ Zamire said.  
 
    ‘You’ve gone far enough,’ shouted a voice, and the Clerics looked up.  
 
    Two sets of stairways led up to either side of the hall, and in between them on the ground level was the corridor where Archimegadon had attempted to sneak past the mercenaries previously. At the top of the stairs was a corridor with doors facing into the hall, and behind the rail stood one of the mercenaries, a blonde woman dressed in blue. 
 
    ‘Tell your boss that if he brings us the faceless statue, we will leave,’ Zamire called up. 
 
    ‘Not a chance,’ the mercenary shouted back. ‘Here’s a gift from Mellara Nightshot.’ She raised a bow and took quick aim, loosing an arrow at Zamire. 
 
    With surprising speed, Zamire raised a shield of fire, which stopped the arrow mid-flight. Mellara looked disgruntled for a moment, before panic crossed her face and she dodged away just in time. Zamire’s reply followed moments later, a burst of fire striking the spot where the mercenary had just been. 
 
    ‘You tell him to get the statue!’ Zamire yelled up. She then looked back at the other Clerics. ‘Go after her, and kill her and anyone else you find. Zarastro and I’ll check over here, I heard one of them say their boss was down below.’ 
 
    The Clerics gathered together, keeping a small distance from Zamire and her pet demon, and watched as their leaders entered the corridor between the stairs. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Oh, now you get here,’ Archimegadon said as he saw Tharanor and Yuriath. After his previous misdemeanour, he’d been chained to the wall just to make sure he couldn’t slip free again, and it was probably the most uncomfortable way he’d been imprisoned so far in his life. 
 
    ‘Hello again, mage,’ Tharanor said. ‘You should be grateful we even bothered.’ 
 
    ‘Hmph, you need me, my good fellow,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I know where the statue is being kept.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ Tharanor asked. He pulled out the keys and got to work trying to find one that would unlock the cell door. ‘Well, I hope you have a good memory, because we don’t have much time.’ 
 
    ‘Something up?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Aside from the fact that you’ve broken into a mercenary stronghold.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘We got the Clerics to attack the Fallen Blade so we could sneak in,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Good grief,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Rather drastic, wouldn’t you say?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently you were telling Mellara our secrets,’ Tharanor replied. ‘We needed to get you back before you got the Watch in trouble.’ 
 
    ‘I told them that I was after the Clerics,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I denied any allegations of association with your beloved Watch.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well, can’t take any chances,’ Tharanor said, swearing moments after as another key failed. 
 
    ‘Do hurry up, would you?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘This isn’t terribly comfortable.’ 
 
    ‘I can just leave you there and find the statue myself,’ Tharanor replied, and Yuriath batted him with the back of her hand. 
 
    ‘We’ll have you out in a minute,’ Yuriath said. ‘How did you find the statue anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Mellara took me to the treasure room to try and find out what I was trying to steal from there,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘In the  process I was able to espy the faceless statue.’ 
 
    ‘I guess she realised you were probably after the same statue I asked Dendroth about,’ Yuriath said, flushing. 
 
    ‘Was the treasure room well-guarded?’ Tharanor asked.  
 
    ‘Not last time I visited,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I actually managed to break out once already, but after being thwarted by the locked treasure room door I tried to find a way out, only to be ambushed by several of Diojin’s thugs. I managed to defeat many, but alas they attacked from behind as well like cowards, and I was imprisoned as far back as they could put me.’ 
 
    Tharanor shot him a glare. ‘You’d better be more truthful about knowing the way,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I certainly know it better than you know how to find the right key,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Would you shut up?’  
 
    ‘Both of you shush,’ Yuriath said. ‘I’m going to go and check the corridor, try not to murder each other while I’m gone.’ 
 
    Tharanor and Archimegadon glared at each other for a second before looking away. It was a tense few minutes before Tharanor found the right key, with the silence becoming more unnerving than the explosions above ground. With that done, Tharanor then had to find the right key for the chains, which thankfully was a lot quicker than the door had taken. Mumbling thanks to Tharanor, Archimegadon pulled up his robes slightly and ran down the corridor to the exit, ignoring the yells of his former fellow prisoners. 
 
    ‘Oh, I brought your staff – you need that to do your magic, right?’ Yuriath said, pointing out where she’d left it before the fight with the guards. 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t bother to correct her. While some staffs helped mages with their magic-casting, the Staff of Antagules was actually intended to help communicate with Antagules over in the strange world of magic she inhabited. It was important for him to maintain his image, though, so he was grateful that she’d brought it. 
 
    Tharanor joined them, taking the lead and drawing his sword again. ‘Alright, mage, let’s get going. You remember which way?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I do,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Take that door on the right.’ 
 
    ‘Not up the stairs?’  
 
    ‘No, not up the stairs,’ Archimegadon replied, glaring. ‘Get going! We should pass some rooms where they operate on the injured if we’re going the right way.’ 
 
    ‘Alright,’ Tharanor said. ‘Given how we left things upstairs, though, I have a feeling they’re going to be busy there.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was pleased to find that there wasn’t much opposition on the way to the treasure room. It seemed that most of the Fallen Blade were gathering elsewhere to fend off the Clerics, though he and the guards did end up in a few altercations. None were too serious for the guards and their hired mage, though the mercenaries came off rather worse. 
 
    The first door of the three that preceded the treasure room was still not locked, and the second and third had not yet been repaired. That just left the final door, which Archimegadon feared was going to be a pain to clear. He was surprised, pleased, but also unnerved to find that the door lay open, the riches of Diojin bare for all to see. 
 
    ‘Did they already get inside?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘No, I can see it,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Look, there, against the back wall. It’s the statue.’ 
 
    Tharanor and Yuriath both peered, and sure enough they could make out the familiar white statue, its wings raised and pointing up to the heavens. 
 
    Please, someone… I am trapped here! 
 
    It was the voice of Teroth again. Archimegadon hadn’t heard it for a while, for which he’d been grateful, but now he was here, near the statue again, he could hear that same terrified voice of the imprisoned child. He glanced at Yuriath, and saw her looking slightly distracted. Perhaps Teroth was crying out to her again as well. When he caught sight of Tharanor, he felt a sudden flash of… what? Was it hatred, anger, or distrust? Archimegadon blinked. What had that been all about? 
 
    ‘Nothing to do but go in,’ Tharanor said. ‘Let’s finish this and get the hell out.’ 
 
    They entered the treasure room, weapons at the ready, and began to head for the statue. While Tharanor and Yuriath’s eyes were fixed firmly on the statue, Archimegadon looked for the patch of money where Mellara had thrown his relorans. He couldn’t help but eye the rest of the delicious treasure as well, drinking in the sight of riches he could barely believe were possible. What he could do with such… 
 
    ‘You,’ said a deep, resounding voice. ‘The mage. And you two, you are guards, no?’ 
 
    The companions whirled to see the intimidating frame of Diojin step out from behind a collection of statues (which all, thankfully, had faces). He was dressed only in leather trousers, while his upper half was bare, putting Archimegadon in mind of some of the dangerous berserkers who had fought for Valanthas in the old war. Even then he still looked twice the size of Tharanor, and the two-handed axe he wielded looked more deadly than any weapon Archimegadon had beheld in his time. 
 
    ‘Erm, good evening, sir!’ Archimegadon said. ‘How are you?’ 
 
    ‘You are part of this attack?’ Diojin asked. 
 
    ‘No, we are not,’ Tharanor replied. ‘We heard the attack start and came here to see what was going on.’ 
 
    ‘And in so doing, by chance found this mage in the furthest cell of my dungeon, and brought him here, to my treasures,’ Diojin said, tapping the enormous axe in his hand as though it were a small rod. ‘I am not finding this a believable tale.’ 
 
    ‘Listen, we’re not the important ones here,’ Tharanor said. ‘The Clerics are on their way here, and they…’ 
 
    ‘These wizards, they are the Clerics?’ Diojin asked, his eyes pitted in darkness. ‘The Clerics are cowards and idiots. They would never attack me.’ 
 
    ‘Times have changed,’ Tharanor said. ‘They have learned the art of summoning demons.’ 
 
    ‘That we have, Tharabum!’ Zamire said, stepping into the treasure room along with Zarastro and her new demon. ‘Now we’re here, please just step aside and we’ll finish this without any more fighting.’ 
 
    ‘I thought there were more of you,’ Diojin said.  
 
    ‘They’re busy killing off the last of your stupid swordsmen,’ Zamire said with a smirk. ‘Now go away, beardman, and take these dimwits with you.’ 
 
    Diojin did not look affronted in the slightest. He instead stepped over to Tharanor and the others, lining up alongside them. ‘I do not fear demons, little witch. Send it at me – I will send it back to hell.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, you are going to fight with us?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, you said they are your enemies, no?’ Diojin asked in return. 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘But I thought we were about to fight.’ 
 
    ‘If you prefer, I can kill you all as well,’ Diojin said. 
 
    ‘Ah… I’d rather you didn’t,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Then be quiet, and fight,’ Diojin said. ‘Prepare some counters for the witch.’ 
 
    ‘Er, about that,’ Archimegadon began, but it seemed that the leader of the Fallen Blade was out of patience.  
 
    Diojin hefted his axe and charged at the demon, bringing the blade overhead in a vicious arc that Archimegadon suspected would be fatal for the monster. The demon was faster, though, and skipped to one side in a fashion that seemed too nimble for a creature of its size and build. It bit out at Diojin, its bony jaws catching on his left arm and leaving a brutal gash. Diojin merely chuckled loudly and raised his axe again, circling as the beast sized him up for another bite. 
 
    Tharanor and Yuriath went for the demon, but Zarastro was having none of that. He stepped in the way and attacked Tharanor, causing the two guards to stop their charge prematurely. Caught off-balance, Tharanor found himself pushed backwards as Zarastro unleashed a relentless series of strikes. 
 
    Archimegadon scratched his hair and drew in a deep breath. He supposed that this meant he had to try to kill off Zamire. She looked to be getting annoyed with the fighting, unable to see an easy way of blasting any of her enemies without hitting her allies by mistake. Feeling slightly unnoticed, Archimegadon unleashed his first flamebolt at her, but she was fast enough to both notice and block it, smirking at him once the fiery defensive wall cleared. 
 
    ‘Who are you anyway, mage?’ she asked. ‘You’re not very good at this. Let’s see your own counter.’  
 
    Zamire conjured a ball of flame and sent it at Archimegadon, whose magical counter was simply to jump to one side, landing hard on the floor. He felt a flash of concern as he heard innocent relorans being struck behind him, but he supposed that now wasn’t really the time for that. Scrabbling to his feet, Archimegadon was only just in time to dodge another blast of flame, before sending his own flamebolt in reply. 
 
    He noticed Diojin still circling, more blood streaming from his thick arms as the demon continued to out-speed him. Keeping close to the demon, Zarastro was making it difficult for the two guards to get in close. Zamire dragged Archimegadon’s attention back with another attack, and Archimegadon was forced to summon one of his messy shields to deflect the flames.  
 
    ‘Oh, there’s something,’ Zamire said. ‘You can’t keep running forever though, old man. You’re no real mage.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ Archimegadon asked, and he pulled himself up to his full height. ‘Then behold this! For I am Archimegadon!’  
 
    He unleashed a torrent of flame to consume Zamire entirely, her and her smug grin. Folding his arms with confidence, Archimegadon waited for the magical flames to clear. When they did, he was bemused to see them replaced by Zamire’s grin, which had somehow grown in that time. She was surrounded by a bubble of flickery energy, which faded after a moment. 
 
    ‘Oh, too bad,’ Zamire said. ‘Guess you’re not as good as you thought, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Well, well, perhaps,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘But, erm… statues cannot block!’ He whirled and made to fire a flamebolt at the statue. 
 
    ‘No!’ Zamire said, and she raised a hasty fire shield in front of the statue. 
 
    Archimegadon turned and shot a flamebolt at Zamire instead, catching the sorceress as she defended the wrong thing. It was not his best flamebolt by a long way, but Zamire fell back and landed poorly on some of Diojin’s treasures. Wincing in pain, Zamire abandoned her companions and scrabbled out of the treasure room. Archimegadon kept an eye on the door for a couple more seconds to be sure she wasn’t about to sneak back in, before going after Zarastro, who was still playing his careful game of circling the demon. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ he yelled, firing one at Zarastro, which blasted the Cleric swordsman to one side.  
 
    Zarastro looked ready to rejoin the fight as he regained his feet, only to then notice that his leggings had caught fire. Panicking, and with good reason, he charged out of the room, shouting for Zamire to come back and help him put out the flames. 
 
    Tharanor meanwhile blinked, mere inches from the path of the flamebolt, and then threw Archimegadon another glare. ‘You could have killed me.’ 
 
    ‘More’s the pity,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Honestly, I save you and all you can do is complain!’ 
 
    ‘If you didn’t aim at me every time I wouldn’t need to!’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘You don’t see Yuriath whining every time,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Perhaps you should try to lighten up a bit!’ 
 
    ‘If by lighten up, you mean get set on fire, then yes, we’re pretty close to that!’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Well, perhaps you…’ 
 
    ‘Be quiet, you two,’ Diojin interrupted. ‘We have a demon still.’ 
 
    Yuriath had already joined Diojin’s side, ignoring the arguments of her companions, but the demon seemed to have the upper hand… or claw. Diojin was looking worse for wear, though he’d managed to leave a couple of gashes in the demon’s side. Tharanor scratched his beard and then shook his head, before racing over to help surround the demon. Archimegadon, still feeling professionally insulted, sulkily joined the semicircle, as they attempted to force the demon back against the wall and limit its ability to move.  
 
    ‘Now, mage,’ Diojin said. ‘Reverse the summoning.’ 
 
    ‘Er, I don’t know how to do that,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Bind it, then!’ 
 
    ‘…I don’t know how to do that either.’ 
 
    Diojin’s shoulders dropped. ‘What can you do?’ 
 
    ‘Flamebolt,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Sometimes Icebolt.’ 
 
    The demon didn’t seem to care much for this conversation, and with a sudden motion its tail lashed out, striking Tharanor in the midriff and throwing him back into a pile of coins. It then headbutted Yuriath, sending her stumbling backwards, and she nearly dropped her swords. Diojin swept out his axe, but the demon slid around the blade and snapped at the crime lord’s leg, though Diojin was too fast for that. Archimegadon rolled back his sleeves and prepared another flamebolt, only to be the next victim of the demon’s tail, and he fell back to join Tharanor amongst the relorans. 
 
    ‘Ouch,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll just try… to get back up,’ he continued, with a slightly over-dramatic tone, accompanied by laboured attempts to push himself to his feet. He surreptitiously pushed a few relorans into his pockets as he did so. 
 
    Once back on his feet, Archimegadon offered a hand to Tharanor, who nodded back at him.  
 
    ‘Without fire this time,’ Tharanor said with a brief smile.  
 
    ‘Look, you…’ 
 
    ‘Use your ice!’ Diojin said. 
 
    ‘Ah, right, of course,’ Archimegadon said, shaking his robes back into position. ‘Attend but a moment. Icebolt!’  
 
    The bolt struck the demon square in the side, and it turned to hiss at Archimegadon as it froze in place. It turned back to Diojin just in time for the great axe to cleave its head in two, and then it shuddered, before bursting into a cloud of darkness. Archimegadon wondered if the creature had been created purely from magic, or if this just meant that the demon was returning to the realm it came from. 
 
    ‘Much better,’ Diojin said, hefting the axe over his shoulder and stepping over to the doorway slowly to have a look out.  
 
    Tharanor, Yuriath and Archimegadon gathered together, looking between Diojin and the statue. Was it worth just destroying the statue now, or would that invoke the crime lord’s ire? 
 
    ‘Good work,’ Diojin called back once he’d apparently satisfied himself that the Clerics weren’t coming back. ‘I respect men and women who fight… even if they argue like children.’  
 
    Archimegadon and Tharanor both scowled. 
 
    ‘For that, I will not have you killed,’ Diojin went on. ‘But I do not want to see you in the docks again.’ 
 
    Tharanor looked like he was about to raise an objection when the appearance of Mellara interrupted. She looked tired, and had a cut across her left cheek, but she was wearing a triumphant smile. 
 
    ‘My lord, we’ve routed them,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You killed them all?’ Diojin asked. 
 
    ‘Not quite,’ Mellara replied. ‘After their leaders rushed off with the demon, we ambushed and killed off most of their people. The remaining few ran for it, and their leaders just hightailed it out of here as well.’ 
 
    ‘I guess that means we’re almost done here,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    Mellara looked over at him with surprise, before throwing Diojin an inquiring look. ‘What are they doing here?’ 
 
    ‘They broke in, saved their mage, then came here,’ Diojin replied. ‘They helped me defeat the demon and the little Cleric people.’ 
 
    ‘And you haven’t killed them?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘They had many chances to murder me,’ Diojin replied. ‘It seems their goal was to fight the Clerics as they claimed.’ 
 
    ‘Must be a first,’ Mellara said.  
 
    ‘Now, you three,’ Diojin said, and the companions all tightened up as the crime lord turned his attention on them. ‘I would grant you one favour, if you wish.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, right!’ Archimegadon said, and he stepped over to the pile of relorans where his Vortagenses reloran lay, distinctly darker than the other, newer coins next to the giant red gem he’d noticed before. He picked up the coin and waved it. ‘Some of this gold would be nice.’ 
 
    Tharanor and Yuriath stared at him. 
 
    ‘Er, no,’ Tharanor said. ‘No, we’re actually interested in the statue. That one over there.’ He pointed at the faceless statue. 
 
    Diojin’s axe rose up in an instant, and even Mellara looked surprised at his reaction. ‘I see,’ Diojin said. ‘Perhaps a boon is not in order after all. Nightshot, prepare your weapons.’ 
 
    ‘My lord?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘They want the same thing the Clerics did,’ Diojin replied. ‘It was a trick.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, what?’ Tharanor asked. ‘No, we want to destroy the statue, not use it.’ 
 
    ‘You will neither have, nor destroy, the statue,’ Diojin said. ‘I have been warned against your type, and I will not break my bond.’ 
 
    ‘Your bond?’ Yuriath asked. ‘Are you guarding this for someone?’ 
 
    ‘You’re guarding this for the Council!’ Tharanor said. ‘That’s why nobody ever breaks up your mercenary outfit, isn’t it? You’re on their payroll.’ 
 
    ‘A leap in logic, but not inaccurate,’ Diojin said. ‘It is a shame. I was impressed by your aid.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’m here for the statue, and I’m not leaving until we’re finished,’ Tharanor said. ‘Are you with me, Yuriath?’ 
 
    ‘To the end,’ Yuriath replied with a nod. 
 
    ‘What about you, mage?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    Archimegadon pursed his lips. He hadn’t really been paying altogether much attention to their chatter, since he’d been staring lovingly at his Vortagenses reloran.  
 
    ‘Well, I can’t say I’m terribly interested in all this silliness,’ he replied. ‘This entire matter has become an enormous waste of my time when it should simply have been a couple of days coming here and leaving. So, without further pause…’ 
 
    He pointed the Staff of Antagules.  
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon shouted, and the ball of flame shot out and struck the statue with surprising accuracy, and it burst into shards with a particularly satisfying bang. 
 
    A very awkward silence followed. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Diojin said. ‘We should have killed the pet mage when we had the chance. Remember that in future, Nightshot.’ 
 
    ‘Uh, yes, my lord,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘That does not change things, however,’ Diojin said. ‘Even with the statue destroyed, you will not be leaving my mansion alive. You know more than you should, and I do not trust your intentions.’ 
 
    ‘What’s so important about the statues anyway?’ Tharanor asked. ‘The Clerics seem to want them for something.’ 
 
    ‘I was merely paid to guard it from capture,’ Diojin replied. ‘Beyond that, I neither know much, nor wish to discover more.’ 
 
    ‘Then why do you care?’ 
 
    ‘Nightshot, who are these people?’ Diojin asked, ignoring the question, almost a bit too evasively to Archimegadon’s mind.  
 
    ‘The woman’s Yuriath Synarin, and the black-bearded one is Tharanor Vakard,’ Mellara replied. ‘They’re city guards.’ 
 
    It looked like Mellara had been about to continue, but Diojin interrupted with a roar of laughter. ‘Oh, I see,’ he said. ‘I change my mind, then. I do not care to throw my life into this sort of matter. The Fallen Blade will recover, and resume operations. Whatever foolish business you and the Clerics are pursuing, you may do it elsewhere, outside of my mansion and my docks.’ 
 
    ‘You’re letting us go?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘That is correct,’ Diojin replied. ‘I will have no part in magical games with demons. And, I suppose, you were brave enough to assist me with the demon. But you are not welcome to show your faces here any longer.’ 
 
    Tharanor, Yuriath and Mellara all looked very puzzled. Archimegadon meanwhile was trying to surreptitiously bury his shoes in the piles of gold, and sneak some coins into them while nobody was looking. 
 
    ‘Well, thank you,’ Tharanor said eventually. ‘We will not discuss anything about the statue to anyone.’ 
 
    ‘See that you do not,’ Diojin said. ‘Otherwise, the Fallen Blade will make itself known to your guards.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you are known to us,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘But the Council does not want you intervening,’ Diojin said. ‘Keep it that way, and we can both live good, long and prosperous lives.’ 
 
    ‘As I said, I’ll not take this business any further,’ Tharanor said. ‘Feel free to deal with any more Cleric members you meet, though.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, do not fear, they will regret what they did today,’ Diojin said. 
 
    Tharanor and Yuriath nodded uneasily at Diojin as they passed him, but the crime lord made no move to attack. He still wore a slight smile on his face from his outburst of laughter. Archimegadon limped over, and both Mellara and Diojin regarded him with suspicious eyes. 
 
    ‘Erm, I hurt my feet,’ Archimegadon lied. He lifted a foot to step out of the treasure room when the stolen relorans in his shoes gave off a guilty jingle. 
 
    ‘I will have those back,’ Diojin stated. 
 
    Archimegadon coloured. ‘Right. Erm… yes, here you go. Must have… during the fight…’  
 
    He tipped the coins out of his shoes and fled. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen: Dark Survivor 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon was surrounded by darkness. He blinked several times and wiped his eyes, before daring to step forward, his hands outstretched for any sort of wall or something to hold on to. The sound of his shoes on the stone tiles echoed through the void, and he wondered just where on earth he had found himself now. 
 
    The darkness became more oppressive and he froze, only for it to lift, and he saw that he was in some sort of small cell. He flinched as he looked to his right, coming face to no-face with another of those featureless statues. It was enclosed within stone walls, and had a barred window that looked out across a series of parapets and a couple of small, fluted towers. It stirred a memory in him, but before he could think further on that, he saw a small figure creep out of the shadows and reach for the bars of the cell.  
 
    At first, Archimegadon thought that it was a boy, but on a further look it seemed that the figure was slightly older than that, just deceptively youthful in appearance. He hazarded a guess at somewhere in the youth’s teens, either mid or slightly older even than that.  
 
    ‘My name is Teroth!’ the youth shouted out of the window. ‘They stole me from my home and they’re trying to force me to do terrible things!’ 
 
    It finally clicked with Archimegadon that he was having some sort of vision, and he recalled that his last clear memory was of attempting to sleep in the Rose and Thorn while Tharanor snored in the other bed nearby.  
 
    ‘Please help me!’ Teroth was saying. ‘I don’t want to do what they ask! I want to be free! I am stuck in the Citadel! Please save me! Please!’ 
 
    So that was why Archimegadon had recognised the view. It was the same design as the sinister castle that dominated the centre of Ferrina. He reached for Teroth but his hand just passed through the youth’s shoulder, and it didn’t look like Teroth could see him anyway. Teroth had slumped to the floor in misery, and he was staring at a collection of what appeared to be coloured chalks that had been placed in the centre of the room. 
 
    After a minute passed of nothing happening, Archimegadon lost patience and headed for the cell door, and to his pleasure discovered that he could step through it. He found himself in a very short corridor that appeared to have been built purely to lead to this cell. Archimegadon slipped through the next door, and stepped out into another, rather longer corridor, which stretched out to his left and right. 
 
    Archimegadon decided to follow the rule of mazes and walked along the left wall, passing a collection of similar cells, until he came upon a less sinister door that brought him into another short corridor. Starting to grow impatient with all these corridors, he was relieved when he finally stepped through one more door and entered a grand central hall of some sort, finding himself at the stop of some curved stairs that led down into the hall proper. On the wall was a painting of a group of miners. 
 
    While he was looking at the picture, Archimegadon felt his sight go hazy, and swore profusely as the darkness returned, and the vision was lost. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You don’t look like you slept at all,’ Tharanor said over breakfast. 
 
    The companions had picked a table at the edge of the hall in the tavern, tucked behind a column just in case Diojin or his mercenaries chose to come looking for them. In spite of the busy previous day, Yuriath and Tharanor both appeared to be in high spirits, while Archimegadon had the expression of someone who’d been out drinking all night. He picked irritably at his bread and chewed some before deigning to answer. 
 
    ‘Bad dreams,’ he said. 
 
    Tharanor glanced between Yuriath and Archimegadon. ‘Important bad dreams?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Archimegadon replied. He was still not particularly happy about being sent visions, nor indeed at the feeling the darkness had given him. ‘It was Teroth, again. I saw him, and I saw where he is being held.’ 
 
    ‘Where is he?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘The Council have him,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘He’s in a cell near to what looked like an entrance hall.’ 
 
    ‘You saw the entire route?’ Tharanor asked. ‘You think you could find your way in again if we went there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it wasn’t like a normal dream,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I can remember most of it. What are the chances that the Council enjoy visitors, dare I ask?’ 
 
    ‘Low,’ Tharanor replied. ‘The Citadel mostly stays shut. They socialise with nobles and visiting royalty, not people like you and me.’ 
 
    Archimegadon sniffed at the notion that he was not noble. 
 
    ‘Yeah, getting into the Citadel isn’t really going to be an easy task,’ Yuriath said. ‘Did you see the statue as well, or do we need to find that somewhere else?’ 
 
    ‘It’s right inside his cell,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘What did he look like?’ Tharanor asked. ‘Could you see what’s so important about him?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, no,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘He was a young fellow, not a child any more, but there was nothing terribly remarkable about him. He was yelling out the window for help.’ 
 
    ‘You’d think someone would hear,’ Tharanor said. ‘It doesn’t surprise me that the Council are up to bad business, though. They’ve had their hand in every statue we found so far. I just wish we knew what they want with Teroth.’ 
 
    ‘And what’s Marr want with the statues?’ Yuriath added. ‘Do they have some sort of power he can abuse?’ She turned to Archimegadon. ‘You’re the one with more experience. Did you sense anything important about the statues, or have you encountered such magical devices before?’ 
 
    ‘Erm, well, I didn’t sense anything, no,’ Archimegadon replied, feeling more and more sour that people kept asking him these things. ‘That being said, I suppose I did encounter a rather odd set of magical objects once in the past.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ Tharanor asked, looking most surprised. 
 
    Archimegadon shot him a glare. ‘Indeed, it was called the Throne of Mirrors. It was a room with a collection of mirrors containing the power of an ancient demon. The way it was set up was so that the one who activated the mirrors would take on the powers of that demon, and attain a sort of demonic godhood.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Tharanor said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    ‘Look, just because it sounds improbable, it doesn’t mean it’s not true,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It was, however, destroyed.’ 
 
    ‘So perhaps it’s possible that Marr wants power from the statues,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Either that, or if they’re being used to trap Teroth, he wants to control Teroth through them,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    ‘Who is this Marr fellow anyway?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘He just popped his head up out of nowhere. I just don’t understand why he’s suddenly started messing things up when none of us have ever heard of him before.’  
 
    He accompanied this with a grand gesture, throwing his hands up in the air, but succeeded only in knocking the Staff of Antagules to the floor. With a muffled curse, he bent to retrieve it. 
 
    ‘The only people who probably know that are the Clerics,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’d consider catching one and making him tell us, but they’re zealots, and they rarely talk.’ He frowned. ‘Well, not about what you want to hear.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve just about run out of spare time, though,’ Yuriath said. ‘I’ve got tomorrow and then we’re back on full-time guard duty.’ 
 
    ‘I’m working tomorrow,’ Tharanor added. 
 
    ‘I’ll head to the city records and see what I can find about Ferrina’s religions,’ Yuriath said. ‘Perhaps one of them will reference Marr.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I had better familiarise myself with the Citadel and its surrounds,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Not sure what else I can really add, mind, given that I don’t know this city at all.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry yourself too much,’ Yuriath said. ‘We’ll keep an eye out, and contact you if we find anything solid. Let us know if you get anything yourself, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘And be careful,’ Tharanor said. ‘This is the last statue, and our key to finding out what’s so important about Teroth. You can bet Marr and the Clerics know that too. Try not to wander too far from populated areas, because I wouldn’t put it past Sordath to try and have us killed for our interference so far.’ 
 
    ‘Fair point,’ Archimegadon said, his voice displaying none of his sudden rush of nerves. He was, of course, quite capable of dealing with insolent Clerics, but he still didn’t like the idea of being a target. 
 
    ‘I think that’s probably heavy enough for breakfast chat,’ Yuriath said after a moment. ‘Let’s talk about something nicer.’ 
 
    Archimegadon couldn’t have agreed more. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I am lost for words,’ Sordath said. ‘I don’t know whether to kill you both right now, or torture you to death! What were you thinking?’ 
 
    Sordath’s study was as close now to how it had been when he’d lost his faith, papers strewn messily across his desk, and his chair toppled after he’d risen to his feet in sudden rage. Zamire and Zarastro cowered before him, Zarastro using the door as a half-shield against his master’s rage. Sordath strode past Zamire and grabbed Zarastro, yanking him fully into the room. He slammed the door shut and stepped past them both again, reaching for his chair and setting it right again. 
 
    Then he turned. ‘You both will answer to Marr for this. I will not take the blame for your second failure. I sent you more than enough aid to search the docks, and you managed to get almost all of them killed!’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry, Master, we…’ Zamire began. 
 
    ‘I do not want to hear it!’ Sordath said. ‘These were not simple foot soldiers, not idiots and imbeciles to fritter away. They were friends and colleagues, fellow believers in our cause! And no insignificant number either!’ 
 
    ‘Diojin had the statue,’ Zamire said. ‘We had no choice but to attack. He and his mercenary outfit were guarding it heavily. We couldn’t sneak it out like at the warehouses.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t sneak the one at the warehouse out either!’ Sordath said. 
 
    ‘We didn’t just have the mercenaries to deal with,’ Zarastro said. ‘Those guards were there, with the mage.’ 
 
    ‘They are just three people,’ Sordath said. ‘Surely with a demon and all your back-up you could have stormed this treasure room and got the statue out?’ 
 
    Zamire and Zarastro glanced at each other unhappily, remembering that they’d sent most of the Clerics after Mellara, thinking Tharanor and company were nowhere near. It wasn’t really something they wanted to admit to Sordath. 
 
    Sordath eyed them both and realised he wasn’t going to get a straight answer. ‘Nothing to say? No defence for this?’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry, my lord,’ Zarastro replied. ‘We will get the next one.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we will,’ Zamire said. 
 
    ‘No, you won’t,’ Sordath said. ‘I’m finished with leaving things in your hands. I will be collecting the last statue.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you want to put yourself in such danger?’ Zamire asked. 
 
    ‘I do not fear the guards, nor their mage,’ Sordath replied. ‘I will direct our final operation, and this time there will be no failures!’ He picked up some of the papers from his desk and cast them at Zamire and Zarastro, though the papers simply fluttered in the air for a moment before gliding to the floor. ‘Look at all this. Reports of disturbances in the docks. A guard report detailing that a “cultist group” attacked a mansion in the middle of the day!’ 
 
    ‘We had to do it before Tharanor and Yuriath got their guards to come and raid the mansion,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘I do not care,’ Sordath said. ‘We have thrived on our low profile, and now you’ve made a total spectacle. Everyone knows about us now. This is a disaster!’ 
 
    There was a sudden knock at the door, and Zamire and Zarastro visibly jumped. Sordath frowned, watching as the door to his study slowly swung open, the creak suitably ominous and dramatic. A woman stepped into the room, dressed in black leather armour, and at first Sordath thought it was the City Watch here to arrest them all. Then he realised that her deep green cloak was not standard issue for the guards, and relaxed slightly. He recognised her voice, though – it was the woman from the alley. 
 
    ‘It’s the best thing that could have happened,’ the woman said. She regarded Sordath with piercing green eyes, her face framed by long brown hair. ‘You realise that you and your Clerics are now feared in the docks, right? Nobody else has had the guts to attack Diojin head-on.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we didn’t really know he was someone to avoid,’ Zamire said, looking awkward indeed. 
 
    ‘Lucky chance,’ the stranger said, shrugging. ‘What matters is you have a reputation, now. People fear you.’ 
 
    ‘What use is fear to us now?’ Sordath asked with a snort.  
 
    ‘What use is fear?’ the woman repeated. ‘To be successful, a ruler needs either love, or fear.’ A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. ‘Fear is so much more convenient.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Sordath asked, curiosity getting the better of him. 
 
    ‘It’s time for you to reveal Marr to the city,’ the woman replied. ‘Not these useless bits of graffiti, but a true declaration of his power. You must prepare the people for us to claim Ferrina for the dominion of Marr.’  
 
    Sordath drew his blade. Whoever this was, she knew too much about his ambitions. She didn’t flinch as he stepped forward to strike the killing blow, but instead smiled slowly as the room darkened, and the candles on the walls flickered. Sordath froze, and stared at the woman questioningly as he felt a chilling presence around him. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Nobody,’ she replied. ‘But if you want my name, I am Valia Relassis, Knight of the Order of Endless Skies. Formerly a companion of the Mage for Hire, Archimegadon.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve come here to kill us, then?’ Sordath asked, wary despite outnumbering her quite significantly. 
 
    ‘Don’t be stupid,’ Valia replied. ‘It wasn’t me who stayed your hand just then. It was Marr.’ 
 
    Sordath looked up at the ceiling out of habit, though he knew that if Marr was anywhere in this world, it was not in the heavens. ‘My Lord… was it truly you?’ 
 
    Of course. 
 
    The High Templar glared at Valia. ‘Then… what are you doing here? Whose side are you on?’ 
 
    ‘Why, I serve Marr, Sordath,’ Valia replied. ‘And don’t be so cross, I’m here to help you.’ 
 
    ‘If you are a friend of Archimegadon, why would you help us?’ Sordath asked. ‘He has been a thorn in my side since he first arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Because he is not my friend,’ Valia replied, her self-assurance fading for just a moment as her lip curled. ‘And because I have helped the Clerics before, though it didn't go all that well, I will admit.’ 
 
    ‘You were at Aldrack?’ 
 
    ‘And Arranoth,’ Valia replied. ‘I sided with Lord Bartell, though if I remember right, he killed the god of your old religion.’ She smirked. 
 
    ‘You remember correctly,’ Sordath said, not without some sourness. 
 
    ‘Whatever you think of these two guards you’ve been hopping about fighting, you need to keep in mind that it is Archimegadon who is the real threat,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘But he’s a terrible mage,’ Zamire burst out. 
 
    ‘Yes, I won’t deny that,’ Valia said. ‘But he is also resourceful. He managed to turn the tables on Lord Bartell and Sen Delarian, and he didn’t need complex magic to accomplish that.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all well and good,’ Sordath said, ‘but how and why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘Thanks to you Clerics, I escaped the disaster at Arranoth,’ Valia replied. ‘The old man managed to screw things up for Lord Bartell, so I ran for it.’ Her self-mocking smile returned. ‘It had that hero’s triumph vibe. Wasn’t worth risking my life for a clear defeat.’ 
 
    ‘You ran out of the mountain before it exploded?’ 
 
    ‘No, I ran into a bunch of your friends,’ Valia replied. ‘They teleported out and took me with them, so we came here, to Ferrina, to meet up with other Clerics. That’s what they told me, anyway. I scouted you out as well, and after I offered my help to you, Marr spoke to me. He knew I had been one of Archimegadon’s companions, and he told me that I had a chance for revenge.’ 
 
    ‘So you want to be a Cleric, is that it?’ Sordath asked. 
 
    ‘It’s all questions with you,’ Valia said with a grin. ‘No, I don’t. I’ve already been made Marr’s knight. I am here to help you get the last statue, and also to put an end to Archimegadon and his friends.’ 
 
    ‘If it is Marr’s will, then I shall not argue,’ Sordath said. ‘Remember though, I am High Templar within these walls.’ 
 
    ‘And Marr is Lord everywhere,’ Valia said. ‘Don’t get upset, we can work together just fine. I’m not planning to steal your throne.’ She eyed Sordath’s desk chair, and his lips thinned with anger. 
 
    ‘So be it,’ Sordath said after a short pause. ‘I will fill you in, then, as we are working on getting the last statue now. If you’d follow me…’ 
 
    * 
 
    Obdo threw another plank onto the fire. It was still a bit feeble, so he reached for another scrap of wood, but his fingers grasped at empty air. He sighed heavily and got to his feet, looking around for anything else that could possibly be burned, but there was nothing that could realistically be used. Their campfire was on probably the only dry part of this marsh, and the only available wood was drenched. 
 
    Set adrift by the bandits, Obdo and Neurion had sailed merrily down the river for heaven knows how long, but either way it had been too long for his tastes. They’d tried to sing old ditties to keep their spirits up, but at first they’d disagreed on the words, and eventually had run out of songs to which they knew any lyrics. 
 
    They’d tried to shift their weight to slowly direct the raft into the shore. Obdo didn’t know if they’d made any difference, but eventually it had run ashore at the edge of this miserable marsh, where only the flies kept them company. A joint effort to break the mast had resulted in Obdo landing face-first in marsh sludge, but a brief struggle later had resulted both in them extricating themselves from the ooze,  and then in them shifting until they’d pulled themselves and their bindings off the shattered mast. 
 
    Neurion had gone hunting again, though Obdo wasn’t holding his breath. They’d travelled for a few days inland, hoping to find some form of civilisation, and so far they’d dined off some strange berries that grew around the marshes. Neurion had assured his companion that the Light claimed they were not poisonous.  
 
    Even if Neurion did manage to catch some proper meat, they had no way to properly cook it, given that the marsh haze seemed to kill most fires Obdo tried to light. The last of the dry wood they’d salvaged from the raft had run out, so they’d be having some cold nights from here out. 
 
    ‘What ho, Obdo,’ Neurion called, and the farmhand sighed. 
 
    ‘Hello, Neurion,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Not the best pickings today, sorry,’ Neurion said. ‘Everything ran away from me, again. But good news. I saw a light!’ 
 
    ‘A light?’ Obdo brightened up. ‘Was it a town?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure how to describe it, exactly,’ Neurion replied. ‘It looked a bit like… like…’ He peered around the small camp, and then pointed at the fire. ‘It looked like that.’ 
 
    Obdo stared witheringly at his companion. ‘Was it, by chance, our fire that you saw?’ 
 
    ‘Come to think of it, I’m not sure,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Pass the berries,’ Obdo said. He wondered, not for the first time, if they were doomed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen: Portents of the End Times 
 
      
 
    And so time passed. 
 
    Yuriath spent a busy day flicking through dusty tomes, looking for anything that might relate to the dark god Marr, but her searches seemed fruitless.  
 
    ‘There seems to be a point where the histories of Ferrina disappeared,’ she said to Archimegadon, as they sat at his fireplace. Since Tharanor was still on duty, she’d decided to report her findings to the Mage for Hire first. ‘There are some witness accounts that the city was devastated by mythical creatures, and a few of the books reference that many records were lost in the ensuing fires as the city burned.’ 
 
    ‘This all sounds rather serious,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You suppose the Clerics are looking to do something similar?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Yuriath said, running a hand through her hair. She’d abandoned her usual ponytail, and she looked particularly harassed and concerned by what she’d been finding. ‘I can’t see any specific details about the period. Any records of the Council or whoever ruled at that period are missing. Guard reports, mining sheets, any money records, it’s all just gone. It’s like somebody just took that period of history and tossed it into the big pit at the centre of the city.’ 
 
    ‘So there is the possibility that it was Marr then as well,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Weren’t there a couple of incidents with alleged demons here?’ 
 
    ‘The first time wasn’t a major incident like the second,’ Yuriath replied. ‘It just seems that a lot of the people who first came to this place ended up worshipping a variety of named demons. None of the ones recorded were called Marr. The Order of the Light at the time was called in, and they converted the heathens – by words, or by sword.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, they can be a rather forceful bunch,’ Archimegadon said, thinking of the seizing of Castle Aldrack by Grand and his paladins. 
 
    ‘There was one thing I noticed,’ Yuriath said, sifting through her scribbled notes. ‘The time period this second event actually happened was around the time Valanthas was founded.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, what?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I thought Valanthas was older than Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘No, it looks like Ferrina actually was the major power around these parts,’ Yuriath said. ‘Then Vortagenses set up shop nearby, and the history of Ferrina blanks out. After that, we just have reports of demons destroying most of Ferrina, and following a year of the city being left empty, the Order of Mages came over from Valanthas to sort it out.’ 
 
    ‘You think Vortagenses was behind the demons?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Yuriath replied. ‘He died not all that long afterwards. For all that he was our Founder, he didn’t get to see much of Valanthas. It seems interesting timing, though. Ferrina would definitely have been the biggest threat around the region at the time.’ 
 
    ‘I saw Vortagenses maimed and ruined by Bartell,’ Archimegadon said, gazing into the fire. ‘It seems unlikely that he’d return as this Marr fellow. His staff would have been destroyed when the Throne of Mirrors exploded, and that’s it for necromancers who bind themselves to their staff.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Yuriath said with a sigh, sitting back. ‘It was easier when it was just Sordath and his cronies. Ever since you turned up, everything’s become all complicated.’ 
 
    ‘My apologies, madam,’ Archimegadon said, throwing her a dry look. 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t mean it like that,’ Yuriath said, and she leaned forward to order her notes again. ‘I just wish I knew what Sordath and the Council are up to. I wish I knew who Teroth is, and why he wants us to save him. And I’m afraid of Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Tush, you shouldn’t worry so much,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This isn’t so bad. I have been in far greater binds, and believe you me, we’ll get out of this one as well. We’ll just sneak into the Citadel, break the statue, free Teroth, and we’ll be heroes.’ 
 
    ‘Freeing Teroth isn’t going to fix things,’ Yuriath said. ‘At least, we don’t know if it will. Until we know who or what he is, we’re blind.’ 
 
    ‘If Marr and the Council are this afraid of him, then perhaps he will be able to stop whatever it is they are up to,’ Archimegadon said. ‘There’s no point worrying about it now.’ 
 
    ‘I guess not,’ Yuriath said. ‘I almost regret looking all this up, though.’ 
 
    * 
 
    More days passed, and Archimegadon heard nothing from either Yuriath or Tharanor. He visited the Citadel a couple of times, until the guards began to recognise and glare at him as he admired the walls and learned the layout of the area. Deciding not to get himself a shifty reputation, Archimegadon abandoned his searches, and instead spent his days largely relaxing at home with good books. 
 
    After five days had gone by, he ventured out of his house and headed on his way to Market Square. Things were a  lot quieter when he reached the shopping centre of Ferrina. Probably a quarter of the stands had been abandoned, and maybe half of the usual crowd was here. The tailor looked delighted to have Archimegadon return to purchase more overpriced robes, which the mage duly did with a couple of the relorans he’d managed to get away with thieving from Diojin. 
 
    After doing the rounds a couple of times, finding very little of value to look at, Archimegadon noticed that the majority of people who were stopping and staring were not, in fact, gathered around a stand, but instead near the side of a building. Curiosity grabbed him, and he elbowed his way through the crowd to see what had drawn their attention. 
 
    ‘What a load of nonsense,’ one man was saying as Archimegadon made his way towards the front of the crowd. 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t mock,’ another man said. ‘You heard what happened to Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘Pack up and leave, then,’ the first said. ‘Rubbish like this doesn’t scare me.’ 
 
    ‘I heard they burned down the docks,’ a woman added.  
 
    ‘Not a single survivor in Aldrack,’ someone else said. 
 
    Archimegadon barged to the front and saw that someone had been painting the wall again, but this time it was more than just two words. Accompanied by two green painted eyes with red irises, the message read: 
 
    We are the Clerics 
 
    We are the wise men of this generation 
 
    Know that this kingdom’s end is soon 
 
    Cities shall fall one by one 
 
    The crown will topple from the King’s head 
 
    We have studied 
 
    We know this 
 
    Follow our guidance, and you need not fear 
 
    If you would follow us, mark your door with M 
 
    Let it be known that you serve the One True God of Ferrina 
 
    Marr Endures 
 
    ‘A load of nonsense indeed,’ Archimegadon said with a snort.  
 
    ‘Take it seriously!’ someone said. ‘This has happened before. All of this!’ 
 
    ‘If I believed all the messages like this I’ve seen over the years, Valanthas would have ended possibly fifteen times,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Hear, hear,’ said the cynical man who had denounced it before. 
 
    ‘Nobody I know has even heard of Marr,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Do any of you know him?’ 
 
    There was a general murmur of denial. 
 
    ‘Then stop paying attention to this sort of silliness,’ Archimegadon said, and he barged his way out of the crowd again. 
 
    The message had put him in a bad mood, and he decided to cut short his little shopping trip. He headed over to Luken’s shop again in the hope that maybe it had reopened, but it was still boarded up. The lights were on this time too, and Archimegadon was strongly tempted to burst the windows open with a flamebolt and demand to know what was going on in there. Reason took over, and he settled for angrily waving his staff at the shop front. 
 
    He turned around to see the dirty figure of Ringing Helrem a short distance away.  
 
    ‘Woulds you like…’ Helrem began. 
 
    ‘No, I wouldsn’t!’ Archimegadon said, storming off. He’d had quite enough of Market Square for one day. 
 
    * 
 
    It was a few days before Archimegadon heard from either of the guards again. He’d just about recovered from his bad mood and was enjoying a bawdy comedy novel when he heard a knocking at his door. Archimegadon stopped daydreaming and hurried over, throwing the door open and striking a noble pose. He was met by the very unimpressed face of Tharanor. 
 
    ‘Oh, you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Hello, mage,’ Tharanor said with a nod. ‘May I come in?’ 
 
    ‘If you must,’ Archimegadon replied, stepping out the way. 
 
    Tharanor stepped inside and closed the door behind him, sliding one of the locks closed as he did so. Archimegadon narrowed his eyes and then made a show of locking it with his key as well, just to one-up the guard.  
 
    ‘Take a seat,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Tharanor said, picking Archimegadon’s usual chair. 
 
    Disgruntled, Archimegadon took the seat that Yuriath usually sat in. Noticing a spare coin on the table, he snatched it up before Tharanor could get his hands on it. 
 
    ‘So, what brings you here?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Business,’ Tharanor replied. ‘We’ve had some developments at last.’ 
 
    ‘Ah!’ Archimegadon rubbed his hands together. ‘Have we found out the identity of Marr?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘Did you find out what the Council are up to?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know the truth about Teroth?’  
 
    ‘Look, just let me explain instead!’ 
 
    ‘My apologies, good sir,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Okay, first off, let me just say,’ Tharanor went on, ‘I know we’ve not got on in the past, but you know, we’ve made some good progress against the Clerics, and I do want us to work together to beat Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, alright,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well, I would like to work together as well, naturally.’ 
 
    ‘So, look, we have a visiting dignitary coming to Ferrina soon,’ Tharanor said. ‘As far as I know, he’s been touring the towns and cities around this region after Aldrack was destroyed, to show that the kingdom is still strong.’ 
 
    ‘Is it the King?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘No, it…’ Tharanor caught himself, and continued in a calmer tone. ‘No, it isn’t the King. It’s Orgus Alhamis, the head of the Order of Mages.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, him,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    Orgus was the man who’d masterminded the Mage Schools, which had turned out untrained mages like Archimegadon in return for rather high schooling fees for a brief course. At the time, Archimegadon had admired the man, but had since gained a more cynical view of the Mage Schools and their creator. 
 
    ‘Now, the upshot of this is that he’s going to have a big parade,’ Tharanor said. ‘The City Watch is going to be deployed around the Citadel for security. This is our big chance to get in and rescue Teroth.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well, that’s good news indeed. Any idea where you’ll be stationed?’ 
 
    ‘The favourite guards are going to be placed near the parade,’ Tharanor replied, ‘while everyone else will be in and around the Citadel itself, since Alhamis isn’t going to spend much time there during the festivities. Neither myself nor Yuriath will be near the parade. We’re not favourites.’ 
 
    ‘So there’s a chance you’ll be able to help me get in?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘That’s what we’re hoping,’ Tharanor replied. ‘That, or we’ll be able to check into it ourselves. We’ve not worked out the full details yet, but we just found out today and Yuriath thought you should know.’ 
 
    ‘Kind of her,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That’s her way,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Any word on Sordath or the Clerics?’ 
 
    ‘Not seen them in person,’ Tharanor replied. ‘They’ve been making a big show of what they did at the docks, though. Have you seen what they’ve been writing around the city?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a big message down at Market Square,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘That’s not the only one,’ Tharanor said. ‘They’ve written the same thing all over the place. I’ve already seen M on a few doors.’ 
 
    ‘You’re joking?’ 
 
    Tharanor shook his head. ‘Ferrina has too many roots in its dark past. Too many ghost stories. And with all this business at Aldrack as well. People are afraid.’ 
 
    ‘People are stupid!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘All too often, the two go together,’ Tharanor said, his face grim. ‘I bet Diojin is furious. He’s come out of this looking very weak.’ 
 
    ‘But they killed most of the Clerics!’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Nobody’s broken his mansion open like that before,’ Tharanor said. ‘To us, Zamire and Zarastro acted like idiots, rushing into something they didn’t understand. To the people outside of this business, they bravely attacked one of the major powers in Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘Good grief,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Suddenly, politics make a lot more sense to me.’ 
 
    ‘Hah, well let’s not get into that,’ Tharanor said with a grin. 
 
    ‘I don’t like all of this,’ Archimegadon said after a moment. ‘I know you don’t believe me about Bartell, but it wasn’t all that different before, with everything building up. It unnerves me.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like it either,’ Tharanor said. ‘When I started this business, it was just me and Yuriath against a group of disorganised cultists. Now I don’t know quite what we’re up against, and the stakes suddenly seem a lot higher.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, we don’t know exactly what will happen if the Clerics get the last statue anyway,’ Archimegadon said. ‘There’s probably no need for us to get so jumpy.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not,’ Tharanor said, nodding. ‘I should get back to Yuriath, though. We need to start planning.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You two really aren’t together?’ 
 
    Tharanor visibly winced. ‘No, we’re not,’ he replied. ‘Once, perhaps, yes. But I screwed it up.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see,’ Archimegadon said, regretting the question. ‘I am sorry I brought it up.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Tharanor said, avoiding his gaze. ‘It was a big thing to mess up, and I’ll never make up for it. But I still try.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, sir,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well, I wish you the best with that. And I suppose I shall hear from you again soon?’ 
 
    ‘Once we have a plan I’ll let you know,’ Tharanor replied as Archimegadon let him out of the front door. ‘Just stay out of trouble, okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve managed it so far!’ 
 
    ‘That depends on your perspective,’ Tharanor said, and he shut the door behind him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen: Flaming Vengeance 
 
      
 
    Zamire and Zarastro knocked at the study for around fifteen minutes before Luken finally showed up to put them out of their misery. 
 
    ‘What are you two doing?’ Luken asked, his eyeglasses shaking with his irritation. ‘The Master is in the meeting chamber. Knocking there’ll do you no good.’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’ Zamire said. ‘I thought…’  
 
    She stopped, not wanting to air the suspicion. Ever since the defeat in the docks, Sordath had not called on either her or Zarastro, and indeed had not spoken to them even outside of Cleric business.  She had the distinct feeling that they’d fallen so far out of favour that he would eventually have them kicked out of Ferrina entirely. 
 
    ‘Yes, well get going,’ Luken said. ‘It’s tedious enough with the shop closed, let alone having to listen to you banging that door all afternoon.’ He shooed them down the corridor, and was apparently not satisfied with leaving them alone until they’d descended the steps into the Cleric lair proper.  
 
    It wasn’t the biggest lair, really, but it was enough for their would-be organisation. The Clerics had tracked down some old mining tunnels and purchased the shop above them, and then dug into the rock under the pretence that they were making a small cellar. They had instead occupied several of the tunnels, though some had already been partially collapsed, while others the Clerics sealed off themselves. They’d then installed some meagre accommodations for many of the Clerics, which were largely shared rooms where they slept on makeshift beds. A few larger chambers had been carved out, for meetings and teaching, and these had received a bit more love than the sleeping rooms. Zamire and Zarastro slept amongst their fellow Clerics down here, since both had been turned out by their families a long time ago, until Sordath had taken them in. 
 
    Sordath had turned down living in relative safety deeper in the Cleric tunnels. While the security of living further from the surface had been appealing, he’d found the tunnels to be both cold and damp, making it uncomfortable as well as damaging for his religious texts. 
 
    Zamire and Zarastro stepped quietly into the main meeting chamber, a sombre cave full of chairs that all faced a central platform. Normally, it was used for Sordath to give sermons, but today it was mostly empty, and a table had been laid out on the platform. Sordath and Valia were standing there together, both staring at something on it. 
 
    ‘Master,’ Zamire said. ‘Uh, hello!’ 
 
    Sordath didn’t look up, though Valia cast them a brief, dismissive glance, before she, too, looked back at the table. Not to be deterred, Zamire scurried down between the chairs, joining Sordath and Valia on the platform. A map of the Citadel had been set out in the middle of the table, and a collection of notes lay cluttered to either side of it. Zamire saw that many were lists of Cleric names, with hastily scribbled words like guard, lookout and advance next to them.  
 
    Other bits of paper included numbered steps, many of which had been crossed out or corrected several times. There were also a couple of diagrams, one of which seemed to be a big square with the Cleric names listed again, in some sort of formation. Zamire also noticed a letter with unfamiliar handwriting next to a small pile of relorans, but it was too far away for her to read it properly. 
 
    ‘Uhm, Master?’ she asked after a minute. ‘We’re not listed here.’ 
 
    Sordath acknowledged her for the first time, his body not moving in the slightest, but his eyes swivelling to regard her from beneath his heavy eyebrows. ‘No, you are not.’ He looked back down. 
 
    ‘Why are we not?’ Zamire asked. 
 
    ‘Because you are not going, that’s why,’ Sordath replied. 
 
    ‘Master, please, I know it went bad but we don’t even need to be doing the important stuff,’ Zamire said. ‘Just let me help somehow.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll help best by doing nothing,’ Sordath said. ‘This operation is far too important to be left to you two. Even on the sidelines you will find some way to ruin it.’ 
 
    ‘Sir, that’s not fair!’ Zamire said.  
 
    Zarastro stood mutely next to her, unwilling to dispute anything his master said. Valia’s mouth tugged slightly into a smirk. Zamire noticed, but it only strengthened her sense of indignation. 
 
    ‘Sir, we’ve risked our lives several times for you,’ Zamire said. ‘I’ve killed people for you! Don’t kick us out, please!’ 
 
    ‘You did it for our god,’ Sordath said. ‘Make your peace with him if you must. I have made my own decision. You are sitting this one out.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, you could have killed them too, but you just let them run away!’ Zamire said. ‘We could have dealt with them in the forest ages ago!’ 
 
    ‘Zamire,’ Zarastro said, grabbing her arm. 
 
    Sordath’s frame tightened, but he said nothing. Valia stepped round the table and brushed her hair back over her shoulder. 
 
    ‘Come on, you two,’ she said. ‘The plan’s already been made without you. It’s fine, though. You’ve taken part in more than anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but… this is the last one,’ Zamire said, feeling incredibly childish all of a sudden.  
 
    ‘That’s a no, Zamire,’ Valia said, her voice hard. ‘Pestering us isn’t going to change the plan. Go and take a week or two off. Relax.’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think you are anyway?’ Zamire asked. ‘You just turn up here and try to act like you’re the boss…’ 
 
    ‘Zamire, go,’ Sordath said. ‘And you too, Zarastro. You both had your chances. Now get out.’ 
 
    Zamire was ready to keep arguing but her eyes fell on the list of Clerics without her name, and with Valia’s name at the top, and she let out her breath without wasting it on words. She gave Sordath a quick nod and left with as much dignity as she could muster. Shutting the door behind her was incredibly hard, though. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe it,’ she said to Zarastro. 
 
    ‘I can,’ he said. ‘Everything has been more serious since Marr. We have a real god on our side this time. The Master doesn’t want to fail, and we have displeased him.’ 
 
    ‘You agree with him, huh?’ Zamire asked, disgruntled. ‘You’re such a yes-man.’ 
 
    ‘Just think about it,’ Zarastro said. ‘Master Alkaras wants the statues to help him with the summoning. We lost two, so that leaves just one.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve mastered maths at least,’ Zamire said, kicking at the dust on the floor. 
 
    ‘We lose this one, and the plan’s over,’ Zarastro said. ‘Tharanor and Yuriath win, and our lord Marr might even abandon us. So Master Alkaras doesn’t want it to go bad again.’ 
 
    They slunk down the corridor to the room Zamire shared with other female Clerics. It was empty right now, just a collection of six lonely beds, three to either side, and a couple of tables where the other Clerics had left a few belongings like books and quills. Zamire sat on her bed dejectedly while Zarastro hovered nearby, looking awkward to be in the ladies’ room. 
 
    ‘We have to do something,’ Zamire said. ‘We can’t just get left out of this.’ 
 
    ‘The Master made it very clear,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘The Master is just angry,’ Zamire said. ‘And, you know, maybe he’s right to be mad – but he’s wrong to leave us out.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you think we should do?’ Zarastro asked. 
 
    ‘We have to get rid of those guards,’ Zamire replied. ‘Kill Tharanor, kill Yuriath, kill the other guards… and finish off that crappy untrained mage of theirs as well!’ 
 
    ‘We can’t even beat the three of them,’ Zarastro said. ‘You think we can take them on, and the rest of the Watch as well?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I do,’ Zamire replied. ‘If the City Watch is gonna get in the way of the Clerics, then that stupid Valia woman is right. We need to send them a message. They don’t screw with the Clerics! We’re the… wuh… the wi… the…’ 
 
    ‘…The wise men of this generation,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, exactly!’ Zamire said. ‘And then the Master will see that we’re his faithful servants.’ 
 
    ‘But how are we gonna beat the guards?’ Zarastro asked. ‘You want to sneak up on them in the streets?’ 
 
    ‘No, we’re gonna do something different,’ Zamire replied. ‘I’ll summon a bunch of demons and we’ll break apart their guardhouse.’ 
 
    ‘A bunch?’ Zarastro asked. ‘Didn’t the Master say it was dangerous to summon more than one? Isn’t that why we want the statues?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care, Marr himself showed me how to summon many, and I’m going to do it,’ Zamire replied. ‘Then we’ll really make those guards pay.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Now, this is the life!’ Obdo said, throwing back another beer. 
 
    They’d escaped the marsh. He was still amazed to think of it. Forget Aldrack, forget Arranoth, they’d survived a week of drudging through the most vile and depressing landscape he’d ever encountered, and they’d gloriously stumbled back onto the Central Way. Sure enough, it hadn’t been hard for them to find a comfortable tavern along the route to rest in. For the first time in far too long, they’d had hot food and decent drinks! 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t drink so much,’ Neurion said. ‘It isn’t healthy.’ 
 
    ‘We just spent like a week living off marsh berries,’ Obdo said. ‘I’ll be damned if this isn’t healthier than that.’ 
 
    ‘Drinking is a sin,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Everything’s a bloody sin with paladins,’ Obdo said. ‘It’s a wonder they want to save the world when they hate it so much.’ 
 
    ‘I love the world,’ Neurion said. ‘It’s just that I hate seeing you waste yourself like this.’ 
 
    ‘Pff, don’t lie,’ Obdo said. ‘You think I’m a necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘I do wonder, sometimes,’ Neurion said. ‘We’re not too far from Ferrina now. You shouldn’t make yourself ill when we’re this close.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be fine,’ Obdo said. ‘You didn’t see how much I drank when Sir Mage was all mopey.’ 
 
    ‘I shall take that as a blessing,’ Neurion said, disappointment clear in his voice. 
 
    ‘You’ve no right to be high and mighty anyway,’ Obdo said, quirking an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘Yes, well, shush,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Obdo and Neurion had lost every penny they’d had to the bandits who’d sent them on their little journey down the river on the delightful raft. The money they’d used to afford the rooms and the splendid meal tonight had not, exactly, been legitimately earned. Well, it had been legitimately earned, just not by them.  
 
    ‘Not like he was preaching your religion anyway,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I don’t think it was right to steal from a holy man,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘He didn’t need that much money,’ Obdo said. ‘He probably won’t even notice that some of it’s gone. Besides, he was telling everyone how important it was to help the weak and needy.  After that marsh we were the prime candidates for divine intervention.’ 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t make fun of the divine,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Long as it’s not your god you should be fine, right?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘The Light may be the only true divine,’ Neurion replied, ‘but the demons that call themselves gods may also hear your blasphemies and seize your soul.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you Light people have to be so dark?’ Obdo asked. He took another swig of beer. ‘Did you hear that bunch over by the fireplace, by the way?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t hear anything but you with this racket,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Guess it is a tad busy tonight,’ Obdo said. ‘Well, seems it’s going round that Bartell and Delarian killed some evil cult but died in the process. The same evil cult that destroyed Aldrack.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Neurion said. ‘That isn’t true, Bartell led the cult!’ 
 
    ‘Well, he sorta did,’ Obdo said. ‘But yeah, nobody knows about us, but those two sods got away with it. Hell, that bunch by the fire were all over how heroic they were.’ 
 
    ‘They were, once,’ Neurion said, his tone begrudging. ‘But they do not deserve accolades for what they did in the end. They planned to kill everyone, including those people by the fireplace. And those people will never know that they’re praising such evil men.’ 
 
    ‘And you wonder why I drink,’ Obdo said. 
 
    * 
 
    Sordath felt particularly ill-at-ease as he loomed in the shadows of the damp alley, surrounded by the buzzing of flies that swarmed over junk recently discarded from the nearby tavern. Just round the corner he could see the outer walls of the Citadel, which even now were under the dour watch of heavier guard than usual. Perhaps scouting hadn’t been such a good idea. 
 
    ‘We went to all that trouble to get you the floor plans,’ said his companion. 
 
    Sordath turned to glare at Valia, who had exchanged her favoured green cloak for one of the black cloaks the Clerics used when they were off doing their usual shadow-sneaking. In the gloom she looked deathly pale, though her slanted smile indicated that she was feeling in quite good spirits.  
 
    ‘Yes, you did,’ Sordath said, failing to keep the impatience out of his voice. 
 
    ‘So please, tell me what you’ve discovered here that we couldn’t have found out from those?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘The plans are merely black lines on white paper,’ Sordath replied. ‘Visualisation will be key. I do not wish to walk in blind, relying on vague map work to guide me.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be just fine,’ Valia said. ‘I can show you most of the way anyhow.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been inside?’ 
 
    Valia smirked, and Sordath found himself wishing once more that Marr had found someone else to be his personal knight and representative. ‘I have,’ Valia replied. ‘They’re complacent at night, and I had some investigating to do.’ 
 
    ‘I’m certain it was fascinating,’ Sordath said. His eyes roved up and down the walls, noting each imperfection, tracking the guard movements and the blind spots nearby. If the plan worked, this would hardly be necessary, but given the failures of his underlings, he knew there was a chance that he’d need a back-up. ‘So tell me, Valia, what brought you into the service of our lord Marr?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not here to make friends,’ Valia replied with a snort. 
 
    ‘You didn’t do a good job of befriending that mage of yours, after all,’ Sordath said. 
 
    Valia’s eyes narrowed, and her face flushed, quite at odds with her usual complexion. ‘That idiot deserves nothing but contempt. Alright, you want to know why I joined Marr? It was not long after I got here with those other Clerics.’ 
 
    ‘But you were friends with the mage before that, no?’ Sordath was pleased to see Valia more flustered as she became angrier, and enjoyed his temporary advantage in their rivalry. 
 
    ‘Forget that for a moment - you Clerics are down-and-outs, right?’ Valia asked, her emphasis on the term clearly intended to provoke a reaction, but Sordath simply nodded. 
 
    ‘I gathered the discarded children of this city and turned them into people that mean something again,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘Think of me as that, then,’ Valia said with a self-mocking smile. ‘I worked pretty damn hard all my life to become a knight, and all I got for it was being posted to a pointless village on the edge of civilisation. As if that wasn’t bad enough, my superior assigned me to assist – assist, not lead – a bunch of ragtag adventurers taking on an important mission to deal with a traitorous assassin and her band of thieves.’ 
 
    ‘Would I be correct in assuming that this Archimegadon was a member of that adventuring bunch?’ Sordath asked. 
 
    ‘You would,’ Valia replied. ‘They then proceeded to treat me like garbage, and used cheap conman tricks to earn fame, while I, for my actual helpful efforts to stop Akarith and then Lord Bartell, was completely overlooked!’  
 
    Valia seemed to catch herself as her voice began to grow shrill, and apparently noticed how childish she sounded, as she flushed with embarrassment and took a moment to clear her throat. Brushing her messy hair back over her shoulder, she continued. 
 
    ‘That was the last straw for me, really,’ Valia said. ‘Everywhere I went, it was obvious to me that those in power were corrupt. And Bartell – well, maybe not a good example of someone in power – but still, he used to be a hero, and what he was saying made sense. He wanted to wipe out the current order and rebuild the world under fair and rewarding control. It… it had an appeal to me.’ 
 
    Sordath could tell that Valia was leaving something out, but doubted she trusted him enough to spill it. ‘Interesting,’ he said instead. ‘You indeed seem to have been drawn to our order twice, and for the reasons that align with our own tenets. We seek to cast off the petty controls created by those in power – the King in particular – and re-establish order, with magic brought to the forefront once again.’ 
 
    ‘Surely not much room for a knight in there, then?’ Valia asked with a smirk. 
 
    ‘We don’t seek to eliminate those without proper magical attunement,’ Sordath replied. ‘However, the current power fears us, and limits us. My brethren of the Clerics were cast out by this corrupt power, but together with Marr, we may be able to overturn these rulers and re-found the kingdom.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Valia said, and her expression was unreadable. ‘So yeah, I joined Bartell, only for that damn mage to get in my hair again and ruin everything. I escaped narrowly with my life, only to end up stuck in this city. And, no offence, but if you’re in a bad mood already, this place doesn’t help.’ 
 
    ‘I find the shadows soothing,’ Sordath said. 
 
    ‘To each their own,’ Valia said. ‘I was hiding out in Old Town when I heard a commotion, and I looked out to see none other than Ardon with those two new guard friends of his, and you can imagine how I felt. They were chasing off your two lackeys at the warehouse, and that gave me the idea to come to you. Your Clerics who dropped me off here gave away your hideout pretty easily, so I waited by one of the quieter exits for you.’ 
 
    ‘Timrus was never very intelligent,’ Sordath said. Valia’s eyebrow quirked at the use of past tense, but Sordath did not elaborate. 
 
    ‘Of course, it was when I contacted you – and you ignored me – that Marr noticed,’ Valia went on. ‘He told me things similar to what you said – promised revenge, and also the possibility of breaking the King’s power over Valanthas, along with the rest of his favoured noble buddies. You know, my family has a strong heritage of serving the rulers of this country, and plenty of branches of our family tree have been cut off early to protect those pampered princes and princesses. 
 
    ‘My family would… disagree… with my choices recently. But the people they protect don’t care about them. It’s all a big one-way sham, with the lot of us dancing on strings for people who will never know us. But Marr knows me. And he will let me prove myself.’ 
 
    Sordath nodded slowly, finding himself in agreement with Valia at last.  
 
    ‘He will bring change indeed,’ Sordath said. ‘But it will be up to us to see that through.’ 
 
    ‘I’m ready this time,’ Valia said. ‘The old man will regret siding against me again.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon had grown impatient with hanging around at his house, and his occasional visits to Market Square had been less than entertaining given the gloomy atmosphere that had settled on Ferrina. On the plus side, it had resulted in the City Watch attempting to find the Clerics at long last, though as Tharanor had said last time they’d met up, the Commander was still dismissive of anything Tharanor and Yuriath told him. They’d decided not to go into details on Teroth, but they had at least been able to warn him that the Clerics might be planning something to do with the visit of Orgus Alhamis.  
 
    Archimegadon’s impatience had pushed him to check in with Tharanor and Yuriath at the guardhouse, mostly because he’d forgotten to actually ask when the parade would be taking place. As he drew nearer, though, he was unnerved to hear the sounds of shouting coming from nearby. Rounding the last corner, he stared in shock as he saw a crowd of guards outside the front brandishing weapons, surrounding what seemed to be a fire.  
 
    His initial instinct was to run away. It had served him for many long years, and was a hard habit to kick. Only in recent days had he ever really been brave enough to risk himself in battle against demons, sorcerers, and deranged swordsmen, and it was a couple of seconds before he mastered himself enough to charge towards the commotion. 
 
    As he drew closer, he saw that the fire the guards surrounded was in fact another demon, its very flesh ablaze. He wondered at first if the creature had been set on fire by a mage, only to realise that the flames were its own as it pressed the attack on the guards. Some of the guards were armed with only swords, which were too short to reach the demon through its flames, but they were assisting in keeping the creature contained with shields. A couple of others were tentatively poking at the beast with spears and polearms, though even then they had difficulty getting that close. 
 
    Archimegadon rolled his sleeves back and prepared to assist. Now, flamebolt wasn’t going to be much good here, so that meant he was going to have to do another icebolt. He wasn’t really very adept at casting icebolts, though, and his first couple of attempts managed to create only a feeble ice cloud puff. Not one to be deterred, he summoned all the iciness that was within him, thinking of cold things like… well… like this damned city, for one. 
 
    His powers swirling all about him, Archimegadon aimed the Staff of Antagules at the flaming demon.  
 
    ‘Icebolt!’ he said, and a shard of thick ice manifested itself before him, before shooting across the street and into the midst of the assembled guards. 
 
    At that exact moment, one of the guards managed a vicious stab that cut through the demon’s flaming armour and right into its heart. It let out a dying roar only to be silenced as the icebolt struck it full in the mouth. 
 
    ‘Haha!’ Archimegadon yelled in triumph. ‘Another victory for the great Archimegadon, Mage for Hire.’ 
 
    The guards turned and regarded him with a particularly unimpressed air. 
 
    ‘Ah, erm, good teamwork, chaps!’ Archimegadon said. He looked at the guardhouse’s shattered front door and wondered how much damage this beast had done. ‘So, er, what happened?’ 
 
    Most of the guards decided to ignore him as a loon, and instead poked the slain demon with their weapons to be sure it was dead. Another guard, though, stepped over to him. 
 
    ‘Thanks for trying, at least,’ the woman said. It wasn’t Yuriath, Archimegadon could tell that much, but the voice was not familiar. ‘I don’t know quite what’s going on. We got attacked by several of those things.’ She gestured her polearm at the blackened demon corpse, which seemed to be disintegrating into a dark cloud as they watched. 
 
    ‘Was anyone with them?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I didn’t see,’ the guard told him. ‘But I think there’s still a few inside, keeping people trapped. Not everyone has got out yet.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, I see,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    He was not a fan of fire (at least, not when it was directed at him), and certainly not confident that he could fight more of these demons if they met in one of the guardhouse’s shadowed corridors. All the same, he did at least have some feeble ability in ice magic, and was concerned that neither Tharanor nor Yuriath was out here in safety.  
 
    ‘You keep watch here,’ he said to the guard, and then turned to the shattered doorway.  
 
    The interior was even more shadowed than on his previous visit, if such a thing was possible. Either the demons or any Clerics with them had destroyed many of the lamps and candles on their way into the guardhouse, along with many of the furnishings, which lay across Archimegadon’s slow path into the shadows. 
 
     ‘Yuriath!’ he shouted, kicking a broken chair to one side. ‘Tharanor! Where are you imbeciles?’ 
 
    There was no answer. Swearing, he headed in the general direction of Yuriath’s room, occasionally stopping to keep an eye out for any more of the demons. While he could certainly hear muffled fighting elsewhere in the building, and the occasional uncomfortably-close hissing, he didn’t run into any trouble for several minutes.  
 
    Finally he heard shouting, and found a shut door that had been blocked by a large cabinet that had presumably been moved there by human hands, unless the demons were more delicate with their claws than Archimegadon had anticipated. It seemed that the attacking party had barricaded these people in, whether out of malice or to keep them from fighting back. 
 
    ‘Get away from the door!’ Archimegadon yelled. ‘Are you away?’ he asked after a couple of moments passed. 
 
    ‘Yes, hurry!’ came the reply. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon said, and the ensuing spell smashed the barricade, sending wooden shards flying down the rest of the corridor. ‘You bunch alright in there?’ 
 
    ‘Think we’re all okay,’ one person replied. 
 
    Archimegadon peered inside to see it was the guardhouse kitchens. It seemed that many of the serving staff had been trapped inside, though they now filed through the door. He watched them as they all stood in a crowd in the shadowed corridor, and then checked to see if they were waiting for anyone else to come out. 
 
    ‘What are you all doing?’ he asked once he’d determined that nobody else remained. ‘Get going!’ 
 
    ‘Can you lead the way?’ one of them asked. 
 
    ‘No, I need to find my friends,’ Archimegadon replied, annoyed that this distraction had taken so long already. 
 
    The assembled crowd looked miserably down the corridor at the damage that had been left by the demons. These were not warriors, and if any demons happened upon them along their way to the entrance, they’d likely stand no chance. Archimegadon sighed with resignation. 
 
    ‘Very well, come on now,’ he said, lifting his staff in the air slightly and gesturing for them all to follow.  
 
    They moved very slowly through the guardhouse, and Archimegadon did his best to listen for any demonic presences. The longer they went without encountering another demon, the more nervous he felt, but the echoing corridors made it hard to get any idea of what was going on elsewhere in the guardhouse. His relief as they reached the guardhouse entrance was dashed as he remembered that, unlike these people, he had to go straight back in again. 
 
    Yuriath’s room was deserted, and also totally destroyed. Archimegadon couldn’t make out much of what had happened to it, but it didn’t look like any bodies were in there. Leaving that wing of the guardhouse behind, he stumbled through the debris towards Tharanor’s room. Blissfully, that part of the guardhouse also seemed clear of demons, and Archimegadon took a couple of minutes to clear his head a bit. Tharanor wasn’t here either, but it seemed that some of their notes about Ferrina were. Archimegadon briefly debated saving the notes before catching himself and recalling that now really wasn’t the time. 
 
    After checking another couple of corridors he realised he’d run out of places on the ground floor, which meant he’d have to risk heading upstairs. If the demons weren’t down here, then they’d all be together upstairs to back each other up. Archimegadon tapped his foot as he stood at the base of the stairs, gazing up into the darkness.  
 
    He didn’t want to. He couldn’t do it, no, there was no way. He’d been through too much, he’d risked too much, just to kill himself venturing into a demonic ambush.  
 
    As he stood there hesitating, a figure emerged from the gloom, facing back the way she’d come from, stooped halfway as though clumsily attempting to remain unseen. After a moment, she turned and ran off to one side, blue cloak fluttering behind her. Archimegadon recognised that red hair… it was Zamire, likely behind this summoning. Though he’d got the better of her through a cheap trick when they’d met last, her mockery and clear superiority in magic still stung. His temper took hold of him, and he charged up the stairs in pursuit. 
 
    Archimegadon rounded a couple of corners and stepped into a large room that he guessed was some sort of hall for meetings or instruction. A further inspection showed a few target dummies, though most appeared to have been damaged to the point that replacing them would be a mercy. At the far end of the hall he saw Zamire, who seemed to be trying to shoulder-barge a door open. 
 
    ‘Stop right there,’ Archimegadon called out, and she spun to face him. 
 
    On seeing Archimegadon, Zamire pulled her hood up, adjusting her pose to feign confidence. He could see her face illuminated in the flickering candlelight, dripping with sweat. She was breathing hard, and seemed to be having some slight trouble standing. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s you, the idiot mage,’ Zamire said. ‘Like what we’ve done with the place? It seems a bit of a wreck, don’t you think? I guess I’ll just burn it down so we can build something better.’ 
 
    ‘You absolute ass,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘If you enjoy fires, enjoy this flamebolt!’  
 
    Zamire had been good at blocking his magic before, but this time she seemed to struggle quite badly, though her magic shield just about appeared in front of her in time. She stumbled back a couple of paces, stooping slightly. 
 
    ‘Surely you’re not tired already?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You have no idea of the powers we have,’ Zamire said. ‘I’ve done what the Master said I could not. I’ve summoned a whole load of demons, and they’re tearing your little guardhouse apart.’ 
 
    ‘It looks like it’s tearing you apart,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    Zamire did indeed look worse for wear, though to be fair her robe looked designed more for comfort than combat. She leaned against the wall for support, but her eyes lost none of their hatred. 
 
    ‘Just you wait, mage,’ she said. ‘Once Lorzakh or one of the others gets here, you’ll be finished.’ 
 
    ‘I’m right here, Cleric,’ Archimegadon said, stepping towards her. ‘Why not do it yourself?’ 
 
    Zamire pushed herself off the wall and raised herself to her full height, and her hood fell back again. ‘Yeah, why not?’ she asked, raising her right arm. ‘Darkstrike!’ 
 
    It was not hard to block. Whatever magicks Zamire had commanded previously had been diminished quite heavily by either whatever fights she’d got caught up in, or this mass-summoning she’d spoken of, and Archimegadon knocked the darkstrike aside, sending it sailing into one of the target dummies. He stepped forwards and grabbed the front of her robe, and she cowered. 
 
    ‘I am not going to kill you,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You are going to undo this summoning instead.’ 
 
    ‘I am a faithful servant of Marr,’ Zamire said. ‘I’m not gonna do it.’ 
 
    ‘Just get on with it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This Marr fellow doesn’t care if you die here. You’re nothing but a gullible pawn for such beings.’ 
 
    ‘Marr gave me this gift,’ Zamire said. ‘And now, he’s given me this.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon asked, and then stumbled as a heavy force struck him in the back of the head. His vision blurred and he released Zamire, but fortunately he hadn’t suffered any real damage. 
 
    Turning, he saw the familiar bearded face of Zarastro, always following his fellow Cleric around like a puppy. Archimegadon cursed that he was still making the same mistake as he had with Bartell and Elsim, but now wasn’t the time. He stumbled backwards as Zarastro’s fist lashed out for a second strike, but the Cleric only hit empty space. 
 
    ‘Get your filthy godless hands off Zamire,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘If you think Marr is a god, you’re even stupider than I believed,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Marr has spoken to us,’ Zarastro said. ‘I have seen he is real. Marr endures, mage, but you won’t. This is the end of the road for you.’ 
 
    ‘I hardly think two imbeciles like you are going to defeat me, the great Archimegadon, Mage for Hire and Hero of Valanthas!’ Archimegadon said, trying to circle so that he could escape out of the door he’d come in through. While it hadn’t taken him down, Zarastro’s punch had left him with a searing headache, and he didn’t feel he could quite muster his wits enough to risk a fight. 
 
    ‘Your friends are going to die as well,’ Zarastro said. ‘Last I saw, they were pinned in a burning room with Lorzakh.’ 
 
    ‘And what, pray tell, is Lorzakh?’ Archimegadon asked, stalling as he continued to circle the Clerics. He noticed that Zamire had positioned herself behind Zarastro, leaning against the wall and panting heavily. 
 
    ‘Lorzakh is the demon of fire, summoned from Marr’s kingdom,’ Zarastro replied.  
 
    ‘If he’s a demon, why is he from Marr’s home?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I thought gods and demons were opposed.’ 
 
    ‘You thought wrong!’ Zarastro replied. ‘All are ruled by Marr. And Lorzakh and his children are here to burn away your sins.’ 
 
    ‘I really cannot stand you cultist types,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You’re almost as damnably annoying as paladins, and there’s nothing that annoys me more than them.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ Zarastro asked. ‘I’ll show you just how much you can get annoyed!’ 
 
    Archimegadon frowned. These two weren’t really the best to match wits with. On the plus side, though, he’d fully circled so that his back faced the door.  
 
    ‘Yes, well flamebolt!’ Archimegadon said, not bothering to waste his splendid intellect further on these Clerics. While Zarastro and Zamire were distracted by the flamebolt, Archimegadon bolted, slamming the door shut behind him.  
 
    Once he was a reasonable distance way from the Clerics for a moment, he stumbled as he realised just how much that punch had sapped his strength. He leaned against the wall for a moment and stared at the nearby stairs, which thankfully were still intact. It would probably be for the best just to run for it now, and leave the rest to the guards. He couldn’t shake Zarastro’s gloat from his head, though, and sighed as he pushed himself further into the upper floor to look for Tharanor and Yuriath. 
 
    Here and there he saw guardsmen fighting with demons, but none of them appeared to be Tharanor or Yuriath. Finally, though, he heard a familiar shout, and he ran past shredded tapestries to find the gaping entrance into another hall. Tharanor and Yuriath were inside, facing down an orange and black demon that was twice the size of the others. Just as with the previous demons Zamire had summoned, this one was reptilian, with no eyes, but unlike the previous ones, its back was lined with deadly spikes. Similar to the demon outside, it blazed with arcane fire, and the two guards were clearly having trouble striking the beast. 
 
    ‘Mage!’ Tharanor shouted as he noticed Archimegadon enter. ‘Get in here, we need help!’ 
 
    ‘Well yes, that’s what I was doing,’ Archimegadon said with a scowl. 
 
    ‘Can you put out its flames?’ Yuriath called from the other side of Lorzakh. 
 
    ‘I can try,’ Archimegadon replied, and he blasted the demon with another icebolt. While it caused Lorzakh to stumble, it did nothing to diminish the blaze. 
 
    ‘Damn this fire,’ Tharanor said. ‘I can’t get close enough to kill it!’ 
 
    And yet the demon was still avoiding getting too close to him with care. Archimegadon pondered why this was, considering that Lorzakh could probably easily kill Tharanor and Yuriath just by charging them and bathing them in its demonic flames. Rather than casting further, Archimegadon watched instead, dimly recognising that both Tharanor and Yuriath seemed to be shouting at him. He ignored them, though, watching Lorzakh’s tail sweeps at Yuriath, and its careful claw swipes directed at Tharanor. What was it avoiding? 
 
    Then he realised, as Tharanor tried another unsuccessful lunge. Lorzakh was afraid of Tharanor’s magic sword. It also seemed to be determined to kill Tharanor above anyone else, even though it could probably have turned on Yuriath, who lacked any magical weapons of her own.  
 
    ‘Tharanor,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The demon seems to be worried about your sword.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Tharanor asked, looking sceptical indeed. 
 
    ‘It keeps backing away from your sword,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Keep it distracted! I will try to stun it, and then you can finish it.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    ‘I do say so!’ Archimegadon said. ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    He unleashed possibly his greatest Icebolt since Sen Delarian, striking Lorzakh full in the side. Against the flames, it stood no chance of encasing the demon in ice, sadly, but it did dull Lorzakh’s fire, and caused the creature to stumble. Tharanor hesitated, hovering with his sword raised, but unwilling to get closer. 
 
    ‘Get on with it, you ass!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Right, right,’ Tharanor said. ‘Beast, you stepped wrong today!’  
 
    He reversed his sword, lifted it, and lunged forwards, stabbing it down in the centre of Lorzakh’s fearsome head. The magical blade slid effortlessly through the demon’s skull, its glow flashing and lighting Lorzakh with green flames. 
 
    In a sudden panic Tharanor released the blade and stumbled backwards, watching as the green fire consumed Lorzakh. The three companions covered their eyes, and once the light had died down a bit they looked to see the blackened bones of Lorzakh, its fires put out. Tharanor stepped forwards tentatively and retrieved his sword as the skeleton dissolved into a fading cloud of darkness. 
 
    ‘Quite a fancy weapon you have there,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That’s an understatement,’ Tharanor said, gazing at the sword. 
 
    ‘Marr damn it, what’s wrong with you people?’ came a sudden shriek, and the three turned to see Zamire and Zarastro standing in the doorway. It looked like they had come to back up their demon, but were a bit late to the show. 
 
    ‘You two,’ Tharanor said. ‘In the name of the City of Ferrina and the Council, as guardsman of the City Watch, I hereby command you to lay down your arms and surrender into my custody.’ 
 
    ‘Go jump in the fire,’ Zamire said. 
 
    Zarastro stepped out of sight as Zamire backed away from the doorway, and Archimegadon swore as a burning cabinet was pushed across the exit, presumably by Zarastro.  
 
    ‘See you on the other side!’ Zamire called, and Archimegadon heard her and Zarastro run for it.  
 
    ‘I don’t think my sword will be any good against that,’ Tharanor said, as he tried to get close enough to kick the flaming cabinet out of the way. 
 
    ‘The one time I can actually help out with magic, and you don’t tell me to,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Icebolt!’ 
 
    The blast cleared the doorway, though it left shards of burning wood scattered across the corridor. The three companions could still get through, but they had to skip over the flames one by one, giving the Clerics even more of a lead. Zamire and Zarastro were just rushing out of sight at the end of the corridor, and were still at the top of the stairway down to the main entrance of the guardhouse when Archimegadon and the others rounded the corner. 
 
    Zamire and Zarastro both cursed as they looked down, and then over at Tharanor, Yuriath and Archimegadon, before bolting off down the corridor instead. Archimegadon charged after them, noting as he passed the stairs that there was a crowd of guards at the bottom.  
 
    ‘Give up, you two!’ Archimegadon yelled after them. ‘Nobody else needs to die today.’ 
 
    ‘Get lost, you stupid old man,’ Zamire called back.  
 
    The two Clerics hovered at a turning, and Zamire barged right through the door into the hall where Archimegadon had faced her before. Zarastro ran off down a corridor to the left instead, pausing briefly to look for where his companion had gone. His eyes fell upon Archimegadon and the two guards, though, and he panicked and ran for it. 
 
    ‘You get Zamire,’ Yuriath said. ‘We’ll take care of Zarastro.’ 
 
    ‘Got it,’ Archimegadon said, and they parted ways. 
 
    He stepped into the hall, but winced at a sudden heat. It seemed that Zamire had set a couple of the target dummies on fire, and the flames were starting to spread to the nearby tapestries as well. Archimegadon was nearly spent now, his head still throbbing, but judging from her slow stumbling, Zamire was pretty much out of energy herself. 
 
    ‘Nowhere left to run,’ Archimegadon said as Zamire faced the locked door at the far end of the hall. 
 
    ‘You’re wrong,’ Zamire said, her eyes closed as she gulped down hasty breaths. ‘Master Sordath will be pleased with what we’ve done. And Marr himself will rescue me.’ 
 
    ‘Marr probably doesn’t even exist,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Merely the derangement of your daft leader.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, not at all,’ Zamire said, her mouth quavering into a vague smile. ‘I told you, he’s spoken to me. He’s not like Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘He’s exactly like Vortagenses,’ Archimegadon said, stepping closer, but throwing the occasional glance behind himself. ‘And let me tell you, he won’t save you now.’ 
 
    ‘You’re wrong,’ Zamire said. ‘Go away, old man. I’ll kill you.’ 
 
    Archimegadon folded his arms, regarding her with derision. ‘You’re finished, Zamire. It’s been a long run, but it’s over. Surrender and you don’t need to die.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ Zamire asked, and she sent another darkstrike at Archimegadon, but he simply sidestepped it, it was so slow. 
 
    ‘Come on, you idiot, we’ll both die in here if you draw this out any longer,’ Archimegadon said, stepping a pace away from the burning target dummies 
 
    ‘Think you’re so… smart,’ Zamire said, wiping a hand across her face. ‘Well… you won’t get me!’ She raised a hand and another darkstrike shot out, but this time it was not at Archimegadon. 
 
    It struck the ceiling, and much of it collapsed between her and Archimegadon. The Mage for Hire snorted and stepped forwards to hop over it when Zamire squeezed her eyes shut and gestured at the rubble, and flames rose up from it, forming a wall of fire. The Cleric laughed at him as the fires spread from the rubble, dancing in concert with the flames of the demons. 
 
    ‘No luck for you,’ Zamire said. ‘And now, I’m getting out of here.’ 
 
    She turned to the doorway and grabbed the handle, and by the look of shocked frustration, she’d forgotten that it had been locked last time too. Archimegadon blinked as she suddenly fell to one knee, grabbing her arms tight. Zamire looked around herself, as if searching for someone, and then she whispered softly, just audible as Archimegadon stepped closer. 
 
    ‘My Lord, please, I need your aid,’ she said. 
 
    ‘He won’t help you, Zamire!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Get rid of this fire, let me help you instead.’ He tried icebolt on the fire, but the flames seemed to almost lash back at him in defiance. It seemed that he’d need something else to interfere with these dark magicks. 
 
    ‘Screw you!’ Zamire said over her shoulder. She returned her gaze to somewhere beyond the ceiling above. ‘My Lord, please! I’ll die.’ 
 
    Archimegadon waited with dread anticipation, wondering if he’d at least see this mysterious deity that the Clerics had begun to serve, but nothing besides the flames moved in those few long seconds. 
 
    ‘What?’ Zamire opened her eyes again, and suddenly she rose to her feet, her gaze now firmly aimed downwards, though Archimegadon could not see what she was looking at, if anything. ‘But... but no! Marr! My Lord. Please!’ 
 
    ‘Lower the flames, Zamire!’ Archimegadon yelled.  
 
    ‘I… I… but,’ Zamire said, gazing at the flames as though Marr would appear there, but there was nothing. ‘Alright, mage, I’ll…’ 
 
    It was too late. The burning, damaged ceiling overhead collapsed over her, and Archimegadon stepped away before he too was buried. He stared at the wreckage for any sign of her, but more of the ceiling collapsed, and he decided to desert the hall altogether. It was no longer worth risking staying here, and with a surprising moment of regret, he ran for it. Behind him, the pyre Zamire had built for herself blazed. 
 
    * 
 
    Zamire had intended for the flames to keep Archimegadon at bay, but they took on a life of their own within only a few minutes. The flames spread throughout the guardhouse while the few remaining people inside rushed out to safety, and for the next couple of hours the fire reigned unopposed, until the mages of Ferrina marshalled and did what Archimegadon had lacked the knowledge to do.  
 
    They went about clearing and dispelling the flames, handling the last couple of demons that prowled the burning corridors. Some of the healers amongst the mages tended to the injured in the street, and Archimegadon visited them himself, after spending so long in the smoke when he’d faced Zamire. He certainly felt a lot better for having done so. 
 
    Tharanor and Yuriath made it out as well, though they had bad news. 
 
    ‘Zarastro got away,’ Tharanor said as they gathered a short distance from the crowd outside the guardhouse. ‘He snuck behind another demon and we had to kill it. Lost track of him after that.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’d hoped to catch at least one of them and get some information out of them.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Zamire?’ 
 
    ‘Caught in her own flames,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Stupid girl. She’s the one who started this fire, but then she got herself trapped. She babbled at Marr for help, but clearly he wasn’t interested.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Yuriath said. She hugged herself tight and looked up at the smoke that still rose over the guardhouse. ‘Seems weird that she’s gone after all this time we’ve spent tracking her and Zarastro.’ 
 
    ‘Zarastro is still at large, though,’ Tharanor said. ‘So is Sordath. Our work isn’t over yet.’ 
 
    ‘More’s the pity,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If this is what they can do with just a few demons, I hope they don’t have other summoners in their number.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt Zamire is the only one they have,’ Yuriath said. ‘Even if she was, Zamire called their god Marr the Summoner. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of these creatures.’ As Tharanor and Archimegadon grumbled about that, she scratched her hair. ‘You called that big demon Lorzakh, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, indeed, madam,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘The one in the warehouse was called Alkhresh,’ Tharanor added. 
 
    ‘Right, I wonder,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Wonder what?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll let you know later,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Let’s go and get something to drink, though, I’m parched.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was not about to disagree with that plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen: Making Plans 
 
      
 
    A few days passed before Archimegadon heard from Yuriath or Tharanor again. He received a small note under his door that told him to come to Market Square during Yuriath’s shift when he could next manage it, so he gathered his finest robes and took up the Staff of Antagules before heading out into the city again. He didn’t meet anyone on the way, though he noticed a couple of suspicious glances from windows. Pursing his lips, he pondered if maybe walking around in his magey appearance was not a poor idea with the Clerics becoming more and more feared.  
 
    The damage to the guardhouse had been greater than just the deaths of guardsmen and their staff, or the ruin of the long-established building. Many people, formerly afraid of the tough justice of Ferrina’s City Watch, had gone on crime sprees, robbing shops and homes alike. In the docks, many rival gangs to the Fallen Blade had begun stirring up trouble and both the Watch and the Blade had struggled to control the situation. Old Town had stayed quiet, but Archimegadon had heard from a couple of Market Square gossips that a large number of Ms had sprung up on doors in that district. 
 
    The Clerics themselves had gone quiet again. Archimegadon didn’t know if he preferred it that way. While the Watch were alert to the Clerics’ increasing influence, they had yet to find any clear lead on where the Clerics were hiding out. He only wished he knew that himself. 
 
    He found Yuriath at the centre of Market Square, keeping a stern eye on the stands with one of her swords already drawn. The stand owners nearest to her looked a lot more comfortable than those further away. She’d left her hair down again, looking much less like the confident guard he’d first encountered in the pub outside Ferrina, but she broke out into a big smile when she saw him. 
 
    ‘Hey there, Archie,’ she said. ‘I’m on duty here today, figured I should have a word with you before everything goes down tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘It’s tomorrow?’ Archimegadon asked in surprise. 
 
    ‘You forgot?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Archimegadon replied, not meeting her eyes. 
 
    ‘Well, never mind,’ she said, regarding him with amusement. Her expression then darkened. ‘Look, we don’t get much time off right now, since the Clerics… well, they murdered a lot of the guards... so this will have to be quick.’ Her eyes left him and tracked the marketplace, but she continued talking. ‘I went back to the city records after one of the shifts.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, were you after anything in particular?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I was,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Those two names… Alkhresh and Lorzakh… they suddenly rang a bell for me. I checked the books again and I was right – they were two of the names in the list of the old gods the original Ferrans worshipped when the city was founded.’ 
 
    ‘Those things were hardly gods,’ Archimegadon said, snorting. 
 
    ‘No, they weren’t,’ Yuriath said. ‘Still, weak as they were – in god terms – they were still demons. Doesn’t say much for this Marr the Summoner.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t on the list though, if I remember correctly,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, though perhaps it wasn’t a full list,’ Yuriath said. ‘I managed to find a couple of books about that time, but they’re really incomplete on what information they were able to dig up. The paladins in charge of resolving the crisis – some sort of inner circle – burned most of the cult artefacts… and the cult, for that matter. They pretty much torched the whole city to prevent any disease spreading.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody paladins,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘What I did find was that the demons… or gods… were big on blood sacrifices,’ Yuriath said. ‘Their worshippers pretended to be healers, and snuck away injured and sick miners for their rites. You can’t really get away with that sort of thing for long, though. Questions were asked, and the healers were investigated and eventually found out.’ 
 
    ‘You think the Clerics might be hiding as healers?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Yuriath replied. ‘It’s a dim lead, and too late for us to investigate now. I just wish we had more time.’ 
 
    ‘Well, not to worry,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You have the very greatest mage in Valanthas on your side, and for all we know, the Clerics shan’t be doing anything tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘It’s too tempting a target,’ Yuriath said. ‘The Clerics will expect us to act, and we expect them to act. It’s the only time in the predictable future when the Citadel gates will be opened. It’s a race, and they won’t be wanting to fall behind.’ 
 
    ‘A shame we don’t know of any secret way in,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Did you speak to your Fallen Blade contacts at all?’ 
 
    ‘You must be joking,’ Yuriath replied. ‘The Blade don’t want to see you, me or Tharanor ever again. I don’t dare go anywhere close.’ 
 
    ‘So let’s run over the plan,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You and Tharanor will be inside the citadel, and you’ll divert the guards so I can sneak up the stairway and investigate?’ 
 
    ‘About that,’ Yuriath said. ‘With the losses in the attack, they’ve had to move people around, especially as we have less to watch the rest of the city. Tharanor and me’ll be outside now, guarding the parade route. You’ll be on your own in the Citadel.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, erm, oh dear,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well, I shall certainly do my best!’ 
 
    ‘We’ll all need to,’ Yuriath said. ‘I’m expecting the Clerics to try and make a disturbance to take attention away from the Citadel. I’ll try to keep an eye out for Clerics in the crowd, but I only know Sordath and Zarastro so it’s not going to be easy.’ 
 
    ‘If only Alhamis hadn’t shown up at all,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘If he hadn’t, we’d have a lot harder a time getting into the Citadel,’ Yuriath said. ‘This is our one clear chance to get inside. I hope you’ve been practicing your spells, because we can safely bet you’ll need them.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, I have of course spent my spare time working on those,’ Archimegadon lied. 
 
    ‘Good work,’ Yuriath said, smiling. ‘You know, this time tomorrow, we’ll probably be finished. Teroth will be free of the Council, and the statues will be destroyed, so the Clerics can never use them.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s just be ready in case things don’t go to plan,’ Archimegadon said, thinking back to a certain plan involving an ambush in an enemy’s study that hadn’t quite worked out exactly as hoped. 
 
    ‘We’ve made it this far,’ Yuriath said. ‘We can see it through to the end.’ 
 
    Archimegadon certainly wanted to see an end to that ass Sordath. He’d not seen the man since that brief run-in at the forest, and he had a few extra things he wanted to discuss with him after all that had happened. He pondered briefly going round on a last search for the Clerics’ hideout, but where on earth in this vast city was he likely to find that bunch? It just wasn’t worth the wasted effort without any leads. 
 
    ‘You’d better head off,’ Yuriath said. ‘I need to get back to my patrols. Can’t be too careful with things as they are right now.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, madam,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I shall see you again tomorrow!’ 
 
    ‘Sure thing,’ Yuriath said, smiling briefly. ‘Good luck.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Yuriath was not entirely correct in her assumption that the gates would only be opening for the parade. In fact, right at that moment, the gates were sliding closed once again, while the carriage that had been allowed in trundled its way up to the gilded doors at the foot of the ebon Citadel. Two men and two women stood outside the doors, surrounded by a contingent of heavily-armoured guards, and they mutely watched as the carriage came to a stop in front of them. 
 
    The door of the carriage opened, and a servant laid out a set of steps in front of it. A balding head emerged, followed by a rather overweight body squeezed into white robes. The man straightened up once he’d exited the carriage and descended the steps regally, in a manner that suggested experience or a long time spent practicing. 
 
    Once on solid ground, the man first shook hands with an old, thin man with an extraordinarily long beard, who wore dark blue robes. 
 
    ‘Councillor Abernoth,’ the white-robed man said. 
 
    ‘Master Orgus Alhamis,’ Abernoth said, inclining his head. 
 
    Orgus stepped to the next man, much younger than Abernoth, but with an air of certainty that permeated every part of him, from his rigid pose all the way to his perfectly-arranged tawny jacket and leggings. His brown hair reached to his shoulders, but was short and slightly spiky on top - it wasn't clear if it was intentional, or just messy. 
 
    ‘Greetings, Councillor Tarran,’ Alhamis said.  
 
    ‘Master Alhamis,’ Tarran said. 
 
    ‘How fares your father?’ Alhamis asked. ‘I have not had the pleasure of his company for quite some time.’ 
 
    ‘He is better than he was,’ Tarran replied. ‘You would find it hard to run into him, though. He has moved to the southern coast, where he spends his days in the tavern.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, a pity, yet understandable,’ Alhamis said. ‘We must speak more of him later.’ 
 
    The leader of the Mage Order turned to the next councillor, a woman in an emerald dress, with wavy blonde hair down to her shoulders. She flashed a smile and then stooped to kiss his hand. 
 
    ‘My lady Syan,’ Alhamis said. ‘You have grown since you used to play in the palace. I am glad to see that you have not moved far from royalty.’ 
 
    ‘Master Alhamis, welcome to Ferrina,’ Syan said. ‘I felt there would be more opportunities here for me.’ 
 
    ‘And so there were,’ Alhamis said, looking upwards at the grand Citadel. ‘We, also, must speak together later.’ 
 
    He stepped down the line, to a lady with short, curly, white hair, who gave a brief curtsey.  
 
    ‘I have not had the honour of meeting you before,’ Alhamis said. ‘However, I believe you must be Councillor Kharsa.’ 
 
    ‘You are correct, Master Alhamis,’ Kharsa said. ‘I, also, welcome you to our city.’ 
 
    ‘My thanks,’ Alhamis said. ‘Now come, we must get to business before the day ends while we say our greetings.’ 
 
    The group turned and headed back into the Citadel, the armed guard carefully surrounding the four councillors and the master mage. As the doors swung open, Alhamis beheld the entrance hall, with a curved stairway in each of the four corners which led up to higher floors. Their destination was straight ahead, though, to the banquet hall, which appeared to have already been laid out ready for a feast to be served. 
 
    ‘Do you have any news about that business over in Aldrack?’ Tarran asked. 
 
    ‘Ah yes, indeed,’ Alhamis replied. ‘That is indeed quite pertinent to my reasons for visiting. It seems that Lord Bartell himself created the magical dome that caused such a stir – and was the man who destroyed Aldrack with those wild magicks.’ 
 
    ‘Bartell?’ Syan asked. ‘I met the man, he was a hero. One of the more charming members of the court.’ 
 
    ‘He was working with cultists to undermine the kingdom,’ Alhamis said. ‘However, it seems he perished setting off dangerous powers beneath the mountain of Arranoth, and is no longer a concern.’ 
 
    ‘My goodness,’ Syan said. ‘So what now?’ 
 
    ‘I assume you mean how shall we address it publicly?’ Alhamis asked, taking his seat at the table as they finally reached one that had been laid for the five of them. The guards fanned out around the table, facing outwards. ‘These men of yours – they can be trusted?’ 
 
    ‘They can indeed,’ Abernoth replied. ‘Each has trained for half their lifetime to become a guard of the Citadel, and they are all the best of the best.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Alhamis said. ‘We shall not be letting the people know of Bartell’s involvement with the cultists, no. It will do no good to undermine the authority of the kingdom’s ruling class. We shall simply put it about that Bartell died defeating the cultists, and have a statue of him set up in New Aldrack, once it has been rebuilt.’ 
 
    ‘You’re really going to rebuild in that crater?’ Tarran asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, but of course,’ Alhamis replied. ‘We cannot leave those outlying villages without a central stronghold to keep them in line. This new city shall be a hundred times greater than the old Aldrack!’ 
 
    ‘Naturally, naturally,’ Abernoth said, ‘but let us now move to the reason for your visit. I gather you are here for more than a simple show of the kingdom’s power?’ 
 
    ‘You are correct, Abernoth,’ Alhamis replied. ‘The King wants to be sure of no further issues with the Clerics.’ 
 
    ‘I had always taken them for a noisy rabble,’ Tarran said. ‘Over the last week or so, though, the City Watch has been reporting to me that those cultists were behind several attacks, as well as defacing public buildings.’ 
 
    ‘It was the same cult organisation that caused the issues in Aldrack,’ Alhamis said, and the Councillors all looked shocked. ‘We’ve heard murmurings in Welvane as well. If they are causing problems here, I expect you all to suppress them shortly.’ 
 
    ‘I will tell the Watch Commander to redouble his efforts to track them down,’ Tarran said. ‘They will not cause any further trouble, I promise you that.’ 
 
    ‘That is good to hear,’ Alhamis said. ‘This is a serious matter, and I expect it to be treated with the appropriate attention.’ 
 
    He looked between all of the councillors, regarding them sternly. 
 
    ‘Now then,’ he continued, ‘is there any chance of lunch?’ 
 
    * 
 
    Sordath and Valia were back in the meeting chamber, poring over the plans they’d been putting together. The Cleric High Templar was on edge as the time was fast approaching for the Clerics’ final operation for the statues. He jumped a little, therefore, when the meeting chamber door burst open.  
 
    It was Zarastro. 
 
    ‘Where have you been?’ Sordath asked. ‘You and Zamire haven’t shown your faces for days.’ 
 
    The younger Cleric walked quietly between the chairs to the central platform, stepping up and standing on the opposite side of the table from his master. Valia folded her arms and watched him, her eyes narrowed with either distrust or dislike. 
 
    ‘Come on now, speak up,’ Sordath said. ‘I can only assume you were behind the destruction of the guardhouse.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Master, Zamire and I went there with a swarm of demons,’ Zarastro said. ‘I am sorry we acted without your command.’ 
 
    Sordath looked like he was about to say something, but Valia got there first. 
 
    ‘What you did was actually pretty useful,’ she said, though the slight curl of her mouth showed she was unwilling to admit it. ‘It’s helped with one of the fiddlier bits of this operation.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, well, I am glad,’ Zarastro said. 
 
    ‘Where is Zamire?’ Sordath asked. 
 
    Zarastro’s shoulders fell. ‘Oh, Master, she is dead. The mage killed her! I heard the other mages who put out the fire talking, and they all say that this mage laid claim to her murder.’ 
 
    Valia raised an eyebrow at Sordath. ‘I did warn you.’ 
 
    Sordath looked down at the plans, the list of Clerics in his right hand crumpling as his grip tightened. He had been angry with Zamire for the failure at the docks – furious, even – but he’d trained her and taught her from her teen years to become first his leading sorceress, and then his trusted summoner. Had she acted out of loyalty, launching this reckless attack because of his treatment of her after the docks failure? Was it his fault? 
 
    ‘She will be remembered,’ Sordath said, his voice thick with emotion. ‘I want her remembered for her sacrifice for Marr. She died to bring us this great chance for our operation tomorrow. When Ferrina is ours, we shall have a statue of her in the Citadel courtyard.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, this is very touching,’ Valia interrupted. ‘We can save it all for tomorrow once we’re done. There’s lots to arrange and not much time left for it.’ 
 
    Sordath turned on Valia, and for a moment it looked as though he’d forget his oaths to Marr, and strike the god’s chosen knight. He raised his right fist, still clutching the crumpled sheet, and suddenly the paper ignited with his powers. The flash of light jogged him from his rage, and he waved the flames away with his left hand. 
 
    ‘Do not speak ill of her,’ he said instead, pointing a finger in Valia’s face. 
 
    ‘I didn’t speak ill of her,’ Valia said, looking unruffled by Sordath’s moment of rage. ‘She actually did a very useful job clearing out those guards, as you well know. And if you really want to respect her death, let’s put Zarastro back into the plan. He risked his life too, you know.’ 
 
    Sordath felt very foolish, and despised Valia for making him feel so childish. He also felt very irritated at having burnt away part of the plan, which meant he was going to have to take even more time out to remember what had been written on it. There wasn’t long left until the Clerics would assemble in full for the final explanation of the plan, and he was still unhappy with several of the details. Valia was right, though; putting Zarastro back in the plan was the fair thing to do. 
 
    ‘You are back in,’ Sordath said to Zarastro. ‘We gather here in two hours for the final meeting, on the hour. Go and have a rest, and… and… thank you. For your service.’ 
 
    ‘I am your servant, Master,’ Zarastro said, bowing, and he left without a further word. 
 
    ‘Now, Valia, let’s sort out these last details,’ Sordath said, and the two of them returned to their work. 
 
    * 
 
    Tharanor was sitting in darkness. The guards had been moved to another of the guardhouses, one much further from the central point in the city, and his new quarters were not the best. It had been abandoned for a reason, the floorboards bent and creaky, and the halls a maze created as the building had been added to over time with no unified design structure. 
 
    There was a tense atmosphere in the guardhouse, as they now felt much more vulnerable than they ever had in the past. The City Watch had been renowned for its strength, but the blazing demons had broken their nerve, and a few of the fresher guards had even resigned. 
 
    Tharanor felt little different to them, and his muscles tensed as he considered how much he wanted to join those two, perhaps leaving the city and these troubles far behind. His arms felt cold, and he couldn’t sleep at all.  
 
    It frustrated him that he was so much less brave than Yuriath or even that mage, Archimegadon. The prospect of tomorrow’s parade, and the conclusion of their attempts to rescue this mysterious boy Teroth, hadn’t dampened Yuriath’s spirits at all, it seemed, while Tharanor could only see disaster coming as they threw all their hopes on Archimegadon being able to sneak his way into the hidden cell in the Citadel.  
 
    Stuck on the sidelines, observing the route of the parade, Tharanor was going to be helpless to influence this final mission, and he couldn’t bear it.  
 
    His fingers twitched, and he eyed the whisky bottle on his table. He could see his reflection in it, his black beard so different to his reflection just a few years ago. For a moment he saw himself as though in a mirror that displayed the past, a younger, cleanly-shaven man, in the red and gold regalia of the Royal Guard, and then it faded. Here he was, Tharanor the city guard, thick beard, unkempt hair, dark black clothes, alone in a room with just a candle and this whisky bottle. 
 
    He knew he shouldn’t. He’d done it that time as well. The nerves had taken him. 
 
    He grasped the neck of the whisky bottle. 
 
    It wasn’t a choice, though, was it? It never had been. 
 
    He poured his first glass, though he knew it wasn’t the last by a long way. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘No more ferries, no more carriages, just the Central Way, and Ferrina just a small distance at the end of it!’ Obdo said, celebrating this with a swig of cider. 
 
    Neurion didn’t actually disapprove this time, looking just as happy as his companion. He sipped delicately from a wine glass. ‘I am glad for it too,’ he said. ‘I never realised that Valanthas was such a dangerous country!’ 
 
    ‘As though Aldrack wasn’t proof enough,’ Obdo said. ‘I am going to sleep very well tonight, I can tell you that for sure!’ 
 
    ‘Cheers!’ Neurion said, holding up his wine glass. 
 
    ‘Cheers!’ Obdo said, but rather than lightly tapping Neurion’s glass with his mug, he managed to smash it instead. ‘Oh, piss, whoops.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind,’ Neurion said, delicately relocating the glass shards to the floor and shifting them with his boot under the bench, out of sight. He shook the wine from his hand and wiped a few of the wine drops from his shirt. ‘I don’t like wine so much anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Have some cider,’ Obdo offered, waving the mug in Neurion’s face. 
 
    ‘I prefer eating apples, not rotting them and drinking the poison,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Killjoy,’ Obdo said. ‘Besides, what d’you think that wine is? Oh well. What do you think old Sir Mage’ll say when we turn up?’ 
 
    ‘I am sure he will be very heartened to see us,’ Neurion said with a smile. 
 
    ‘Hah, you don’t remember him well,’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘And you call me the killer of joy,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Might have a point there,’ Obdo said. ‘Hope we’ve not come all this way for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, Antagules knew what she was talking about,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I guess so,’ Obdo said. ‘I just hope old Sir Mage knows who this Teroth Marr is.’ 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen: Out of Time 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon was awoken by a loud knocking at his door, and he nearly fell out of bed. Lighting his small bedside candle, he threw on his clothes hastily, ran down to the door, then spent a few seconds rearranging his robes. With a grand gesture, he threw open the door. 
 
    ‘Ah, Yuriath!’ he said, and the guard barged past him, knocking him with a heavy bag of something or other. Archimegadon blinked and watched as she waved at him to shut the door. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ Yuriath said, her voice urgent. ‘There’s less time than I thought, they managed to mix up the guard orders and we’ve had our positions reassigned three times this morning. I have to get back there soon.’ 
 
    ‘What is in there?’ Archimegadon asked, staring at the bag. ‘It’s not Tharanor, is it? Do you need me to carry him into the Citadel?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly,’ Yuriath replied. She turned the bag over and several pieces of armour tumbled out, and a sheathed short sword, which clanged sharply. ‘This is your disguise for the day. You’ll sneak into the Citadel as a guard.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, good grief, I can’t wear all that,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘You’re not running around as a mage,’ Yuriath said. ‘Now get changed, I’ll just be sitting over here.’  
 
    She seated herself in a chair facing away from Archimegadon, who scowled at the armour. He’d had to disguise himself in armour once before, though that had been a spur-of-the-moment thing, and unpleasant to boot. This at least had (hopefully) not been taken from a dead guard. Resigning himself to the tedium, he discarded his robe and tugged on the leather armour, which smelled a tad sweaty and felt enormously awkward. 
 
    ‘The helm as well?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yep, all of it,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Especially the helm! Better that nobody recognises you.’ 
 
    Archimegadon wanted very much to sulk, and after realising the helm would let him do so unseen, he put it on. He felt utterly ridiculous, and could barely see through the single horizontal slit that had been provided. Once he’d finished clipping on the belt and arranging the sword at his side, he picked up his staff and let Yuriath know he was ready. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, no, no,’ Yuriath said as soon as she saw him, and she stepped over and seized the Staff of Antagules. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You can’t walk around with a staff as a guard,’ Yuriath replied, setting the staff against a bookcase. ‘You’d be noticed right away.’ 
 
    ‘A mage without a staff is no mage!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You’re a guard today,’ Yuriath said. ‘Be gruff, short with replies, and if anyone asks, you’re Ardon Forseld, not Archimegadon. The guy you’re going to want to avoid from the guard is the Commander, he wears a blue and gold uniform. He’s the only one who is likely to know every member of the guard.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll avoid everyone if possible,’ Archimegadon said, feeling nervous. 
 
    ‘That’s for the best,’ Yuriath said. ‘Now let’s get going, and try to walk in a march-y way.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll wager I can look twice the guard you do,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That’s the spirit,’ Yuriath said with a smile. 
 
    * 
 
    They parted ways once they came close to the Citadel walls. A number of people were already gathering to watch the parade, and Archimegadon enjoyed losing himself amidst the crowd. Given his failure at stealth in Diojin’s mansion, he wasn’t about to take any further chances. Yuriath had to report in at the front, as she was one of the guards assigned to follow Alhamis and the Council. Archimegadon meanwhile needed to subtly march his way up to the Citadel gates, and carry on inside to the hall. From there, it was just a small distance to the mysterious door. 
 
    Archimegadon kept an eye out for Sordath or his underlings, but not a single blue cloak was on display today. That much was an enormous relief. He only hoped that the snaky cultists had decided that the parade was too guard-heavy and would avoid seeking out the statue. About to think irritably that given his luck, the Clerics would turn up, Archimegadon reminded himself that he wasn’t really being fair. So far, with their fortune they’d successfully stopped the Clerics’ plans, and with any luck it would be no different today. 
 
    Getting through the crowd became an exercise in frustration. It seemed that maybe recent events had led people to come out in droves, looking to the representative of the King to provide some comfort regarding the growing Cleric influence. Archimegadon snorted to himself; it would be he, the secret Hero of Valanthas, who would restore order to this troubled city. 
 
    After using his false guard status to barge his way to the Citadel gates, Archimegadon stepped past oblivious real guards to find himself in the front courtyard. People were crowded in here as well, making it fairly easy to continue moving about unnoticed, and it seemed that they were all watching a central podium, where a robed, balding man was ascending a couple of steps to take his place behind a plinth. 
 
    ‘Ci-citizens of Ferrina,’ the man stammered, wiping a hand across his forehead. ‘I come to you, today, to d-deliver a message of hope!’ 
 
    Archimegadon couldn’t help but stop to watch, in spite of the mission. Had this daft fellow ever spoken in public before? This would be an amusing diversion, at least. 
 
    ‘The kingdom stands under the s-shadow of a great and terrible ov… evil. It has been many days since the t-troubles that were in Aldrack, and, as you may know, our noble Lord Bartell stood against the v-villains behind this scheme and stopped the threat.’ The man paused to catch his breath. 
 
    ‘Oh my good grief, this is awful,’ Archimegadon murmured. The quality of this speech was roughly the same as a pile of rotten eggs bathed in gone-off milk.  
 
    ‘And now I have come to deliver a s-strong message to you! Our kingdom will hold against all threats! Don’t be afraid of these cult members, these cultists, who are… who are causing trouble. We will find them and c-crush them!’ 
 
    ‘Who is this jester?’ Archimegadon asked, a little louder than he’d intended. 
 
    ‘Terrible, isn’t it?’ a nearby man replied, not looking to notice he was addressing a supposed guard. ‘That’s the grand mage Orgus Alhamis himself.’ 
 
    ‘Good gracious heavens above,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    Well, that was a crushing disappointment. He’d at least hoped the man would be tall, inspiring and most importantly, bearded! The real Alhamis met none of these criteria. 
 
    The speech was continuing to be painfully embarrassing, so Archimegadon decided it was time to carry on with his mission. He almost wanted to stay for the parade, if only to remind him of his glorious day of triumph versus Sen Delarian, though that unfortunately came with the heavy regret of being too late to stop Bartell. Everyone was very much distracted by watching that ass Alhamis, though, which provided the perfect opportunity for Archimegadon to slither his way into the Citadel. 
 
    As he slipped out of the main crowd of people, he found himself next to a group of similarly-equipped men and women. Well, this was awkward. He’d found the City Watch. 
 
    None of them paid him much mind, and he began to veer off towards the Citadel doors when one of the guards separated from the group and came for him. His vision still a tad blurred with this infernal slit, Archimegadon didn’t notice until the man spoke that it was Tharanor. 
 
    ‘You there,’ Tharanor said. ‘You’re guarding the Citadel interior, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Erm, yes, sir,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Alright, take this in with you,’ Tharanor said, pressing a sheet of paper into Archimegadon’s hands. ‘Good luck in there, Archie,’ the guard whispered. 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir,’ Archimegadon said. ‘How did you..?’ 
 
    ‘You have a way of walking,’ Tharanor replied with a wink. 
 
    ‘A what?’ Archimegadon asked, outraged. 
 
    ‘Info’s on the sheet, check it when you’re inside,’ Tharanor said, ignoring Archimegadon’s fury. As he leaned close in to whisper the message, Tharanor stumbled against Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘You’ve not been drinking, have you?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘No, no,’ Tharanor replied. It wasn’t very convincing, and moreover Archimegadon noticed now that the man was closer to his stifling helmet that the edges of Tharanor’s words were rather blurry.  
 
    ‘Erm, well, best of luck with the guarding, my good fellow,’ Archimegadon said. He hoped Yuriath wasn’t anywhere near, or Tharanor’s head was going to end up in a different city to the rest of him. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Tharanor said, punching Archimegadon in the arm. He turned and marched back to the group, knocking the woman next to him as he tried to resume his place quietly. 
 
    Archimegadon swallowed, but there wasn’t much more for him to do about that. At least Tharanor wasn’t needed to help with the sneaking part of this, but he hoped the man wouldn’t get in trouble with his superiors – or Yuriath – for drinking on such an important day. Ah well, that was going to proceed whatever Archimegadon did, so there wasn’t much point in standing here worrying about it.  
 
    He turned and strode up to the Citadel doors, which lay wide open. Two ceremonial, regal guards stood to either side with vicious lances, presumably Council guards rather than the regular City Watch stock. They inclined their heads as Archimegadon approached, and he threw them a salute. To his relief, they made no further movement as he marched past them and entered the entrance hallway of the Citadel. 
 
    It was similar to how he remembered it from his brief glimpse during the dream, though something seemed off. He supposed it was just the angle that was making it look a tad different, something about the shadows or the colours. Were the chairs different? There didn’t appear to be many guards around, at least, which pleased him immensely. That would make all this sneaking around a whole lot easier, especially if he needed to break any locks. 
 
    He un-crumpled the sheet of paper Tharanor had given him and checked it over before he did anything further, since there were four staircases and several doors leading out of this hall alone. The messy scrawl was incredibly hard to read, not least because of the damned helmet Archimegadon was wearing, and that only served to confirm his suspicions that Tharanor had been enjoying forbidden drinks ahead of the festivities. 
 
    I think you’re after the eastern stairway in the entrance hall. That’s on your right as you enter, and straight ahead. Not the one directly to the right, though. I probably already said it by the time you read this, but good luck. Tharanor. 
 
    Archimegadon raised his eyebrows. Drunk the man might have been, but at least he’d been decent enough to save Archimegadon the trouble of checking all four stairways out of this entrance hall.  
 
    Placing a hand on the hilt of his sword in what he hoped was a very guard-like fashion, Archimegadon marched around the right edge of the hall, trying not to look as though he was specifically heading for that stairway. Once he reached it, though, he turned and stepped up it quickly, adopting his same walking style he’d tried using in Diojin’s mansion. He had to look like he was meant to be there.  
 
    Nobody called him out, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he reached the top of the stairs. He instantly regretted it, as it made the inside of his helmet a bit humid, and he lifted the front for a couple of seconds to let some fresh air inside. Blessed briefly with real sight again, he frowned as he found he was indeed standing next to that mysterious door into the hidden prison.  
 
    It wasn’t that he was at the door – that part was good. It was that the picture there was not of miners, but of the icy plains of Malthair. For some reason, someone must have changed the picture since those few days ago when he’d had the vision. It was nothing to worry about. Probably, the Council had changed it to please Orgus Alhamis, who had likely been one of the mages who had fought at the final battle against Tel Ariel in Malthair. 
 
    Now really wasn’t the time to worry about furnishings. He was nearly at his goal. Archimegadon checked around himself for guards again and found himself all alone still. How fortunate. He tried the door but, naturally, it was locked. 
 
    Archimegadon gave the old flamebolt-in-the-lock trick a try, and winced as it made a pretty loud bang. In a panicky rush, he slipped inside and shut the door behind himself.  
 
    Now it was time for the stream of corridors. He took a torch from the wall and lit it with another small flamebolt, holding it up to see if there was anything in sight. No guards were in evidence, and indeed the corridors seemed very poorly maintained. Apparently a lot of spiders had been busy since Archimegadon had the vision, and he was glad for his helmet at long last as it saved his face from the webs.  
 
    A strong feeling of dread grasped him as he entered the final corridor that led up to Teroth’s cell. This was it. All the research, all their sneaking about, all of their clashes with the Clerics and their demons, it had all been for this – the destruction of the final statue, and the rescue of Teroth from the Council and Marr. It was by far the shortest corridor, and yet it seemed to take an age for him to reach the cell door. 
 
    He placed his hand on the handle and gave it a try. 
 
    To his surprise, the door creaked open, and a rush of cold air met him as he stepped through into the darkness of Teroth’s cell. Archimegadon held out the torch and looked all around, but he couldn’t see Teroth or even the statue. There was the window on his right, though the view looked slightly off again. Were there more of those fluted towers? Perhaps he’d miscounted before. 
 
    He noticed drawings on the wall, which he hadn’t seen during the dream. Someone had been drawing with chalks here, and Archimegadon felt a lot colder as he saw some badly-drawn lizards. They were colourful lizards, with bright purples, yellows and greens, and some even had some stripes.  
 
    None of them had eyes. 
 
    Archimegadon turned, having a very bad feeling indeed, when he saw a figure step out of the shadows next to the door where he’d entered, from what appeared to be a concealed alcove. It was an old, bearded man, whose eyes were filled with cunning. 
 
    ‘You, you’re Teroth?’ Archimegadon asked, his hand grasping at his sword even though he had no idea of how to use one properly. 
 
    The old man laughed mockingly as he was joined by two other men who had been hidden in a similar alcove on the other side. They were both Citadel guards, from the looks of it. 
 
    ‘You’re one of the Clerics?’ the old man asked, as one of the guards shut the cell door behind them. 
 
    ‘The Clerics?’ Archimegadon repeated. ‘No, no I am not!’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ the old man asked. ‘Whoever you are, you’re a bit late.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Archimegadon asked in return, feeling less brave than he sounded. 
 
    ‘The statue isn’t here any more,’ the old man replied. ‘You’re a few hundred years out, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not Teroth,’ the old man replied. ‘I am Councillor Abernoth. You don’t suppose you’re the first one to come here, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m quite sure that this was going to be a fascinating story,’ another voice interrupted, ‘but it’s no longer relevant.’ 
 
    Archimegadon stepped back and bumped into the wall as the cell door burst open once more, and four Clerics strode into the room, followed by Sordath Alkaras. In a flash, the Clerics overpowered the surprised guards and cut both their throats, leaving them to fall messily to the floor. Abernoth turned and regarded Sordath coolly, apparently unfazed. 
 
    The High Templar, meanwhile, seemed to fill the room, looking far more in control than he had in the forest all that time ago.  
 
    ‘We already have the statue,’ Sordath said. ‘It wasn’t hard to find where you’d moved it. Not your best work, Abernoth.’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry to have disappointed you, cultist,’ Abernoth said. 
 
    ‘And which of these pestilent guards is it here with us now?’ Sordath asked, reaching for Archimegadon’s helm. 
 
    Archimegadon considered fighting back, but the Clerics had their bloodied swords trained on him, and he didn’t fancy his chances with provoking them. Sordath yanked the helm off and snorted as he saw who it was. 
 
    ‘So it isn’t a guard at all,’ Sordath said, tossing the helm to the ground. ‘Well, well, Mage for Hire, we meet again. You’ve been quite the pain for my operations.’ 
 
    Archimegadon opened his mouth for a smart retort when Sordath backhanded him hard, and his vision blurred. He leaned against the wall as he regathered his wits. 
 
    ‘That’s just the start of what you’re getting, after what you did to Zamire,’ Sordath said. ‘You and this filthy councillor will be given the honour of assisting us in the grand work of our god, Marr.’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt sick indeed, and heavily regretted coming here. He had no idea what was going on, and had even less idea of how he was going to get out of this situation. Abernoth, however, didn’t look at all concerned. The councillor was even smirking. 
 
    ‘Carry on,’ Abernoth said. 
 
    ‘Oh, believe me, we shall,’ Sordath said. ‘Take them both,’ he commanded his underlings, who seized their prisoners and dragged them from the gloomy cell. 
 
    They returned to the entrance hall, which was still bizarrely empty. Archimegadon cursed inwardly; he’d been hoping for rescue from the Citadel guards. Sordath regarded his prisoners with amusement, apparently reading Archimegadon’s disappointment clearly. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ Sordath asked. ‘Hoping for rescue? I’m afraid not. Thanks to our contact, we’ve had a nice, clear run to get the statue.’ 
 
    ‘How pleasant for you,’ Abernoth said without a trace of sarcasm, looking for all the world as though he was out for a stroll in the garden with friends. 
 
    ‘Oh, indeed,’ Sordath said as they crossed the hallway. ‘And they were even so kind as to leave the way to the pit open. We’ll be go…’ 
 
    ‘Stop right there!’ a slurring voice yelled. 
 
    Sordath whirled, his back arched with anger. ‘You!’ 
 
    Tharanor drew his sword, stumbling slightly as he did so. Yuriath was at his side, looking caught between anger at her companion and hatred of Sordath. Archimegadon couldn’t have been happier, though. 
 
    ‘In the name of the City of Ferrina and the Council, as guardsman of the City Watch, I hereby command you to lay down your arms and surrender into my custody,’ Tharanor said, and he would have cut the perfect hero figure in that moment if he hadn’t slurred most of the words and nearly dropped his sword. 
 
    ‘Marr damn you, Tharanor, must you always interrupt me?’ Sordath asked. ‘You should be guarding the parade!’ 
 
    ‘The other councillors were wondering where Councillor Abernoth was,’ Yuriath said. ‘I figured I’d volunteer to check for him.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I have your mage,’ Sordath said. 
 
    Sordath’s timing wasn’t quite the best. Just as he said this, Archimegadon used the distraction to blast one of his guards, before right-hooking the other. As they fell to either side, he slipped away from the other Clerics before they could react. 
 
    Stumbling towards his companions, Archimegadon felt enormous relief as Yuriath grabbed him and placed herself in front of him protectively. Sordath looked as though he would detonate right there and then, but the High Templar simply waved a hand and a group of five Clerics slid from the shadows to join their master. 
 
     ‘Deal with those three,’ Sordath said. ‘You others, bring the councillor, let’s get moving!’ 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Tharanor shouted, but Sordath ignored him, disappearing behind his minions as he headed off to wherever exactly he was going. 
 
    Yuriath drew her twin blades. ‘Let’s finish this,’ she said, charging at the Clerics. 
 
    The assembled Clerics were a mix of swordsmen and mages, but both seemed to die just as easily to Yuriath’s dancing blades. Tharanor’s fighting method, which was distinctly less artful than usual, was nevertheless quite effective. He swung his blade in huge, vicious sweeps, and his movements were so messy that his opponents seemed to have trouble predicting how best to avoid them. Yuriath had to dodge his blade herself on one occasion, and Archimegadon winced as she snapped something inaudible at her fellow guard.  
 
    Filled with indignation at his capture at Sordath’s hands, Archimegadon unleashed a torrent of fire that seared one of the elder Clerics, whose defensive spells crumbled under the sheer rage fuelling it. Feeling rather proud of himself, Archimegadon was too slow to dodge an icebolt, which froze his armour and knocked him backwards at the same time. He slid across the hall floor and bounced off the wall in a very unheroic manner. 
 
    Yuriath lunged at the last Cleric and brought her right sword up hard, ramming it under the woman’s ribs and killing her instantly. As the woman’s body fell to the ground, Yuriath and Tharanor took the opportunity to catch their breath.  
 
    ‘Erm, excuse me!’ Archimegadon called from the edge of the hall, where he still lay in his icy leather armour. 
 
    ‘Oh, what are you doing?’ Yuriath asked, running over to him. 
 
    ‘Having a nap,’ Archimegadon replied, glaring.  
 
    ‘Ouch, this is pretty cold,’ Yuriath said as she tried grab his armour to lift him up.  
 
    ‘Take my hand,’ Archimegadon said, and she shrugged and did so. With a heave, she pulled him to his feet, though he nearly slipped again and grabbed a nearby suit of armour for balance. Though he stayed upright, he managed to send the armour collapsing across the hallway. ‘Oops.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Yuriath asked him. ‘Where’s Teroth?’ 
 
    ‘The cell was empty,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘There was no statue either. Just that councillor, Apernoff.’ 
 
    ‘Abernoth,’ Yuriath said. ‘What was he there for?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t entirely know,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘He said I was hundreds of years late, but before he could say much more Sordath appeared and said he’d got the statue already. Abernoth had moved it somewhere else, or something, but Sordath found it anyway. He said that he had a contact, which is why there are no guards here.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, something’s messed up about the guard postings,’ Yuriath said. ‘Everyone’s been in the wrong place, and even the Citadel guards just got moved away from the front doors. I don’t know if the Commander is on the Clerics’ payroll, but whatever orders he’s handing out have been designed at getting the guards away from the Citadel.’ 
 
    ‘Sent out so many conflicting ones that nobody’s realised which area isn’t covered until now,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    ‘Well, that’s handy,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What now?’ 
 
    ‘We stop Sordath,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘The Clerics must surely outnumber us rather a lot,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘So will their deaths,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Righto,’ Archimegadon said, grinning in spite of himself. ‘Sordath said that the pit had been left open, if that helps.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve gone to the central pit?’ Yuriath asked. ‘I don’t know what’s down there, but if I remember the Citadel maps right, the way down is over here!’ And she charged off across the hall. 
 
    ‘Never waits, does she?’ Archimegadon asked Tharanor, but he ran off after her as well. Shrugging, Archimegadon stepped carefully across the hallway, in icy pursuit of Sordath and his god Marr. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen: Marr the Summoner 
 
      
 
    The central pit in the city of Ferrina was a huge, sinister void, around which the city proper had been built. It had been the original centre of the mining operations, but at some point in Ferrina’s history – Sordath wasn’t sure of the exact date – demon worshippers had dug beneath the central citadel, and partway down they’d built a platform that stretched out over the abyss. Historically, it had been used for blood sacrifices, with the victims then cast from the platform down to the old gods of Ferrina.  
 
    Today, though, it was the setting for the greatest summoning ever seen in the history of the dark city. Sordath and the Clerics would, with this statue, summon the god Marr, as well as his army of demons. It had been a pain organising the disruption of the city guards, as well as placing his own followers around the citadel, but it had paid off. The statue was his, and  soon the city would be Marr’s. 
 
    He strode across the platform. To his left and right, the remaining Clerics who were not on guard duty were lost in their chanting, invoking Marr's Devotion over and over in an endless cycle. Once they had gathered enough energy, they would cast the summoning, and complete their work.  
 
    “Beneath the city, beneath the streets, beyond the walls where music sounds, the darkness on the edge of mind - Marr endures.” 
 
    Valia was standing next to the statue, staring at its faceless visage. Whatever it was, it was unsettling to behold, and Sordath found himself wondering what Marr himself was like. He could scarcely imagine the feeling of seeing the Forgotten One face-to-face, after years in service to Vortagenses that had ended purely in disappointment. It was an exciting time! 
 
    The knight turned and smiled at him. ‘You’re back,’ Valia said. ‘Good hunting?’ 
 
    ‘Caught a councillor,’ Sordath replied, as his underlings threw Abernoth to the ground at Sordath’s feet. ‘Not much of a ruler now, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Times change,’ Abernoth replied. 
 
    ‘What about Archimegadon?’ Valia asked. ‘Did you find him?’ 
 
    ‘He and his guard friends are in the Citadel,’ Sordath replied, passing over Archimegadon’s frustrating escape. ‘They won’t get here without issue, though. I’ve left a good defence.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Valia said, smirking. ‘You told them he’s preferred captured?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly, yes,’ Sordath replied. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry if they mess that part up,’ Valia said, looking back at the statue again. ‘It’ll be easier without him anyway.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon stumbled down the stairs in Tharanor and Yuriath’s wake, his armour finally de-iced, though he cursed the sheer depth of this damned stairway. Heaven knew who’d made it, but it certainly seemed to go on for long enough. They hadn’t run into any Clerics for a short while, but he had little hope that would be the case for long.  
 
    They finally saw light at the bottom of the stairs and stepped out onto a walkway which ran along the edge of the pit. A small, token rail ran along the edge, but it did nothing to stop Archimegadon’s sense of vertigo as he gazed out into the pit.  
 
    The walkway ran along to the right, and Archimegadon could see at the end that a platform extended from some steps on the left edge and stretched out over the pit. A large crowd of people was on it, illuminated by great burning torches, and he could just about tell they were the cloaked Clerics. Speaking of Clerics, he could see a group of them halfway along this horrible little walkway, brandishing swords. 
 
    ‘It’s Zarastro,’ Tharanor muttered. ‘Be careful.’ 
 
    They edged along the walkway towards the Clerics, until finally they came within shouting range. Zarastro seemed eager to abuse this. 
 
    ‘You guys are gonna die for what you did to Zamire!’ he called out.  
 
    ‘She attacked the Watch, you ass,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You had it coming!’ Zarastro said. ‘You shouldn’t be messing with Marr!’ 
 
    ‘Lay your swords down,’ Yuriath said. ‘We don’t have to end this with your deaths.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we do!’ Zarastro shouted. ‘Uh, I mean, with your deaths!’ 
 
    ‘Forget it, he’s not going to be reasonable,’ Tharanor slurred, and he charged at the surprised Clerics despite their superior numbers. 
 
    ‘That idiot,’ Yuriath said, but she joined him anyway, weaving and dancing in a hypnotic manner that distracted Archimegadon for a minute. 
 
    Archimegadon caught himself and tried to get a shot in, but he really didn’t want to when a badly aimed flamebolt risked blasting his companions into the void. Zarastro seemed to be having similar issues, trying to get past the crowd of Clerics for a stab at Tharanor or Yuriath, but he had no luck either. 
 
    Drunk he might have been, but Tharanor was still deadly. His longsword slashed a bloody path through the Clerics, who seemed to have more issues with being so close to the edge than he did. Archimegadon supposed that gave the guard the advantage, while Yuriath picked up the leftovers, her blades neatly cutting the life from the cultists. 
 
    It was a horribly one-sided fight, and Archimegadon almost felt bad for the Clerics. He supposed these were the younger trainees, or at least not very well trained, as they didn’t seem to have got a single scratch in on their opponents. 
 
    Finally, only Zarastro remained, and Archimegadon enjoyed the look of extreme awkwardness on the Cleric’s face. As he stepped up alongside his allies, he looked over to see that Yuriath’s eyes were deadly, fixed on Zarastro, while Tharanor’s eyes were… well, a tad blurred… but he still looked pretty fierce! 
 
    ‘Too bad, Zarastro,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Fancy surrendering now?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, well,’ Zarastro replied, looking at his slain comrades, and backing away slowly. ‘I challenge you, Tharanor, to a duel! A fair duel! To the death!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridicu…’ Archimegadon began. 
 
    ‘I accept,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Wait, what?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘I can take him,’ Tharanor replied, swinging his sword experimentally. ‘I accept.’ 
 
    ‘If I win, though, you two must go away,’ Zarastro told Yuriath and Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘You must be joking, if you win I’m burning you to ash,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    Yuriath elbowed him hard. ‘Yeah, of course we’ll go,’ she said, not in the most convincing tone. She grabbed Tharanor’s arm and dragged him towards her. ‘You’d better win, you idiot.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so damn unt… un… untrustworthing,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’ve got this.’ 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t appreciate this delay at all, but Yuriath grabbed his arm next and pulled him away from the two swordsmen as they squared up. 
 
    ‘Just play along for now,’ Yuriath whispered to him. ‘Tharanor has issues with pride, so let him have his moment and we can carry on after.’ 
 
    ‘Load of balls,’ Archimegadon said, but he stepped back, noting as he did so the unpleasant metallic scent of blood from the dead Clerics behind them. He covered his nose and watched the duel begin. 
 
    Tharanor was suddenly on fire again, figuratively speaking, and Archimegadon relaxed. The guard battered Zarastro’s blade as the Cleric went on the defensive, and each time Zarastro tried to get in his own attack, Tharanor’s sword was there blocking it. Steadily, Zarastro lost ground, and Archimegadon recognised the frustration on Zarastro’s face. The Cleric clearly felt he’d been tricked into thinking Tharanor was drunk.  
 
    At least, that was how it began, but after a few more exchanges Tharanor’s posture started to slouch, and Archimegadon realised that whatever reserves the guard had drawn upon were running out. Tharanor’s strikes became wild, and Zarastro seemed to notice. Rather than go for the kill, though, Zarastro drew the fight out, luring Tharanor into making foolish lunges that served only to tire the guard out. A nasty smile spread across Zarastro’s face as he realised he was winning. 
 
    Archimegadon chanced a look at Yuriath to his left, and saw she had a hand over her mouth, while the other was twitching at her sword hilt.  
 
    Finally, Zarastro started fighting back, and Tharanor found himself outmatched. Tired and still tipsy, Tharanor lacked the energy or accuracy to defend against Zarastro effectively. The Cleric scored a series of nasty cuts across Tharanor’s legs and side, and then with a triumphant shout Zarastro brought his sword down overhead, striking Tharanor’s blade with full force. Tharanor dropped his sword and fell to his knees before Zarastro, and bowed his head in defeat. 
 
    ‘Seeya, Tharanor,’ Zarastro said, and he raised his sword with an executioner’s solemnity. 
 
    Before he could strike the killing blow, Zarastro seemed to burst into fire, and he staggered sideways, hit the rail at the edge of the walkway, and then toppled backwards into the void. There was no sound but for the ominous chanting of the Clerics. 
 
    Then Tharanor surged to his feet and turned on Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ he shouted. 
 
    ‘I just saved your ignorant hide,’ Archimegadon replied, shrugging. ‘I wasn’t about to let that imbecile kill you.’ 
 
    ‘It was a fair duel,’ Tharanor said. ‘I was fighting honourably!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t give a toss about your honour when we’re here to defeat the Clerics,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Preserving your honour isn’t going to save Ferrina. And no offence, but you can hardly talk about honour when you turned up pissed at the parade.’ 
 
    ‘Archie’s right,’ Yuriath said. ‘Pick up your sword and let’s go.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Archie’s right, is he?’ Tharanor asked, grabbing his sword and waving it wildly at his companions. ‘Yeah, who cares about upholding what’s right when it’s what we’re fighting for?’ 
 
    ‘Tharanor, you’re drunk,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Calm down. We need to stop Sordath, if you’d forgotten.’ 
 
    ‘Well I’m sure if Archie can handle Zarastro, he can handle Sordath all by himself as well!’ Tharanor shouted, pushing past Yuriath, who stared at him in shock. 
 
    ‘Oh honestly, Tharanor,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You are acting like a child.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to go and make sure the Council are alright, since you’ve got everything handled so perfectly down here,’ Tharanor said, his face crimson. ‘Thanks for nothing, mage.’ He turned and stomped away, and Archimegadon and Yuriath both stood there watching in astonishment until he finally disappeared from sight. 
 
    ‘Er… good grief,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What was that about?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think being drunk and shamed helped,’ Yuriath replied, ‘but it’s probably because this has all reminded him of what brought him to Ferrina in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘What, exactly?’ Archimegadon asked, stuck between anger and confusion. 
 
    ‘Well, I won’t drag the explanation out,’ Yuriath replied, ‘but let’s wait a moment and see if he comes back.’ She sent a forlorn look back along the walkway. ‘A few years ago me and Tharanor were going to get married. You remember I said I was from a rich family, right?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, I do,’ Archimegadon lied. 
 
    ‘Tharanor wasn’t,’ Yuriath said. ‘We were in love as teenagers, I guess. He was training to be a guard in my household, I was a nobleman’s daughter. The only way my father would allow us to marry was for Tharanor to get into the Royal Guard, which is probably one of the hardest units to get into.’ 
 
    Archimegadon couldn’t really see Tharanor ever being a Royal Guard, though he decided not to make any snide remarks right now. 
 
    ‘Tharanor started drinking, though,’ Yuriath went on. ‘I managed to drag him out of it, but on the evening when he was going to do his final trial to become a Royal Guard, he went to the pub. Someone warned me, so I snuck out, dragged him home, and talked sense into him for hours. He promised me he’d stop drinking. 
 
    ‘But the moment I left, he went back out again, and turned up without having slept, and still drunk, for the trial. They kicked him out in the shortest trial ever recorded in Valanthian history.’ 
 
    ‘So your father wouldn’t let you two marry?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t let us marry,’ Yuriath replied. ‘He completely betrayed my trust and threw everything we’d worked for away. I took a huge risk on him, and lost the approval and respect of my family and friends for him, and I’d pulled quite a few strings to even get him accepted into trying for the Royal Guard.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, oh dear.’ 
 
    ‘I left and moved to Ferrina, since it’s a common place for people to go into hiding,’ Yuriath continued. ‘A friend of Tharanor’s advised him to move here as well, not realising I’d come here – or maybe she did. We both ran into each other, and though I refused to ever go any further, we agreed to resume our friendship.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said, looking back at the empty space where Tharanor had walked away. ‘Given some of the things he’s said, I suspect that he hopes you’ll change your mind.’ 
 
    ‘Look, we’re wasting time,’ Yuriath said, peering back along the empty walkway, but it didn’t seem that Tharanor planned on returning. ‘We need to stop Sordath, without Tharanor if we have to.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, that would probably be wise,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    They both walked along the rest of the walkway together in awkward silence, while the hum of the Clerics’ chanting surrounded them. Archimegadon felt that nervousness from the corridor in front of Teroth’s cell return to him. It was all or nothing now. He wished he had the Staff of Antagules with him, and that he was in his robes rather than this horrible guard armour. He wished that Tharanor hadn’t run off in a drunken rage. No time for that now, though. He had to be brave, just as he had been facing Bartell. 
 
    They ascended the steps and Archimegadon stared across the platform, between the rows of chanting Clerics, to the statue, and Sordath. He only hoped that the chanting Clerics wouldn’t interrupt their incantations to attack, but they seemed to be totally oblivious to everything going on around them, swaying as though held in a trance. The Mage for Hire and the guard walked down the platform solemnly, as though taking part in this dark ritual themselves. 
 
    ‘Sordath!’ Archimegadon yelled once they came close. ‘It is over!’ 
 
    The High Templar turned to face him, his arms folded. 
 
    ‘You’re here?’ Sordath asked. ‘Zarastro failed?’ 
 
    ‘You would be correct,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Your little guards have met their end.’ 
 
    Sordath seemed to freeze for a moment, and Archimegadon toyed with the notion that the man was actually upset by this news. The Cleric leader then waved a hand dismissively, and let out a short laugh. 
 
    ‘Never mind that,’ Sordath said. ‘Where is Tharanor? I was hoping to settle matters with him as well.’ 
 
    ‘Tharanor is erm… he’s checking the rest of the Council is safe,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Sordath narrowed his eyes. ‘You are lying.’ 
 
    Archimegadon shared a brief sour look with Yuriath. ‘Sadly, I am not,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Oh, hey there, old man,’ called a voice.  
 
    Archimegadon didn’t recognise the voice at first – indeed, his first suspicion was that somehow Zamire had survived the blaze of her creation. It was even more of a surprise to him, then, when a different ghost entirely stepped from behind the statue to smile at him. Sharp emerald eyes, messy brown hair, and still in her favoured green travelling cloak, the knight folded her arms and leaned cockily against the last statue. 
 
    ‘Valia,’ Archimegadon said. ‘No, you died. You can’t have escaped from Arranoth… it blew up long before you could have made it out.’ 
 
    ‘Too bad for you that you’re not the only mage who can teleport,’ Valia said. ‘There were plenty of Clerics still around in the tomb – they were nice enough to bring me to safety.’ She smirked. 
 
    ‘You know this Cleric?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘She’s not a Cleric,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘She fought with me against Bartell, and then betrayed us to him later on.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, ouch,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Apparently she has a habit of joining losing teams, though,’ Archimegadon went on. 
 
    ‘Marr is a whole lot different from Bartell,’ Valia said. ‘What are you going to do – insult a god’s manhood to win?’ 
 
    ‘What is she talking about?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Er, I may not have beaten Bartell using conventional methods,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘You made fun of him to defeat him?’ 
 
    ‘It sounds less impressive when you put it that way.’ 
 
    ‘Enough,’ Sordath said. ‘It is time for us to proceed with the final act. You are too late to stop me, fools. You slowed us down, but we have the last statue, and Marr is on our side. It is time to witness the ascension of Ferrina’s true god!’ 
 
    Sordath raised his arms, looking very impressive, when his moment was ruined by sudden laughter. Everyone but the chanting Clerics looked to see Abernoth, his hands bound behind his back, chuckling merrily to himself. 
 
    ‘What do you find so funny?’ Sordath asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, well, all this spooky cultist talk,’ Abernoth replied. ‘Fear the god Marr, ooooh. Marr isn’t a god, you silly man.’ 
 
    ‘God, demon, it is all the same,’ Sordath said. 
 
    ‘You have no idea who’s been talking to you, do you?’ Abernoth asked. ‘Marr was just a young and gifted summoner hundreds of years ago, when Lord Elzar ruled the city. He was imprisoned by Elzar and later killed himself with his own powers. He’s never been a god.’ 
 
    Sordath paused, looking totally thrown. 
 
    ‘Uh, Mr Abernoth, sir,’ Yuriath interrupted. 
 
    ‘Yes, oh saviour?’ Abernoth asked, still looking as though he were enjoying this a great deal. 
 
    ‘If you know all this, do you maybe know who Teroth is as well?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    Abernoth frowned beneath his endless beard. ‘Why, I just told you.’ 
 
    ‘Explain yourself,’ Sordath said. ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you bunch did think you were the first ones he spoke to,’ Abernoth said. ‘Teroth and Marr are one and the same. You see, Teroth Marr was a very talented young chap indeed, back around the time Valanthas was founded. He lived in the slums – I suppose you’d call them that – but got the attention of the city’s ruler because of his remarkable gift. He was able to summon images, sometimes actual creatures, that he would show off to the miners to keep their spirits up.  
 
    ‘Lord Elzar, so the records state, wanted this power. He kidnapped young Marr and imprisoned him in that cell we made friends in. Elzar wanted Marr to summon the old gods of Ferrina to help him destroy Vortagenses. He used these statues to bind Marr’s powers, refusing to allow him the use of his gift until he agreed.’ 
 
    Yuriath exchanged glances with Archimegadon. The Mage for Hire felt slightly heartened to see someone as confused as him. 
 
    ‘Now young Marr was er… how shall I put it? He was naïve. He wasn’t very smart. He was very caring and in touch with his emotions, though. And the isolation, apparently, made him go mad, turning those feelings from one extreme to another. He summoned the old gods as Elzar demanded, despite the statues binding his powers, and ravaged the city of Ferrina. Casting through the bindings killed him, though. 
 
    ‘Nobody was able to find his corpse, but the statues were recovered after the demons were defeated by the mages of Valanthas. Suspicious that Marr might not be gone, the mages set up the Council of Ferrina, and through the history of the Council, we have kept the statues under watch, since they cannot be moved too far away from this place. Every now and then, we get a poor duped fool turn up trying to save young Teroth, and we have to move the statues again.’ 
 
    Archimegadon wasn’t too happy about being called a fool, and opened his mouth to reply, but Abernoth was in full storyteller swing and continued talking. 
 
    ‘We made the mistake this time of moving them to a poorly-guarded location, and into the hands of that bumbling mercenary Diojin,’ Abernoth said. ‘And for the first time, Marr got people competent enough to actually reach the statues. We have to be careful about using too many guards, you see. Marr likes to speak to them as well, and he can usually be persuasive without them even realising it. Diojin was supposed to keep that nice vault door of his shut, but what can you expect from hiring ruffians?’ 
 
    ‘So you’re saying that Marr tricked us and the Clerics into fighting over nothing?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, not at all,’ Abernoth replied. ‘He tricked you all into fighting over everything.’ 
 
    ‘Yep, you have that right, you old fool,’ Valia said, making Sordath jump. ‘And without further delays…’ 
 
    Archimegadon saw it coming but was too slow to react, so lost was he in trying to work out all that Abernoth had revealed. Valia drew her sword, and in the same motion cut it through the middle of the third statue. 
 
    The statue burst apart with a red sparkle, and the platform began to shake. The Clerics continued their chanting, seemingly lost in Marr's Devotion, while Sordath reached for his sword, apparently unsure what he was supposed to be doing now. Valia, probably rather sensibly, stepped away from Sordath’s range. Yuriath grabbed Archimegadon’s arm. 
 
    ‘I think we should get going,’ she said to him.  
 
    ‘Er, yes, I have totally lost track of what’s going on,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    They began to back away when Marr's Devotion suddenly came to a stop as the assembled Clerics screamed and contorted, before collapsing to the ground. Archimegadon knelt next to the nearest one and found to his horror that the man was dead – no sign of a wound or otherwise, but there was no pulse at all. Yuriath checked the one next to him, and shook her head slowly when Archimegadon looked over at her inquisitively. 
 
    As the air shuddered again, Sordath, Archimegadon, Yuriath and Abernoth stood alone in the platform, suddenly all united in confusion and fear, while Valia watched on with knowing eyes. Darkness rose around the robed corpses, and Archimegadon felt his chest tighten as the darkness took on the form of those eyeless lizards over each of the Clerics, at least three demons emerging for each Cleric that had been killed.  
 
    ‘So this is your mass summoning?’ Archimegadon asked Sordath. ‘Killing your followers to make more of these lizards?’ 
 
    ‘I… no… I didn’t want them all to die… I had no idea.’ Sordath looked more horrified than any of them, gazing at the crowd of demons in fear. 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t be so negative,’ Valia said, walking past the survivors. ‘Now that he is no longer bound, Marr has converted the faithful. Their life forces have become these new demons, ready to take the city.’  
 
    One of the demons walked over to her, and she smiled at it, before taking her sword and cutting its head off. 
 
    ‘I probably should mention, by the way,’ Valia went on, as the demon’s head dissolved, forming a dark cloud, ‘that now those statues are gone, Marr’s made these things immortal.’  
 
    The cloud floated over to the demon’s corpse and took form at the severed neck again, and the reformed demon lifted itself up and let out a triumphant roar. Archimegadon swallowed hard – the demons Zamire had summoned had been trouble enough, but if they could simply come back to life whenever Marr willed, what chance did any of them have? 
 
    ‘Oh, and one other thing,’ Valia said, smirking. ‘These aren’t the only ones he summoned.’ 
 
    ‘Well, aren’t you a clever chap, you foolish cultist?’ Abernoth asked Sordath. 
 
    ‘What about me?’ Sordath asked Valia, ignoring the councillor. ‘I gave my services to Marr. I have… I have freed him from these bindings, if what the councillor said is true. What happens now?’ 
 
    Valia cocked her head to one side. ‘You’re alive, aren’t you? Unlike your fellows, and anyone else who swore devotion to Marr’ – she glanced up in the direction of the city – ‘you get to live on as his High Templar. And as your first duty, I’d like you to get the Staff of Antagules from the old man. It is important to our god.’  
 
    ‘I… very well,’ Sordath said. He turned on Archimegadon. ‘Hand it over, mage.’ 
 
    ‘Er, well, I can’t,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I didn’t bring it with me, today.’ 
 
    Sordath stared. ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘I’m disguised as a guard,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It made no sense to take a staff. You can have this sword, though.’ He flicked the sword hilt. 
 
    ‘You idiot,’ Valia said. ‘I guess I’m not needed here any more then. Sordath, take them prisoner and we’ll talk more later.’ She turned to leave. 
 
    ‘Come back here, Relassis,’ Sordath said. ‘I want you to explain everything to me now.’ 
 
    ‘What’s there to explain?’ Valia asked. ‘The old councillor had it about right. Marr wanted the statues destroyed, so he set you and these “heroes” against each other to make sure of it, since his previous agents kept failing.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s just some boy?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, the councillor was wrong about that,’ Valia replied. ‘Marr is much, much more than that. And you’ll see in time. Now take those three prisoner and we can chat over tea in a bit. I have to go and get things in motion upstairs.’ 
 
    She gestured towards the walkway, and the demons all swarmed off the platform, and she followed them slowly, apparently unconcerned about whether Sordath would follow her command. Archimegadon nudged Yuriath. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what’s going on, but we should stop Valia at least,’ he said to her. 
 
    ‘You’re right, she seems to know the most about Marr,’ Yuriath said. They took one last look at Sordath, who had turned to stare at the statue, and Abernoth, who had stepped off to one side quietly observing the proceedings, before heading after Valia. 
 
    Silence descended, and Sordath looked around again at the remains of his Clerics, dead by his own mistake. He’d believed in what… a monster? A devil? Hadn’t he always known this, though, serving dark gods who dealt in death and dark magic? Yet somehow there’d always been that comforting feeling that because he served them, he and his followers were exempt from the suffering that their dark god would be unleashing. Right now, he was faced with the understanding of what he’d preached – the knowledge that for temporary convenience, he’d bought everyone he knew a painful death.  
 
    Zamire and Zarastro, the two idiots who he’d spent years training and not-quite-befriending, were dead at the hands of his adversaries, Tharanor and his motley crew, and neither would ever tell the same bad jokes, make daft mistakes that he’d rage at them for, or even just sit and discuss business over some boring cultist fare. All of these men and women had given their lives in his service, and the sum total had been the empowerment of something that was more than human, and less than a god.  
 
    The knowledge was crushing. The despair he’d felt at losing Vortagenses returned in full, and the understanding that this was it – that he’d made the same mistake twice, and used up his second chance – it broke him. His body went cold and his legs seized up, the thought of making the effort even to walk from the platform becoming too much. He was ruined… everything was ruined… and there was nothing at all he could do to fix it. 
 
    No, it wasn’t his fault. It had to be… yes, it was… Tharanor had foiled his plans. Tharanor had put this in motion. Tharanor had ruined everything. He’d not even respected Sordath enough to come here now. 
 
    Sordath shook his head and walked towards the steps down from the platform. 
 
    Archimegadon and Yuriath were in his path, and they stopped as they heard his footsteps. 
 
    ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Where is Tharanor?’ Sordath returned. 
 
    ‘He went off in a huff, if you must know,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I have to find him… to settle things,’ Sordath said, angling himself to walk around the two. 
 
    ‘Erm, excuse me,’ Archimegadon said, stepping into the way. 
 
    ‘Get out of my way,’ Sordath said. ‘I need to find Tharanor, not waste time with his sidekicks.’ He made to push Archimegadon out of his path. 
 
    Archimegadon grabbed the front of Sordath’s robe and shoved him backwards, his eyes flaring with sudden rage.  
 
    ‘Don’t you look past me, you arrogant prick,’ he said. ‘I am Archimegadon, Mage for Hire, and unsung hero of Valanthas, and you are not leaving this pissing platform after what you’ve done. I’ve just about had enough of you imbecilic Clerics. It’s just as well Marr finished most of you off already.’ 
 
    Yuriath blinked. ‘Yeah… what he said.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you think you can stop me?’ Sordath asked. ‘I am the High Templar of the Clerics, and devoted follower of Marr the Summoner.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was about to make a smart retort when a wave of energy struck him, throwing him to the ground. He jumped to his feet in time to block a torrent of dark power with a hastily raised magic shield, which deflected the beam out into the void of the pit.  
 
    Yuriath jumped to Archimegadon’s defence, and Sordath dropped the energy beam and drew his sword in two swift motions. His blade met hers, before lighting up and blasting her up into the air a couple of feet. She landed heavily while Archimegadon unleashed a flamebolt, which Sordath deflected in the direction of Yuriath. Fortunately, the guard was able to scrabble out of the way in time. 
 
    ‘Not so smart now, Mage for Hire,’ Sordath said. ‘You wanted your fight? Here it is. Did you think me to be some self-taught nobody?’ 
 
    ‘To be fair, your other Clerics didn’t give me much hope,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Sordath’s reply was another beam of dark energy, which Archimegadon dodged messily, before stumbling over a dead Cleric and finding himself teetering at the edge of the platform. Malice in his eyes, Sordath strode towards Archimegadon. Yuriath charged at Sordath, who whirled and parried her strike effortlessly, before ramming his sword hilt into her stomach. Yuriath let out a pained yell and sank to the floor. 
 
    Sordath turned from her and advanced on Archimegadon, his sword trailing along the floor and making an ominous grating sound. Archimegadon knew he was outmatched, just as he had been against Sen Delarian, and he regretted his angry moment of indignation. Resigning himself to one last counter attack, he unleashed all his anger and confusion in a funnel of flames that tore across the platform and slammed into Sordath. 
 
    At least, he’d hoped it had, but the funnel met heavy resistance, and it was clear that no living person would have survived that if it had hit for that length of time. Archimegadon ran out of energy and abandoned the casting, and saw Sordath behind a shield of dark energy. The High Templar cancelled his own magic shield and continued to step towards Archimegadon, no smug look on his face like Zamire had had when she’d countered Archimegadon’s powers. Only death was in Sordath’s eyes now. 
 
    The High Templar grabbed Archimegadon’s throat with his left hand. 
 
    ‘Oh, how I regret not doing this in the forest,’ Sordath said. 
 
    ‘I, also, regret not doing this,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Doing what?’ Sordath asked, his mouth curled in an arrogant sneer. 
 
    ‘This!’ Archimegadon replied, and with all his solemn magical knowledge, he brought his knee up full force between Sordath’s legs. 
 
    As Sordath bent double, Archimegadon seized the man and shoved him towards the platform’s edge. Sordath turned at the last moment, though, and as he tried to get his balance, he reached out for Archimegadon and grabbed hold of him. 
 
    ‘No, you idiot,’ Archimegadon said, ‘get off!’ 
 
    ‘You want to see Marr?’ Sordath asked. ‘Let’s go and see him together!’ 
 
    And they both fell from the platform. 
 
    Archimegadon could see nothing, and was aware only that Sordath was still clinging to him, just as he was clinging to Sordath. It made no sense, since they were trying to kill one another, and yet instinct drove them both to hold onto the only thing within range. He pondered briefly why he was having such analytical thoughts when death was coming any time now, as they fell a fatal distance from the platform. Whether it was water or firm ground at the bottom, they’d die from the impact. 
 
    It was strange, really. He supposed it was the feeling of weightlessness, coupled with the total darkness, not to mention being upside down. Nothing felt real any more.  
 
    ‘Let go of me,’ Sordath said. 
 
    ‘I don’t think it makes much difference now,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘It makes all the difference,’ Sordath said. ‘You want to kill Marr?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Sordath yanked at Archimegadon’s hands with a surprising amount of force, and the two mages parted ways in the air. Now, without Sordath holding onto him, Archimegadon felt even more confused as he fell. It didn’t even seem like he was falling any more; he might as well have been floating. He threw his feelings back to angry Tharanor, who he pitied, in some ways, for his struggles with himself that had led his life down a darker path. He thought about Yuriath, who he’d last seen collapse after Sordath had struck her, and hoped she would make it off that platform safely. Unlike Tharanor, she’d accepted Archimegadon despite his outlandish claims and quirks, and her selfless concern for the city had driven him to join her cause in the first place. 
 
    He even thought about Obdo and Neurion, those old knaves, who’d never know that the hero they’d fought with was about to die in such an ignominious way, after accidentally aiding the release of some deranged summoner-god-monster-thing and his invincible demons. Archimegadon also regretted that he’d never find out more about Valia’s return, or be able to stop her assisting Marr. 
 
    He pondered grumpily how damned deep this pit was. Couldn’t it get on with it and kill him? Perhaps he should use this time trying to work out how to teleport to Antagules instead. Yes, that probably would have been a more sensible use of his… 
 
    He bumped his head. 
 
    Then fell flat. 
 
    Archimegadon sat upright. Wherever he was, it smelled terrible. 
 
    He hadn’t been wrong about feeling like he was floating, then. Had Sordath slowed his fall down after forcing them apart? Surely not. 
 
    Archimegadon experimented a little with fire until he managed to create a floating blob of flame that illuminated the area. It swiftly became obvious why the place stank. It was full of skeletons, piles and piles as far as he could see.  As he looked around, his eyes fell on a dark figure, lying on the ground nearby. It didn’t take long for him to find that it was Sordath, dead from the fall, and he instantly regretted checking. 
 
    Sordath had saved him, then, but allowed himself to die. Archimegadon didn’t know quite how to feel about that. He supposed he could not forgive the Sordath of old for willingly serving a succession of dark masters, but he was grateful to this final Sordath for saving his life. 
 
    So even Sordath wanted Archimegadon to kill Marr. What chance was there of that, though, stuck down here amidst all these skeletons? He noticed to his displeasure that rats were scurrying about, and decided that it would be a good time to get moving. 
 
    He wandered aimlessly for a while, until he found an old, broken door hanging off its hinges. It didn’t look like anyone had been down here for a long, long time. As he followed the way out, he found a row of old torches, and lit a few of them as he went to be sure he didn’t go in circles. Now wasn’t the time to panic, but he felt very much trapped down here and had no idea if there’d ever be a way out. 
 
    He thought about what had happened and sighed. Marr had tricked them all, telling the guards he was trapped, and the Clerics that he needed the statues to help them control Ferrina. Both sides had instead unleashed a force of immortal demons on Ferrina, and Valia seemed to be leading the beasts on Marr’s behalf. If Archimegadon ever made his way out, he had no idea how he was going to proceed, if he even should. After all, he’d made quite the mess of things so far. 
 
    He forgot everything else once he found an underground river, not too far from the pit. This was perfect! He followed the rushing water, hoping against all else that it led out to the sea. After what seemed like an eternity, light blinded him, and he stepped out into glorious sunshine. Trees! Grass! Blue water! My goodness, he’d not seen this in far too long. He felt almost like skipping and dancing across the field, but swiftly the memories of what had just happened came back to him, casting a shadow across everything. 
 
    He followed the looming hill of Ferrina’s exterior, deciding that his best course of action would be to reach the Central Way. He could then choose whether to bumble into Ferrina again and try to stop the invincible demons, or run away to safety. 
 
    Hmm, he probably could phrase the options slightly better. 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t overmuch care, though. Despite the colossal failure of his campaign against the Clerics, he felt like he’d descended into the underworld and returned to life! Everything was possible now. He just hoped that Tharanor and Yuriath would somehow survive whatever onslaught Marr was unleashing on the city long enough for him to find a way to sort things out. 
 
    Possibly he could try to get help from nearby cities. They’d probably be sceptical, but after the events in Aldrack, it would hopefully be slightly easier to explain. He’d just have to leave out the part where it was all his fault. 
 
    His newfound enthusiasm was drained slightly by the amount of walking he had to do to get back to the damn Central Way. Ferrina was certainly one of the most inconvenient cities he’d ever visited. If only he had the Staff of Antagules he’d be able to speak with Antagules and see if she had any wisdom about Ferrina to impart. She’d probably just tell him to ask the paladins for help, though. 
 
    Finally, as the sunshine began to dim with evening coming closer, he stepped onto the glorious paving stones of the Central Way, with the city gates to his left, and freedom to the right. Now it was time for him to decide. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon!’ interrupted him before he could start considering, though. 
 
    Archimegadon turned in shock to see Neurion and Obdo running towards him from his right, both garbed in rather dishevelled, brown, peasant-ish clothes. Neurion looked delighted, but Obdo seemed the most excited, running up to him and grabbing his arms. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage!’ Obdo gasped. ‘You have to… be careful… of Teroth Marr.’ 
 
    Archimegadon’s eyes narrowed. ‘Well, that’s bloody useful, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen: Old Friends, New Enemies 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, isn’t that grateful?’ Obdo asked Neurion. ‘We travel across half of Valanthas, get robbed repeatedly, nearly killed on a broken-down old raft, and live off of berries, and he just swears at us.’ 
 
    ‘I do not know what you were expecting from talking to me,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Fair point, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Well, we’re here, and uh… that’s the message that crazy mage lady wanted me to deliver. She came to me in a vision and sent me here with Neurion!’ 
 
    ‘Appreciated, I’m sure,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The only issue is that this warning came through a tad late. Teroth Marr has already made his move, I’m afraid!’ 
 
    It had been a bright day in Valanthas, but the sun was now beginning to set, and the former companions were still standing where they’d run into each other on the Central Way, a short distance from the gates that led into the underground city of Ferrina. Archimegadon looked rather worse for wear, clad in leather armour that was covered in dirt following his rather unfortunate trip to the lower regions of Ferrina. Obdo and Neurion didn’t look much better, dressed as they were in cheap and tatty clothes, but they had at least accumulated less filth than their mage friend. 
 
    Neurion scratched his short, light hair and his forehead furrowed with concern. ‘Uh, is that a bad thing, then? The lady Antagules did not have time to explain who Teroth Marr is.’ 
 
    ‘I’d suppose bad would be one way of putting it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Come, let us retire to a tavern and we can discuss all that sordid business over drinks. I have just escaped from a rather unpleasant situation, and could do with a rest.’ 
 
    ‘Lead the way!’ Obdo said, looking a lot more enthusiastic now. 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t overmuch want to stay close to Ferrina right now, considering what had just happened, so he decided that the safest option would be to head to the tavern he’d been staying at before his ill-fated visit to Ferrina. As the companions wandered along the Central Way, Archimegadon was bemused to notice some travellers on their way to Ferrina. He tried warning a few of them to keep their distance, but they mostly deemed that a wild old man in dirty armour was not a reliable source of safety information. With any luck, the City Watch of Ferrina would be quick to seal off the city, and would stop any travellers instead. 
 
    They settled at the edge of the tavern, a habit of Archimegadon’s that was becoming more and more common as he dabbled in these adventures. Obdo went to grab a plentiful supply of drinks, while Neurion regarded Archimegadon with concern. 
 
    ‘Are you alright, Master Archimegadon?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Tush, don’t worry about me,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It is Ferrina, unfortunately, and my… my friends there that should be the centre of our concerns.’ 
 
    ‘What happened anyway?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Hold on for Obdo a moment… ah, there,’ Archimegadon replied, as Obdo rejoined them and set down Neurion’s wine, along with cider for the rest. 
 
    ‘Gonna tell us what’s going on, then?’ Obdo asked, rubbing his hands together eagerly. 
 
    ‘As to that, I’m afraid I cannot fill in all of the story,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It is somewhat of a mystery to myself still. However, in short, after we parted ways I headed towards Ferrina, and ran into a couple of the city guards in this tavern. A fellow named Tharanor, and a woman called Yuriath. They were tracking a few cultists who were causing problems, cultists who went by the name of Clerics.’ 
 
    ‘But those are the ones who Bartell was working with!’ Neurion said.  
 
    ‘You are correct,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We caught up with the Clerics, and I pointed out that Vortagenses, their “god”, was dead. They got rather depressed indeed and ran off. 
 
    ‘The only problem was, they resurfaced a few days later with a new god, one they called Marr.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s the name of…’ 
 
    ‘Let him finish,’ Obdo interrupted. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said with a small smile. ‘Now I ended up working with Tharanor and Yuriath to stop these upstart Clerics.’ 
 
    ‘You replaced us?’ Obdo asked, interrupting in spite of himself. 
 
    ‘Well, you’ve inched out Tharanor, don’t worry,’ Archimegadon replied, taking a swig of cider. ‘Yuriath, on the other hand, is rather a good fighter, and has a good head.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe you’ve replaced us,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe I didn’t replace you sooner!’ Archimegadon said. ‘But enough, shush! I am telling this exciting tale and you are putting me off my stride.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, shut up, Obdo,’ Neurion said, sipping his wine delicately. 
 
    ‘Now, the Clerics seemed to have learned new powers with Marr’s aid,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘They were able to summon demons, unpleasant giant lizards with no eyes. We followed them around the city stopping them from stealing statues of some faceless being, which they apparently desired for Marr’s purposes. 
 
    ‘At the same time, Yuriath and myself were contacted by a boy with magic. He told us that he was imprisoned, and begged us to destroy the statues. The name of the boy was Teroth.’ 
 
    ‘But… but…’ Neurion began, looking almost too excited to stay seated. 
 
    ‘We didn’t know exactly who he was, but since the Clerics appeared to be following the opposite course, we decided to stop the Clerics and see where it would take us,’ Archimegadon continued. ‘We even had to sneak into a mercenary base to destroy one statue.’ 
 
    ‘Sneaking into a mercenary base was our thing,’ Obdo said, looking very put out. 
 
    ‘Don’t be so jealous,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now, the final statue was hidden in the Citadel where the Ferrina Council rule, and we resolved to sneak in during a procession to welcome Master Orgus Alhamis to the city. I reached Teroth’s cell, but the insolent child was nowhere to be found. I was instead captured by the Clerics, along with Councillor Abernoth, and taken to be sacrificed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘He obviously escaped,’ Obdo said, gesturing at Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Oh, of course, yes,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘The Clerics were preparing to summon Marr and his demons, but Tharanor and Yuriath rescued me,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Tharanor erm… got in a temper and ran off. But Yuriath and I faced down Sordath, the leader of the Clerics, only to be interrupted. I have some rather bad news for you both.’ 
 
    ‘Teroth and Marr turned out to be the same person?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Well, that,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘But on a rather more personal level, it seems that Valia escaped from Arranoth, and she is working for Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Valia?’ Obdo asked, his expression suddenly surprisingly hard. ‘I thought we left her in Mount Arranoth to die.’ 
 
    ‘It seems she got out somehow,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘This is not good news at all,’ Neurion said. ‘She betrayed us to Lord Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘She did more than that,’ Obdo said, flexing his remaining fingers on his right hand. While Valia had not wielded the knife, she had held Obdo so that Bartell’s clerk, Elsim Redrock, could do the deed. ‘So what happened? She escaped?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, Councillor Abernoth revealed that the Council knew of Teroth Marr,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Apparently, Marr was a young boy gifted with the power of summoning centuries ago, but he was imprisoned by the lord of the city, who wanted Marr to summon an army of demons. And then… erm…’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t forget the story again, did you?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I just… erm… ah yes! Marr’s powers were bound by the statues, but he managed to summon demons anyway, though doing so killed him. Ferrina was ruined, but later taken over by Valanthas. The mages of the time feared that Marr was not truly gone, and the Council has been safeguarding the statues ever since, if I remember correctly.’ 
 
    He took another swig of cider and gazed into it as he held it aloft, looking at the distorted form of his hand through the bottom of the liquid and the glass. 
 
    ‘Valia then destroyed the last statue,’ Archimegadon continued. ‘Without the bindings of those statues, Marr was able to sacrifice the Clerics to create a small army of demons. Valia left to destroy the city with the demons, while Sordath was left to fight me and Yuriath.  
 
    ‘In the fight, Sordath and myself fell into a pit – there’s a big pit in the middle of the city, but that’s not important – and Sordath chose to save me from dying from the fall so that I could stop Marr. He slowed my fall, since I suppose he was rather put out that Marr and Valia had used him. I found a way out, and met up with you fellows.’ 
 
    ‘So, in summary, you helped an evil dead guy summon an army of demons to destroy Ferrina?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘That is an entirely misleading way of…’ 
 
    ‘Planning on stopping the evil dead guy?’ 
 
    Archimegadon drummed his fingers on the table. That was a good question. He’d fouled things up so far, and didn’t know that he trust himself to make the right choices in future. All that being said, he had defeated Bartell, so perhaps he was the right one to go back in and sort it out. Besides, since he’d created the mess, or at least felt that way, he supposed he shouldn’t just leave it to others to fix. 
 
    ‘I am considering it, certainly,’ he said at last. 
 
    ‘I travelled a long way to get here,’ Neurion said. ‘As a representative of the Light, it is my duty to fight this evil summoner, Marr, and stop his demons.’ 
 
    ‘And I, er, hmm,’ Obdo said, looking at his maimed right hand. He wasn’t exactly very able with his left hand, though to be fair he’d never been much of a fighter. ‘I came all this way, like Neurion said. I can help you out with this Marr guy, somehow.’ 
 
    ‘Most appreciated, my good sirs, but I haven’t the first clue how to stop Marr and his demons,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I don’t even know where in Ferrina one can even find Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Would the lady Antagules know something, maybe?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Archimegadon felt very sheepish all of a sudden. Yuriath had told him quite clearly that Ferrina’s missing history was around the time Valanthas was founded – precisely the time that Antagules lived in Valanthas. Had he really been so stupid that he hadn’t thought to ask? 
 
    ‘She doesn’t know?’ 
 
    ‘I, er, that is…’ 
 
    ‘Not like he could ask,’ Obdo said. ‘Antagules said she couldn’t contact him.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Archimegadon lied. ‘I was unable to reach her using the Staff of Antagules.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah, do you have the staff?’ Obdo asked. ‘Antagules said you need to take it away from Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘The Staff of Antagules?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Why, no, I don’t have it. I was disguised as a guard of Ferrina to sneak into the Citadel. I left the staff at home.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear,’ Obdo said. ‘She seemed pretty clear that you needed to get it away from Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well I don’t have it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Valia asked after it as well, come to think of it. I’d forgotten in all the excitement.’ 
 
    ‘Then it seems likely that something important must be in that magic realm,’ Neurion said. ‘Marr might want to travel there.’ 
 
    ‘Antagules may be able to shed some light on that,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll get the staff and ask her.’ He caught himself. ‘Oh, I can’t, never mind me.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you leave it?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘I told you, it’s at home,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Not hugely far into the city, I suppose, but I have no idea what state Ferrina is in right now.’ 
 
    ‘We should go tomorrow, then,’ Neurion said. ‘We can get the staff, visit Antagules, and find out more about this Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Steady on there, Neurion, I don’t even know how to teleport,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You did it before, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘In a moment of panic,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I suspect it was more the staff’s magic than me, anyway. I don’t know that I could repeat the feat.’ 
 
    ‘We should try, at least,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If we can’t actually contact her, of course. But enough of this, I think it’s time for some more cider after today’s events. I’ve done quite enough serious thinking for now.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Well, Sir Mage, after you,’ Obdo said, as the three companions stood before the gates of Ferrina the next day. 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    He glared at the subject of their conversation. It was not the gates of Ferrina, which were quite conveniently left open. It was not the crowd of people nearby, all babbling to each other frantically. No, it was the towering monster that stood in the gateway of Ferrina, surrounded by dead guards and a few people who had been caught up in its arrival. 
 
    Similar to its smaller brethren, the demon bore the same reptilian appearance and distinct lack of eyes. The smaller demons had bodies that, while scaly, resembled lions or panthers. This one was more like… hmm, Archimegadon pondered to himself. He supposed it was more like a wingless dragon, which made him frown briefly as he recalled the undead dragons of the war with Tel Ariel. 
 
    A number of guards were trying to keep the crowd of people at a safe distance, while a few brave others were standing with spears at the ready, in a futile show of strength. It seemed that they were trying to make sure the giant demon stayed where it was, but the demon wasn’t showing any signs of interest in moving anyway, which was probably just as well.  
 
    ‘Is it keeping us out, or everyone in?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘When you’re that big, you can probably do both,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, I have something rather unfortunate to add about Marr’s demons,’ Archimegadon said. He shifted in the uncomfortable clothes he’d borrowed from Neurion, who was the closest to Archimegadon’s figure. Obdo was somewhat shorter and slightly rounder, which made his clothes a tad unsuitable. ‘They seem to be immortal.’ 
 
    ‘Just chop ‘em into bits,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Valia cut the head off one as a demonstration,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The head dissolved into shadow, and then it sort of… erm… reformed at the creature’s neck.’ 
 
    ‘So even if an army were to bring that thing down…’ Neurion began. 
 
    ‘…It would come back to life shortly after, yes,’ Archimegadon finished for him. 
 
    ‘I think it would be better if we did not try to sneak in from the front,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Any other ways in?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Officially, I believe it’s restricted to the sea entrance, and this one,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Oh, and the little passage that leads to the pit of death, but unless you want to play with skeletons there’s not terribly much point going that way. There might have been other routes from it leading back up to the city, but I’d not want to creep around in the dark down there when there are all these demons about.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the sea entrance like?’ 
 
    ‘I’d wager it involves a lot of swimming,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We can go and have a look, though.’ 
 
    They did so, and half an hour later they could be found staring at the opening in the cliffside that led into Ferrina’s docks. 
 
    ‘Yup, it will involve lots of swimming,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I think there are demons in the water,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Looks like fish to me,’ Obdo said, peering at the patch of water right next to them. 
 
    Neurion gave Obdo a shove. ‘Not there, look at the cavern opening!’ 
 
    Archimegadon squinted, and after a few seconds he saw what Neurion was talking about. There were dark, indistinct shapes moving back and forth in the water, though it was impossible to see exactly what they were from this distance. 
 
    ‘Might be dolphins,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I invite you to go and test that theory, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Go on, we’ll wait.’ 
 
    ‘On second thought, demons,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘So, do you want to try climbing around the cliff face?’ Neurion asked. ‘We might be able to get in without touching the water!’  
 
    Archimegadon followed Neurion to a better vantage point, where they looked up and down the rocky cliffside that led to the docks entrance. It did look as though it might be possible to climb in, but it was going to be an awful lot of bother. 
 
    ‘Hmm, you know what, chaps?’ Archimegadon asked after a moment. ‘Let’s forget the staff for now. I’ll try to see if I can reach Antagules without it.’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t know how to teleport!’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘Well, there is that,’ Archimegadon said. ‘However, it’s looking somewhat difficult to get in, and we probably won’t be coming out again until we’ve settled matters with Marr, one way or another, if it’s going to be this troublesome just entering. I don’t want to run in this time without actually preparing properly, since that didn’t go so well last time.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it will be wise to ask the lady Antagules about Marr,’ Neurion said. ‘Maybe she will know a way to kill these demons of his.’ 
 
    ‘You really think you can learn how to teleport?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘I did it before,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I just need to, erm, see if I can work out how it was done.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s be honest here, you have a pretty bad record with doing anything other than flamebolt,’ Obdo said, elbowing Archimegadon in the ribs. 
 
    ‘I’ll have you know I can cast consistent icebolts now,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I have no issue with using one on you to demonstrate.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, alright, don’t get cross!’ Obdo said. ‘So what now?’ 
 
    ‘Settle down and enjoy the sea breeze,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It is time for me to experiment.’ 
 
    ‘Righto, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘I’ll settle down way, way over here.’ He retreated to a hopefully-safe distance. 
 
    Neurion glared after Obdo before nodding at Archimegadon. ‘I believe in you, Master Archimegadon. Let me know if I can do anything to help with this. I am confident that the Light will support its champion in this matter.’ 
 
    ‘Ask the Light if it knows how to teleport,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I shall do so,’ Neurion said, his expression solemn. 
 
    Archimegadon decided not to pursue that further, and stretched his arms before throwing his mind back to that time in the forest near Horan, where the necromancer Belias had intended to feed the Mage for Hire to his demon pets. It was not going to be easy, but he needed to dig out the memory of teleporting, and see if he could do it again. Antagules had told him at the time that it had been a safety reflex, and that he’d be unlikely to do it again, but he was quite determined to prove her wrong. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon?’ 
 
    Archimegadon opened an eye, and saw darkness. Had he done it? Were they in the gloom of the Mage Academy, perhaps, returned to the magic world of exile that Antagules protected? 
 
    ‘Obdo’s gone back to the inn,’ Neurion said. ‘He was hungry. I said I’d watch out for you.’ 
 
    Archimegadon blinked, and realised that he was still sitting on the grass near the sea, and night had set in. He was sure it had been light not long ago, and suspected that he’d fallen asleep during his meditations.  
 
    ‘Ah, erm, thank you, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Shouldn’t you go on after him and have some food yourself?’ 
 
    ‘That was hours ago,’ Neurion replied. ‘I was not about to leave you out here when there may be demons about.’ 
 
    ‘Good gracious, Neurion, how late is it?’ Archimegadon asked, rising to his feet in a rush. 
 
    ‘I should imagine that midnight passed not long ago,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s get back then,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I doubt I will be succeeding tonight, at any rate.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘Did you make any progress?’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt bad crushing the paladin’s hopes, so he lied. ‘Yes, I believe I am starting to work out how I did it that time,’ he replied. ‘We shall be having drinks with Antagules in no time, I am sure.’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ Neurion said, smiling. ‘I look forward to it.’ 
 
    Archimegadon frowned and didn’t reply, noticing all of a sudden how damned cold it was out here. 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon slammed the door behind himself after the third futile day, making everyone in the tavern jump. The barman prepared a cider in a hurry and cowered as Archimegadon came to retrieve it, but Archimegadon simply paid for the drink and joined Obdo and Neurion, who were playing cards at their usual table. 
 
    ‘Are you making any progress?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Your head will be making sudden, fast progress to the far side of the room,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Well, there’s that sunny mood we all love,’ Obdo said. ‘You want in? Neurion here is no challenge.’ 
 
    ‘Obdo, even if I were to join, and win every coin you own, it would scarcely be noticeable in my money pouch,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘So you didn’t make progress, I take it?’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t make progress,’ Archimegadon replied, drinking half of his cider in one go.  
 
    ‘How exactly are you working out how to teleport, anyway?’ Obdo asked. ‘Do you, like, spend all day weaving magic in all sorts of ways, testing different, complicated spells? Or do you sit there for hours on end thinking about that one time?’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘But if you must know, the latter.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, so magic is more like love,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon looked particularly harassed, and his grey hair and beard were rather fearsome without the usual care and nurturing he usually gave them. He most certainly did not characterise love in that moment. 
 
    ‘Ignore Obdo,’ Neurion said. ‘Play some cards. It will relax you some.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, I’ll join the next game,’ Archimegadon said, watching Neurion’s hand. ‘Good grief, Neurion, do you even know how to play this game?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I do,’ Neurion replied. ‘Obdo taught me.’ 
 
    ‘And you are playing for money?’ 
 
    ‘Gambling is not a sin in moderation,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Right, suddenly it all becomes clear,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon, I am worried about you,’ Neurion said the next morning. 
 
    Archimegadon was lying in bed, glaring at his pillow as though it had wronged him. A scythe of dusty light illuminated half of the Mage for Hire, who was lying on the middle of three beds spread across a generous tavern room. Obdo, meanwhile, was snoring away contentedly. 
 
    ‘Perhaps we should give up on this, and go in to Ferrina and get your staff,’  Neurion continued. ‘You’re tiring yourself out over this, and I’m concerned for your friends as well.’ 
 
    Archimegadon sat up and looked towards the window. He was concerned as well, wondering if Yuriath or Tharanor were even still alive. He’d left Yuriath possibly badly hurt on the ceremonial platform with Abernoth, while Tharanor had stumbled off drunk to protect the Council. Valia had sent the demons to attack, and Tharanor would have probably been right in their path. 
 
    ‘I just have no idea what to do,’ Archimegadon said. ‘There’s no goal set out for us. If we go back into the city, what are we going to do – hide? I haven’t the first clue about how we can defeat Marr – or even what Marr is these days.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know,’ Neurion said. ‘The lady Antagules warned us that the staff needed to be taken out of Ferrina, though, and you said Valia wanted it as well. I suppose that is a good place to start.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, but who knows what is waiting for us in there now?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Demons in the water, a giant monster at the gates, this mysterious summoner god fellow…’ 
 
    ‘It is difficult to know what to do,’ Neurion said. ‘But we should keep it simple. If you don’t know how to teleport, and you don’t know how to defeat all those things, we should just focus on the simple goal. Forget all of the distractions and let’s do what we can.’ 
 
    Archimegadon scratched his hair. If only it was that easy, just forgetting the distractions and doing something. If only… 
 
    ‘Erm, Neurion, you might be a genius,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Come over here.’ 
 
    He got up and knelt by Obdo quietly, and put a hand on Obdo’s shoulder. He offered the other hand to Neurion, who took it with a look of confusion. 
 
    ‘And now, without thinking,’ Archimegadon said, and suddenly an aura of blue surrounded them all, and they disappeared in a flash. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What the heck?’ Obdo asked as grass filled his face. 
 
    Archimegadon stood up and breathed in the glorious air of the realm of magic. They had entered the realm itself this time, rather than getting stuck in the Mage Academy, though they weren’t far off from the Academy itself, it seemed. The familiar, dark shape loomed off to their left, deceptively small compared with the mysteries it contained. Straight ahead, the grassy field slid down into a wide valley that stretched a huge distance out as far as they could see. Directly at the end of it, a tower rose from the ground and into the sky, with no discernable top. 
 
    ‘You did it?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Of course I did,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    ‘Sir Mage, why did you drag me out of bed and drop me in grass?’ Obdo asked, still lying on his face. 
 
    ‘Ah, well, Obdo, you have been most magnificently teleported!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right,’ Obdo said, and then his snores resumed. 
 
    Archimegadon glared at the sleeping Obdo, but now was not the time for that. He had to speak with Antagules at last, after a stressful few days of futility! So now… 
 
    He paused.  
 
    ‘Erm, I don’t actually know where Antagules lives in this place,’ he said to Neurion. 
 
    ‘Does she live in that house?’ Neurion asked, pointing. 
 
    ‘That’s the Mage Academy,’ Archimegadon replied, sighing. ‘It’s cursed, and would probably kill her if she stayed there longer than an hour. Don’t you remember?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, oops, sorry!’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Perhaps she lives in that silly tower over there,’ Archimegadon said, gesturing towards the distant topless tower.  
 
    ‘Let’s go and have a look,’ Neurion said with a smile, but he loosened his sheathed sword as though expecting trouble. 
 
    They picked up the sleeping Obdo between them, and passed the rock slab where Archimegadon had spoken with Antagules about Vortagenses and the Throne of Mirrors quite a while ago. The way down into the valley wasn’t too steep, and the valley itself wasn’t really all that deep either, so carrying Obdo wasn’t too bad at first. Once there were more rocks in the way, Archimegadon lost his patience and they deposited Obdo on the nearest slab. 
 
    ‘Good grief, Obdo, how can you sleep through all of that?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I’ll be honest with you, Sir Mage, I was curious how long you’d carry me,’ Obdo replied with a grin. 
 
    ‘I will burn…’ 
 
    ‘Stop right there!’ a voice shouted, and the three turned to see Antagules appear in full mage robes, her staff, a twin of the Staff of Antagules, ablaze. Antagules looked ready for battle, but her shoulders fell when she saw who it was. ‘Oh, it’s you idiots?’ 
 
    ‘You two related?’ Obdo asked Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘I sincerely hope not,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Greetings, Antagules. We have returned.’ 
 
    ‘You have my staff?’ Antagules asked. 
 
    ‘Er, no, I’m afraid that I do not,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I told Obdo to make you take it out of Ferrina,’ Antagules said, glaring at Obdo. 
 
    ‘There have been some minor complications,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What was all the fancy “stop there” about? We were just on our way over to your tower.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not my tower,’ Antagules replied. 
 
    ‘Ah, what is it, then?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Never you mind,’ Antagules replied. ‘I’m dying for a drink, so let’s get over to my cottage and we’ll talk over tea.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you couldn’t die?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Not of age,’ Antagules replied. ‘Now come on, I have a feeling that we’re going to be in a rush once you tell me what you’ve done.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty: Constella 
 
      
 
    The way to Antagules’s cottage led along a path through the forest where Antagules had sent them all back to Valanthas previously. They took a right, rather than heading towards the stone circle, and the route twisted between some very curious trees with leaves that seemed to shimmer between dark green and a purple hue. Tiny lights flew all about, hovering nearby as though watching the companions. Archimegadon swore at a few of them that kept whirring around his face. 
 
    ‘Why are you all still in your pyjamas?’ Antagules asked as they followed the forest path. 
 
    ‘Erm, well, I only worked out how to teleport on a spur of the moment,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s right, you teleported here without the staff,’ Antagules said. ‘You know that I was very impressed when Sen Delarian managed it with the staff, and he was a genius.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then you know what I am,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘An old windbag,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon made to rap Obdo on the forehead with the Staff of Antagules when he recalled that he didn’t have the damn thing. He cuffed Obdo round the back of the head instead. 
 
    ‘Such a violent man,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Pack it in, you two,’ Antagules said. ‘Forseld, you don’t actually mean spur-of-the-moment, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but I do indeed,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘One has merely to remember the location and focus very strongly on that location, ignoring all other distractions. The rest is magic!’ 
 
    ‘You idiot, do you have any idea how easily that can go wrong?’ Antagules asked, ducking below an errant tree limb. 
 
    ‘The important thing is that it didn’t,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I’m putting a ban on you teleporting,’ Antagules said. ‘I don’t want you messing around with that sort of magic. You could end up somewhere bizarre, leave yourself in several pieces, or even trigger a cataclysmic magical backlash that might devastate the world!’ 
 
    ‘Why, it wasn’t all that hard once I realised the trick behind it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You just picture the place – say, that tree over there – and…’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Antagules shouted an unfamiliar word, and a cloud of magic appeared around Archimegadon’s mouth. 
 
    Archimegadon waved his arms around and his mouth seemed to be forming words, but no sound came out. 
 
    ‘Please do that more often,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I’ll use it on you next,’ Antagules said. ‘Now listen, old man, I do not want you playing with teleporting in future. I appreciate that it was important to get in contact with me, but toying with magic is one of the most dangerous things you can possibly do.’ 
 
    Archimegadon folded his arms and glared at her, his mouth still moving soundlessly.  
 
    ‘It’s like talking to toddlers,’ Antagules said. She waved her hand, and the cloud of magic faded away. 
 
    ‘…Bollocks,’ Archimegadon finished saying as his voice returned. ‘Hmm, I suppose that was an accurate summary. But very well, I shan’t devastate the world, this time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just as well,’ Antagules said.  
 
    ‘I’ve done it twice now without devastating the world, though,’ Archimegadon added. 
 
    ‘No, Forseld, you’re not doing any more teleporting!’ 
 
    ‘Bah.’ Archimegadon waved off a few more of the flying lights. ‘How much more of this forest is there, by the way?’ 
 
    ‘Probably twenty minutes or so,’ Antagules replied. 
 
    ‘Why did you build your cottage so far away?’ 
 
    ‘Would you want to live next to that Mage Academy?’ Antagules asked. 
 
    ‘Fair enough,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘But doesn’t that make it hard to guard?’ 
 
    ‘I have some spells set there to let me know when people arrive,’ Antagules replied. ‘Unlike you, I have lengthy training in teleportation, so I can get there quickly if need be.’ 
 
    ‘You are simply jealous that I worked out how it’s done,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I’m relieved we’re still alive,’ Antagules said. ‘Now pick up the pace, we’re slacking.’ 
 
    They discussed the events of Archimegadon’s struggles with the Clerics in Ferrina for the rest of the forest walk, and she mostly made no comment, except for an irritable ‘tsk’ when Archimegadon mentioned how the demons seemed immortal. This recounting continued until the sky began to darken, and the irritating little lights became quite convenient as they illuminated the forest floor. Overhead, an unfamiliar starry sky filled the heavens, and Neurion gasped in wonder as he gazed at the sight. 
 
    ‘So there is night and day here as well?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘No, this area is always night,’ Antagules replied. ‘The Mage Academy area is always day. There are other regions with different times of day, and some that have green skies, or orange, or purple. This, here, is the first region we ever discovered, though.’ 
 
    They stepped out of the forest and beheld the region Antagules was talking about. They were on a grassy clifftop, and off to the right, on the edge of the cliff, was the cottage. Below the cliff edge, far, far beneath them, the companions saw an enormous whirlpool, so large that they all felt dizzy just looking at it. Sparkling lights danced across the vast expanse, seeming for all the world as though they were trying to out-do the starry skies above. Beyond the whirlpool, on the horizon, mountains rose in distant lands. 
 
    ‘This is incredible,’ Neurion said. ‘I would almost believe this were heaven itself.’ 
 
    ‘Not sure seasickness is my idea of heaven,’ Obdo said, looking away from the whirlpool. 
 
    ‘This region, where we first came to this world, is the reason we named it as we did,’ Antagules said. 
 
    ‘Er, what did you call this place?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I don’t believe I ever asked.’ 
 
    ‘We call it Constella,’ Antagules replied. ‘We thought it a land of stars, though we discovered more as time went on. The name stayed, though.’ 
 
    ‘It is a beautiful name, for a beautiful place,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Archimegadon, always enjoying things that were grand in scale, was awed by the sight of the whirlpool. It was probably larger than the whole of Ferrina, several times over. He only wished that, if he were to fight someone, this would be their backdrop.  
 
    ‘Come on now, stop staring,’ Antagules said. 
 
    ‘We haven’t had hundreds of years to look at it,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You don’t have hundreds of years now,’ Antagules said, shooing them away from the cliff’s edge. ‘We need to talk about Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, in that case let’s head on,’ Archimegadon said. He wanted revenge on Marr for making a fool of him, and if Antagules knew anything that could help him challenge the mysterious “god”, then that was more important than star-gazing. 
 
    Antagules’s cottage was a rather odd specimen. Clearly it had begun as a regular cottage, since the basic building and thatched roof had just about survived. However, over her many centuries here, she’d presumably become bored with her meagre dwelling, and had built extensions. Mage she might be, but she was certainly no architect. Leaning towers and sloped upper floors wobbled their way into the sky, and a collection of tree trunks had been employed beneath these additions to support them from below. A variety of strange pipes snaked around the structures, seemingly weaving through them up to the very highest point. 
 
    ‘Well, ma’am, I don’t know how you survived this long living in there,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It’s very sturdy,’ Antagules said. ‘The supports are all robust, and the structure is reinforced.’ She scratched her chin. ‘I might have cheated a little with magic here and there as well.’ 
 
    Archimegadon had hoped that they’d be sitting in the cottage on the ground floor, but Antagules insisted on leading them right to the very top. The stairs were sloped and the three men clung with fear to the rails as they made their way up, while Antagules skipped up the stairs with confidence born of centuries of familiarity. 
 
    The top room had been constructed from a strange type of wood that appeared to glitter, as though it were interweaved with crystals. One of the walls was a huge pane of glass, which overlooked the whirlpool vista. A table was set up in the middle of the room, and Obdo made sure to take a seat facing away from the view. 
 
    ‘Good of you to have chairs ready for us!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘They used to have a point when the others were here,’ Antagules said. ‘When we mages first came to Constella, we planned to set up a village, and this cottage was our base of operations. Stopping Vortagenses, and having a hand in building Valanthas from the start, took the attention of the Mage Order, though. After further exploration of this realm, it became clear that we could not set up here permanently. There are spirits that do not tolerate us stepping outside of this small patch of land.’ 
 
    ‘Most unfortunate,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now, did you say we would be getting some tea?’ 
 
    ‘That I did,’ Antagules replied. ‘It’s not normal tea, mind you – uses Constella herbs – but I managed to make a mix that tastes like tea back home.’  
 
    She let the companions arrange themselves at the table – Archimegadon sat at the head – and stepped over to a counter, where she turned a valve, and water poured from a pipe that stuck out of the wall. The water splashed into a sink, while the counter, pipes and finally the room shook violently, making a terrible juddering sound. Archimegadon found himself gripping the table tightly, but once Antagules turned the valve again the room fell still. 
 
    Antagules continued to mix different powders taken from multi-coloured bags, stirring the liquid and brewing separate concoctions at the same time. Finally, she brought out a large metal jug and poured everything into that. She placed the jug onto a stand and turned another valve, and a bright green flame ignited beneath the jug, and Archimegadon shrank back as he expected the wooden room to burst into flames. Purple bubbles rose from the top of the jug, and once Antagules had counted off fifty out loud, she turned the valve and the green flame disappeared.  
 
    Archimegadon, Neurion and Obdo cowered as she brought the jug over with a few glasses, and she set the jug in the middle of the table.  
 
    ‘Tea is served!’ she announced with a smile, her hands on her hips. 
 
    ‘Are you sure this is tea?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘It’s a little different, but I managed to perfect the taste after a few years,’ Antagules replied. 
 
    ‘You spent years developing tea?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Trust me, Obdo, if you ever spend centuries by yourself, you will also find the time to do anything,’ Antagules replied. 
 
    Neurion was the first to reach for the jug, and he poured out the Constella tea with great care. The liquid that came out was a strangely bright orange colour, though the bubbles that floated from it were still purple. Obdo and Archimegadon stared with horrified curiosity as Neurion took his first tentative sip. The paladin set his glass down and smiled at his host. 
 
    ‘Excellent, my lady Antagules,’ he said. ‘This tastes like Crowntown Tea.’ 
 
    ‘See, I told you,’ Antagules said, glaring at Archimegadon and Obdo. ‘Now, let’s get down to business.’ 
 
    ‘Marr,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Indeed, that man,’ Antagules said. ‘I do not know why, but he was blessed with a very special gift. He was a boy born to poor parents in Ferrina, a much smaller place back then. It still had the Citadel, and the surrounds, and Old Town, but it was focused more on its mining and trade with people on the same continent, rather than the overseas trade it has these days.’ 
 
    ‘You know how Ferrina is these days?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Up until recently I was talking with the mages of your order now and then,’ Antagules replied. ‘They kept me up to date with the major cities.’ 
 
    ‘That was years ago,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘When you’re my age, ten years or so isn’t all that much,’ Antagules said, sipping the orange Constella tea. ‘Now, back to old Ferrina – mining was a miserable business then. They worked for almost nothing but the right to sleep in Ferrina, and the hours were so long and wearing that the miners would often get sick and even die from the work.’ 
 
    ‘That’s terrible,’ Neurion said. ‘Didn’t anyone do anything about it?’ 
 
    ‘In some ways, it seems someone did,’ Antagules replied. ‘For whatever reason, Teroth Marr was blessed with his powers of summoning and illusions, and would play songs for the miners, accompanied by images of beauty. He could conjure images of picturesque lands, show horses running across plains, even re-enact wars from history, just to entertain them. Life improved for the miners, but his powers gained the attention of the city’s ruler.’ 
 
    ‘Lord Elzar, I think Abernoth said,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Antagules said. ‘Lord Elzar Vakard, bitter opponent of Vortagenses and the settlers who founded Valanthas.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, wait, Vakard?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I know a guard with that surname in Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that uncommon a name,’ Antagules said, ‘or at least it wasn’t in my time. All the same, I’d not be surprised if some descendants of Elzar still lived in Ferrina. His daughter escaped the destruction, at least. She came and hid in Valanthas, away from the angry Ferrans.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if Tharanor knows,’ Archimegadon said. ‘He lived in another city until the last few years, mind. Perhaps his family history was the reason he left to hide there.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t answer that,’ Antagules said. ‘I do know that Yissa Vakard, the daughter, wanted to erase the family’s fall from grace.’ 
 
    ‘Probably best he doesn’t know, if so,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The fellow has enough esteem issues as it is.’ 
 
    Antagules nodded. ‘Well, Lord Elzar was an angry and suspicious man. He saw us, the wanderers who went on to found Valanthas, arrive nearby, and began to cut off his trade. He instead kept the valuable metals and used them to arm his city, and when Vortagenses raised his protective dome, Elzar began heavy recruitment for soldiers. Once he heard about Teroth Marr, he wanted the boy imprisoned. 
 
    ‘He had a mage advisor at the time, a traitor who left us and moved to Ferrina, where he felt it would be safer than braving the wilds. Together they used the three statues to bind the powers of Teroth Marr, and tried to bully the child into creating an army of demons.’ 
 
    ‘That’s monstrous,’ Neurion said. ‘Would that the Paladin Order had been nearby. We would have stopped this.’ 
 
    ‘You paladins did cleanse Ferrina at another point in history, actually,’ Antagules said. ‘I’m afraid, though, that they were busy with another project during this time, and nobody but Vakard’s inner circle was aware of what he was doing. After some time, he lost his patience, and decided that isolation would be the only solution. He left Teroth alone in the cell with no human contact, while his advisor used his magic to keep an eye on the boy’s state.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know all this?’ Obdo asked. ‘Were you the traitor?’ 
 
    ‘Most certainly not!’ Antagules replied. ‘We captured the advisor after all of this transpired, and extracted the truth from him, before executing him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, ouch,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘A just punishment after what they did to Teroth,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘We felt that at the time, at least,’ Antagules said. ‘The advisor wasn’t sure what triggered it, but one day he felt an unusual surge in magical energies coming from Teroth’s cell, but when he tried to check Teroth himself, he was repelled by a terrible dark power. I had similar issues trying to contact anyone, I might add, once Marr became aware of my existence.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so it was Marr that interrupted us when you were talking to me,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘You would be correct,’ Antagules said. ‘Not long after the advisor encountered that darkness, demons started appearing across Ferrina. Marr sent several after Lord Elzar himself, and the advisor fled along with Vakard’s daughter in a panic. The advisor continued to try to reach Teroth with his powers once he’d left Ferrina, but reported that by the evening, Teroth’s presence was gone.’ 
 
    ‘So Teroth died?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘We thought so,’ Antagules replied. ‘When we got around to fighting off the demons that remained, we found no sign of Teroth, and presumed that he had burnt himself out. Casting through those bindings would turn your powers back on you, and literally burn you to death. Most people would stop, but it seems that in his madness, Marr just carried on to the end.’ 
 
    ‘What a horrible story,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Yes, Marr’s history is not a happy one,’ Antagules said. ‘We found the three statues, though, and they were still active. Normally, with binding enchantments of that sort, the magic fades once the bound target dies. We searched for the next month, but not a trace of Marr remained. Suspicious all the same, we set up the Ferrina Council to act as watchers in case Marr should ever reappear.’ 
 
    ‘Abernoth told me that many people were led by Marr to attempt to destroy the statues,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I don’t know so much about that, I am afraid,’ Antagules said. ‘After all these years I’d never really thought much about him again. I was guarding against Vortagenses.’ 
 
    ‘So, what is the concern you have about the staff?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘It is a suspicion rather than clear knowledge,’ Antagules replied. ‘When Marr noticed me viewing Ferrina, I could sense his desire to steal my knowledge of Constella. He tried to get in my head and find out all I knew, so I had to cancel the link with your world. I risked it again to speak to Obdo, but Marr tried to barrage my mind a second time. I get the feeling that when you took my staff to Ferrina, he sensed the touch of this realm. Magic is a strange thing – he doesn’t know the way here, but now that he knows the “scent” of my own powers, he can detect my magic whenever I try to open contact cross-world, regardless of how far it is from Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever would he want from here?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘This is a place of great power,’ Antagules replied. ‘When you were dying, Neurion healed you, but his powers were augmented from his novice paladin level to that of a master. It may seem deserted, but there are beings that live here which are of a totally different form to anything we humans can understand. Whatever Marr seeks, he is not the kind boy he was born to be. I glimpsed his mind when he tried to break into mine, and there is nothing left but pain, hatred and insanity.’ 
 
    ‘Can he use the staff to reach here?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Doubtless that is his plan,’ Antagules replied, ‘or at least an important step in what he ultimately intends. Finding Constella is… difficult. It is almost impossible without having been there already. The Staff of Antagules has a link to this realm, and is the easiest way for someone who’s never been here to travel across worlds.’ 
 
    ‘Could we not simply destroy the staff’s twin here?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘The staff isn’t alive, but in some ways the magic acts in that fashion,’ Antagules replied. ‘The memory of this place, and the route to take, is written into the magic of the staff. Either we need to get the staff out of Ferrina, or we need to destroy it. Given that demons prowl the streets as you told me, I would say that destroying the staff as soon as possible is our best option to stop Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Splendid, so you’ll just teleport us back out to my house,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That shouldn’t take too long.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t send you into Ferrina,’ Antagules said. ‘Marr’s power blocks me from there, much as when I tried to contact you before. The closest I’m able to get you is outside. Anything more, and I will only alert him to you, and he could probably follow the trail straight back here.’ 
 
    ‘Well, balls,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Who even led the mages here in the first place?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Never you mind that,’ Antagules replied.  
 
    ‘Could Marr not have found a way to Constella over the hundreds of years since his apparent death?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Marr was still bound by the statues, and he destroyed himself once already,’ Antagules replied. ‘He might be insane, but I’d be surprised if he’d have tried powerful casting a second time. If he cast anything at all, he’d suffer greatly, so I imagine he had to limit just how much he communicated with his would-be servants. Of course, now the statues are gone he’s free to cast whatever he likes. It would take a long time or incredible luck to find Constella without knowing the place personally, though, which may give us some time.’ 
 
    ‘We also have to hope that Valia doesn’t know where Sir Mage lives,’ Obdo said. ‘His staff is still at his house.’ 
 
    ‘What a mess,’ Antagules said. ‘I don’t know entirely what Marr has become, but you can be sure that giving a being of terrible madness and power the key to Constella is pretty much suicide.’ 
 
    Archimegadon took a deep breath and gazed into the whirlpool out the window, watching the swirling water spinning round, and round, and round, and the darkness looming at its centre. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One: Memories of Ferrina 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon knew this place. Not like this, no, but he was aware of where he was standing. 
 
    Rubble lay scattered across the roads, and Archimegadon could barely step anywhere without catching his feet on smashed bricks and shattered wood. To either side, the bare skeletons of buildings remained. They had mostly been demolished, though some stubborn walls had stayed in place, but to no end. 
 
    Aldrack was ruined. 
 
    ‘This is a dream,’ Archimegadon said. He knew he had been in Constella, sleeping on the uncomfortable floor of one of Antagules’s side rooms in her curious cottage. 
 
    It all felt very real, though. Normally, he would be absorbed into the reality of the dream, going through normal and fantastic events without questioning what was going on. Now, though, his senses felt clear, and as he kicked the rubble at his feet, he could feel it as though he were awake. 
 
    He’d had this sort of dream before. 
 
    ‘Are you there?’ he called, his voice echoing throughout the ruin. 
 
    ‘Yes, sorry, I was held up,’ replied another Archimegadon, stumbling round a corner out of breath. 
 
    Archimegadon had been visited by this shade in the past. It had warned him that the Dusk Alliance was not his true enemy, and hinted at Bartell’s involvement. It had also, it seemed, followed him through the Mage Academy’s series of visions, and he had been stuck wondering if it were a spirit or merely an extension of himself. The answer to that was far beyond his ability to guess, he supposed. 
 
    ‘What are you here for?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    The Archimegashade regarded him imperiously, dressed in regal, purple robes. Archimegadon was still in his drab pyjamas that he’d borrowed from Neurion, and he felt quite underprepared for this meeting. He attempted to cloak this behind his most dismissive glare, though the shade didn’t seem ruffled by it. 
 
    ‘You don’t appear to be doing very well by yourself,’ the shade replied. ‘I thought I’d pop in and give you a prod in the right direction.’ 
 
    ‘I am doing just fine, thank you,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Antagules will assist me in handling the demons, and we shall be most likely heading in to Ferrina to destroy the Staff of Antagules.’ 
 
    ‘Why leave a job half-done?’ Archimegashade asked. 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Archimegadon asked in return. 
 
    ‘The demons Marr has summoned,’ Archimegashade replied. ‘They are immortal. They will not die, whatever you do. Marr will simply recreate them every time you kill them. Destroy the staff and stop him reaching Constella, and you will only have stopped one of his goals. His demons will still conquer Valanthas if you just ignore them.’ 
 
    ‘But I am merely a Mage for Hire,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I have no aptitude in demon hunting.’ 
 
    ‘It is your choice,’ the Archimegashade said. ‘Remember, however, that if you want to stop the demons, you have to kill Marr.’ 
 
    ‘And how does one kill Marr, exactly?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You will need to find him where he rules,’ the shade replied. ‘In another place… but the same place. That is where you can find his throne.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that was about as useful as a paladin at a happiness festival,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘If you want to understand who you face, then come to your place of learning,’ the shade said. ‘Come and see the truth.’ 
 
    ‘My place of… no, not the Mage Academy?’  
 
    The shade simply smiled and faded away. 
 
    Archimegadon stood by himself in the ruins of Aldrack, and he glared at the empty space where the shade had been. He stooped, picked up a stone, and tossed it at where he estimated its head would have been, swearing at it as he did so, but there was no sign of the shade.  
 
    It wanted him to visit the Mage Academy? That was not the most tempting prospect, for sure. A place of great magical power, the Academy was nonetheless twisted by the madness of Vortagenses, and though it seemed to sometimes lend aid and give helpful visions, the place also could punish and break those who entered. 
 
    Sen Delarian, former hero of Valanthas, had never been the same man after his time spent in the Mage Academy. Possibly he had gone bad before, but Archimegadon knew that the first noticeable change had been then. 
 
    As he stood there pondering, the ground gave a shake, and without warning the road collapsed, dropping Archimegadon into total darkness. 
 
    He sat up awake, but he was in the cottage again, tucked under some spare bedcovers on the floor in a room full of a variety of magical awards and trophies. At first, Archimegadon had suspected that Antagules had awarded them to herself in her solitude, but on further inspection they appeared to be from when she had been part of the Mage Order. There were also a few paintings of Antagules from her younger days. Short, with long dark hair, she’d looked very different, smiling in between two balding male mages and a white-haired female in one of the larger paintings. Archimegadon wondered at the history of these other mages, who had most likely passed away several lifetimes ago while Antagules endured here. 
 
    He shivered as he recalled the phrase “Marr endures” that the Clerics had often quoted. Given what he now knew of what Marr had suffered, the phrase seemed rather more sinister. What he had endured had made him into something quite different to the innocent child of Ferrina’s past. 
 
    Now wasn’t the time to look at paintings, though. Archimegadon got up and noticed that a set of purple and white clothes had been laid out for him. They weren’t robes, which made him frown, but at least Antagules had chosen his colours. 
 
    He heard noises from upstairs and carefully made his way up to the dining room. It was still night time outside, which was slightly disorienting, but Antagules had said that this place was always night so he supposed he should just accept it. The whirlpool was still going, like some ravenous creature that was rather exceptionally thirsty, sucking in a phenomenal amount of water. 
 
    Antagules was at the counter, mixing more of her powders. She turned and pursed her wrinkled lips, looking not at all like the woman in the paintings. 
 
    ‘Oh, you’re up early,’ she said. ‘I haven’t finished preparing the drinks.’ 
 
    ‘I need to speak with you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That’s why you came here, after all,’ Antagules said. ‘What is it, Ardon?’ 
 
    ‘I wish to visit the Mage Academy,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I see you haven’t lost your reckless streak,’ Antagules said. ‘Why ever would you want to go into that place?’ 
 
    ‘A vision interrupted my sleep,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘A shade, erm… invited me over.’ 
 
    ‘You remember I spoke of beings in this place of a sort beyond our understanding?’ Antagules asked. 
 
    ‘Erm, no, when did you say that?’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday over tea!’ Antagules replied, glaring. ‘There are powers in this place that we cannot comprehend or reckon with. Spirits that toy with us, mislead us, sometimes even help us, but never for our own ends. Always for theirs. You should be careful of trusting anything that speaks to you in dreams.’ 
 
    ‘It did not mislead me before,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘So you’ve spoken to it in the past, eh?’ Antagules asked. ‘Well, let me ask you this. Do you think Sordath felt any different when Marr guided him to collect the statues? Did you do well from listening to Teroth’s frightened voice?’ 
 
    ‘You have a point,’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    ‘Now, I have visited the Academy many times for guidance and visions,’ Antagules said. ‘But I neither trust nor understand it. Vortagenses might be dead, but the evil he drew upon for his curse still twists those halls. If you had teleported outside when you came here the first time, rather than straight into the Mage Academy itself, I would never have let you in.’ 
 
    ‘I am not Sen,’ Archimegadon said, folding his arms as his mood darkened, remembering how he’d come here the first time when Sen had cursed him to relive his darkest memories. Though his accidental teleport into the Mage Academy had helped him break the curse, it had been a bad time, and not one he liked to think about. 
 
    ‘No, you are not,’ Antagules said. ‘But you are angry, rash, impetuous and vengeful. Now, imagine that you become corrupted by the powers of that place, and you really did go wild with your powers of flame. Perhaps you would not craft any clever plots, but even if you were to claim only one life, it would be one life too many.’ 
 
    ‘I still wish to enter,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I want to see the visions it spoke of. It said I would understand the one I face.’ 
 
    ‘You want to understand Marr?’ Antagules asked. ‘His madness might rival that of the Academy itself. Are you sure you want to understand such a being?’ 
 
    ‘If it will help me save Ferrina and my friends, then so be it,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Antagules stared at him, her eyes piercing. She tapped her foot and folded her arms, while beside her, a lime-green concoction bubbled and hissed. Finally she drew in a heavy breath, before letting it out slowly. 
 
    ‘Alright,’ she said. ‘But only because you said about saving your friends. Kindness is unusual for you.’ 
 
    ‘They owe me money,’ Archimegadon lied.  
 
    ‘Oh shush,’ Antagules said. ‘Come along now. We should let your companions know.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘This is an exceptionally bad idea, you three,’ Antagules said as they stood before the doors of the Mage Academy. 
 
    ‘I’m not leaving Sir Mage by himself in there,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Neurion appeared to be very nervous, but he was wearing a fresh set of white and gold clothes, and looked very much like a ceremonial paladin despite his lack of armour. A slightly damaged silver longsword he’d been given by Antagules was sheathed on his back. He threw Obdo a dirty look and stepped forward. 
 
    ‘I would never dream of letting Master Archimegadon venture inside with just Obdo guarding him,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m staying out here,’ Antagules said. ‘If this goes wrong and you do all go bad, someone will need to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘Good gracious, madam, do not be so ready to panic,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Oh pish, I am not panicking,’ Antagules said. ‘I have planned out all your deaths very calmly.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, right.’ Archimegadon looked back at the Mage Academy. ‘Shall we all get moving, then?’ 
 
    ‘Light be with us,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Archimegadon pushed the door open, and they entered the familiar hallway of the Mage Academy. Antagules shut the door behind them, and all three jumped and looked away from each other sheepishly to avoid admitting they had. Everything was ornately furnished, from the paintings to the fine chairs that lined the walls. 
 
    ‘So, er, what should we be expecting in here?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Archimegadon had borrowed a new staff from Antagules, though this one was rather more ornate, and topped with a purple crystal. He gestured with it down the corridor.  
 
    ‘I was expecting maybe a spirit to come and guide us,’ he replied. ‘Nobody appears to have shown, though, so I supposed that we had best test random doors and see what we find.’ 
 
    ‘These ghosts… are they friendly?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘It depends on which one,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘One of the spirits I encountered was in the form of Bartell, riding atop an undead dragon. That one was not very well-disposed towards me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just great,’ Obdo said. ‘Lead the way then, Sir Mage.’ 
 
    Archimegadon crept ahead slowly, feeling particularly nervous at the silence here. At least when the Archimegadon copy had been there, it had been some company, in a sense. Obdo and Neurion were here too, but they were just as afraid as he was. They did at least make it to the doors, but there were several, and Archimegadon had no idea where any would lead. 
 
    ‘Just pick one, I would,’ Obdo said. ‘If this place is reacting to you, or us, then it figures that it would show you what it wants you to see.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Archimegadon said, and he put a hand on the first door handle. The door slid open without even an ominous creak, but the total darkness it opened onto made up for that in full. 
 
    ‘Light help us indeed,’ Obdo said. ‘Anyone got a lantern?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, Obdo, light isn’t going to make any difference to that,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘There’s a torch just behind us on the wall, and it’s doing nothing.’ 
 
    Obdo looked back at the torch, and frowned. ‘Fair point. Good spot, though, think I’ll have me one of those.’ He took the torch from the wall and held it in front of them in the direction of the wall of darkness. The flames had no effect, but Obdo pressed on regardless, disappearing into the gloom. 
 
    Archimegadon took a deep breath and followed Obdo, dreading what was coming. 
 
    He felt a burst of familiarity as he found himself in a small, grey cell. It was that view out of the window, the smaller number of towers that he’d seen in his dream the first time. They were in Teroth Marr’s cell in the Citadel, back at the time when Marr had been alive. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage, there’s a boy here,’ Obdo whispered. 
 
    ‘This is Teroth Marr’s cell,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That must be Teroth. If it’s a vision like the others I had, you won’t actually be able to affect it, but you probably shouldn’t interrupt anyway.’ 
 
    Obdo, who had been about to poke Teroth with his flaming torch, stepped back and adopted an innocent expression. ‘Right you are, Sir Mage.’ 
 
    Neurion was staring at the mysterious statue, a look of unease on his face as he took in the blank face. He reached a hand towards the featureless face when a sudden sound of footsteps made them all jump again, and Archimegadon muttered a curse. A key turned in the lock, and the door opened. 
 
    A man stepped into the room, dressed in dark reds and gold. He wore a very smart hat on his head, and his fingers glittered with a collection of expensive rings. Archimegadon had the suspicion that this was Lord Elzar Vakard, though aside from the black hair, there wasn’t all that much family resemblance to Tharanor. 
 
    ‘Good evening, Marr,’ Elzar said in a rich voice. Archimegadon was instantly jealous of how deep and commanding the man’s voice was, and wished that he could speak with such an authoritative rumble. ‘I trust I find you well?’ 
 
    ‘Please, sir, please,’ Teroth said, crawling from the side of the room and grabbing onto Elzar’s leg in a painfully submissive gesture. ‘Let me free from here.’ 
 
    Elzar shook Teroth from his leg and pushed the boy away with his walking cane. Archimegadon heard Neurion hiss with anger nearby.  
 
    ‘Now now, Marr,’ Elzar said. ‘We have been through this. Give us what we need and you shall walk free. Will you serve me?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t… I don’t know how,’ Teroth said, turning to a pile of chalks in the centre of the room. He picked some up and then dropped them in a gesture of futility. ‘I can’t summon these demons you talk of.’ 
 
    ‘You have a great gift,’ Elzar said. ‘All it needs is imagination.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine nothing trapped here,’ Teroth said, tears starting in his eyes. 
 
    Elzar picked up one of the chalks and drew a small image on the wall, an indistinct four-legged creature. ‘On the contrary,’ he said. ‘You are surrounded by darkness. Think what lies in the shadows. You can make the unthinkable, creatures that feel not the sting of a blade, that do not cower before any foe, that can smash through anything they please.’ 
 
    Teroth stared at the drawing, putting a hand to it, while Vakard walked over to the barred window and stared out across the towers. 
 
    ‘Beyond these bars… outside of the gloom of my city… my Ferrina… the enemy prepares itself to crush us and steal all I have built.’ Elzar turned to face Teroth again, his face filled with anger. ‘A deranged mage… Vortagenses… has built a kingdom of magic, armed himself with powers that I have never seen rivalled… until I saw your powers, Marr.’ 
 
    Teroth sat back against the wall and stared at the floor. ‘I make images, pictures. They made my friends laugh, my family smile. I can’t make more than that.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense, Teroth,’ Elzar said, tapping his cane on the stone floor. ‘You are not the first to be blessed with this gift… not the first summoner, illusionist, creator, if you will. I believe that not only can you create what I desire, but you can create it tenfold. An army of demons under my command, to tear apart Vortagenses and his cohorts.’ 
 
    ‘They may not even attack, sir,’ Teroth said. 
 
     Vakard turned again, gazing out at Ferrina. ‘Of course they will attack. Vortagenses absorbed all about him and contained it within his dome of blood. We are the greatest power nearby, the first target for him to assault. He will come here with his armies, I guarantee it. And they must be destroyed.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to,’ Teroth said, his voice barely more than a whisper. 
 
    ‘You must, or you will never get beyond these bars,’ Vakard said, turning and fixing his glare on Teroth. ‘I will have what I desire. Even if you rot in this cell you will never leave until I permit it. And I have made my terms.’ 
 
    ‘Please,’ Teroth said, sliding onto his knees before the lord of Ferrina. 
 
    Elzar stared down at him, his lip curled. ‘Beg all you wish, Teroth, nobody will listen to your pleas. You are without a god now. In this dark place I am the sole remaining god.’ 
 
    Teroth stared back at Elzar, but he said nothing. 
 
    After a tense silence, Elzar shook his head and turned towards the door. ‘Very well. I can see you are not to be reasoned with on this occasion. I will be back though. Either you will do my will, or you will die here.’ 
 
    Vakard stormed out of the cell, and the key turned in the lock with a damning finality. Teroth collapsed back against the wall again, sobbing to himself in the dark. After Vakard’s footsteps died out, Teroth got to his feet and crept over to the window, reaching up and grabbing hold of the bars. He stared out across the city as Vakard had. 
 
    ‘Please, someone… I am trapped here!’ he shouted, and Archimegadon felt a shiver of familiarity as he recognised this. ‘My name is Teroth! They stole me from my home and they’re trying to force me to do terrible things! Please help me! I don’t want to do what they ask! I want to be free! I am stuck in the Citadel! Please save me! Please!’ 
 
    The cell began to shrink, and the companions panicked as the walls moved in to crush them. They needn’t have worried, though; the walls passed right through them, and the vision winked out of existence. Obdo stepped backwards and was the first to stumble out of the doorway and into the Academy corridor. 
 
    It took Archimegadon a moment to notice that this was not the entrance corridor, but when he did he realised how much of it was different. The paintings were all of miners, and instead of chairs lining the walls, small buckets of coal had been left out. Looking right, Archimegadon saw that there were windows in this corridor, and he stepped over to look out across unfamiliar fields. It all looked very normal outside, with sheep wandering in fenced fields.  
 
    ‘There’s only one door,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Unless we want to go back into that room,’ Obdo said, poking a thumb over his shoulder.  
 
    ‘Yes, perhaps not,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘That Vakard man was evil,’ Neurion said as they followed the strange corridor towards the only visible door. ‘How could he do that to a child?’ 
 
    ‘Beats me,’ Obdo replied. ‘He paid for it, though.’ 
 
    ‘So did everyone else, though,’ Neurion said. ‘So did Marr. There is no justice in this.’ 
 
    ‘You are living in the wrong kingdom if you are after justice,’ Archimegadon said, smiling dryly. ‘Now, are you ready to go?’ He placed a hand on the door handle. 
 
    ‘Let’s do it,’ Obdo replied. ‘That last wasn’t so bad. The shrinking walls gave me a scare, mind.’ 
 
    Archimegadon pushed the door open, but this time there was no wall of darkness to greet him. It was a spacious room, though it felt unfinished. The walls were sky-blue, and a table dominated the centre of the room, covered in books, a couple of skulls and various smaller items. Out of the window, Archimegadon could see they were close to ground level, and the nearby buildings were all rather short as well. He shivered at the blood-red light, but he didn’t recognise the sight at all. Was this from the time Bartell had created the dome? 
 
    He supposed he should have been taking more interest in the figures around the table. One was a man with red hair tied back in a ponytail, his arms bound by glowing shackles. On the other side of the table, a tall man with almost no hair was standing with his arms folded, dressed in clean, white robes. Next to him sat a smaller man with a messy black beard, clutching a quill and a sheet of paper.  
 
    ‘You’re Balthus, aren’t you?’ the red-haired man asked. 
 
    ‘That is correct,’ Balthus replied. ‘Your actions have gained my interest, Iroldar… for all the wrong reasons.’ 
 
    ‘Know these people?’ Obdo whispered to Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Not a clue,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘After what you did, to have the temerity to come back here,’ Balthus said, pacing back and forth. ‘Your arrogance is your own undoing, Iroldar.’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry, Archmage,’ Iroldar said. ‘I thought things would be better there.’ 
 
    ‘You were wrong,’ Balthus said. ‘Moreover, you were complicit in the undoing of Ferrina. We are fortunate that you were so exact in your mistakes, or we might be arming ourselves for a war between our people. As it is, they have no people to speak of now, aside from refugees.’ 
 
    ‘I never intended for it to be this way,’ Iroldar said. ‘Lord Vakard was so sure you were plotting against us. He barely slept. You have to understand, Vortagenses moved here with all of the Mage Order. He created this… this magical dome to contain his kingdom. Nobody knew what you were building under it.’ 
 
    ‘Now you know, Iroldar,’ Balthus said. ‘You had only to ask. Instead, you worked with him in demon worship, and now Ferrina has paid the price.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t worship demons!’ Iroldar said. ‘Well, I mean, I didn’t. Lord Vakard was well-read in demon lore. He believed that Ferrina bridged another world, and that the boy’s powers allowed him to reach and communicate with that world.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, the boy,’ Balthus said. ‘Sireth said you’d been blaming it on a boy.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not lying,’ Iroldar said, looking agitated, his eyes flaring. ‘There was a boy in our city with insane powers. He could create things out of nothing! Lord Vakard believed that the boy was an agent of the other world. He read all about summoners and got it in his head that this boy could create an army for him. But he tried to terrify the boy into servitude, and it didn’t work.’ 
 
    The little man with the black beard was scribbling away at a stupendous speed, and Archimegadon wandered over to him and peered over the man’s shoulder. To his amazement, he saw that the man was copying down everything that was said in full, missing not a single word, and writing each out in full. He was tempted to nudge the man to put him off out of jealousy, but he knew that it probably would have no effect in one of these visions. 
 
    ‘The boy – Marr – he did summon demons,’ Iroldar continued. ‘I’ve never seen such things. Like small dragons. They killed everyone they could. Tore through the palace. He sent about twenty after Lord Vakard himself.’ 
 
    ‘So Lord Vakard is indeed dead,’ Balthus said. ‘I will have to notify Yissa of her father’s fate.’ 
 
    ‘I did not tell her,’ Iroldar said. ‘It would break her. Please just leave her hoping.’ 
 
    ‘The truth is softer, even if we do not like to hear it at the time,’ Balthus said. ‘Continue. What happened with this boy?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t altogether know, Archmage,’ Iroldar replied. ‘Vakard wanted me to monitor him, and usually not much was there to detect. On that day, I don’t know quite what it was… an incredible power was emanating from Marr. It was dark, and terrible. He’d never shown that sort of power before. We had misjudged what we were toying with.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you did,’ Balthus said. ‘But the boy died?’ 
 
    ‘I could no longer trace him,’ Iroldar replied. ‘He was gone. He must have died.’ 
 
    ‘That much we cannot say for now,’ Balthus said. ‘The city is a hive of demons, and Valanthas is not strong enough to battle them for the time being.’ He stopped pacing, and fixed Iroldar with a powerful stare. ‘Is there anything else you wish to add?’ 
 
    ‘I have written it all down for you,’ Iroldar replied. ‘On my way to Valanthas, I wrote all that transpired. I locked the journal away in a chest in Yissa’s care, and I believe your subordinates relieved me of the key.’ 
 
    ‘Good, we will make use of that,’ Balthus said.  
 
    ‘I wrote everything down for you - will you spare my life?’ Iroldar asked. 
 
    ‘Spare your life after what you have done?’ Balthus returned with a chuckle. ‘Why, no, Iroldar, you do not make up for what you did with a small book of notes.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t want things to turn out like that!’ 
 
    ‘What did you expect from treating with demons?’ Balthus asked. ‘Your one life is little recompense for all those who died, but it will be something.’ 
 
    Before Iroldar could answer, the vision froze, and steadily the furniture, the objects and even the three people began to fall apart, collapsing into dust. Archimegadon, Neurion and Obdo covered their eyes, coughing, and when they dared open them again, they saw that the blue room had gone, and only a small, stone room remained, with a pile of sand in the centre. 
 
    ‘But we already knew all of that,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Not quite,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The shade and that man, Iroldar, both referenced something. I believe it may be key to finding Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Where do you think he is?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘I’ll discuss that with Antagules,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I think we’ve pressed our luck enough, though. Let’s see if we can leave.’ 
 
    They stepped back through the door and found themselves in the entrance corridor, which was solemnly quiet and undisturbed. Archimegadon felt relieved that the visions hadn’t been of the sort he’d experienced last time. While it had ultimately helped him overcome his despair, it had still been an unpleasant time. He threw open the doors and stepped out… 
 
    …Into darkness. 
 
    ‘Wait, this isn’t right,’ Archimegadon said, backing into Obdo and Neurion. 
 
    ‘Ouch, that’s my face,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Could only improve it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now get back inside, we’ve taken the wrong…’ 
 
    He turned and stopped talking as he saw that there was, in fact, nothing behind them. Well, not the Mage Academy, at least. Dark waters of a lake filled his sight, surrounding him as far as he could see. Given how gloomy it was, he couldn’t see particularly far, but it still gave the impression that the lake was vast. He checked under his feet instinctively but he was standing on firm ground, or at least as firm as wet, muddy grass could be.  
 
    Had something gone wrong, or was this simply another vision? He had no idea. Archimegadon shivered in the chill wind and motioned for Obdo and Neurion to follow him further into the land to see if they could identify where they were. 
 
    ‘This doesn’t feel right,’ Neurion said. ‘Something is ahead. Something dark.’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s dark, Neurion,’ Obdo said. ‘That’s what happens when there’s no light.’ 
 
    ‘Be that as it may, I believe Neurion is right,’ Archimegadon said. ‘At least, with regard to there being something ahead. I believe I can make it out in the gloom.’ 
 
    ‘This is what the old lady meant about there being risks in coming to the Academy, right?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘It may simply be a vision,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘No need to panic just yet!’ 
 
    ‘I never panic,’ Obdo said. ‘I just react with a very high amount of fear compared to reason.’ 
 
    After a short distance a great stone stairway loomed out of the darkness, leading up over what appeared to be some sort of crater. In the centre of the crater rose a pillar of dark rock, the top lost in darkness. With no other idea of where to go, Archimegadon led the companions up the steps, hoping that nothing would attack them here while they were balanced precariously over what looked to be a very long and painful drop. Jagged stones stabbed up from the crater, eagerly waiting for any of the companions to fall. 
 
    ‘I wish I’d stayed at the cottage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Do not fear,’ Neurion said. ‘I’m right behind you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a more terrible thought than whatever is at the end of these steps,’ Obdo said. 
 
    At the top of the stairway, they found themselves before a sinister castle which sat atop this curious pillar of rock. The castle had a main building which was almost dome-shaped, with walkways leading from the top to towers that stood at the edges of the stone pillar. It seemed to have been built from some sort of bronze, earthy stone, which glimmered in unhealthy moonlight. 
 
    ‘Well, we saw the castle,’ Obdo said. ‘That’s the end of the vision, right?’ 
 
    ‘I highly doubt it,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Let us head inside.’ 
 
    ‘I preferred you when you were a coward.’ 
 
    The castle’s front doors were open, and the interior of the castle seemed no less abandoned. Grand hallways stretched beyond sight, while flaming torches flickered against looming pillars. Archimegadon ignored all of this, choosing instead to follow the central stairs, which led straight ahead from floor to floor. 
 
    At the top of the last set of stairs, Archimegadon spied a set of doors at the far end. A grim feeling descended on him, warning him against opening those doors. He chose to ignore it, and strode onwards, but the feeling grew ever more powerful, and darker. Flashes of images ran through his head, from the dying Clerics to Yuriath collapsing from Sordath’s attack. Tharanor shouted at him before turning to desert them. Valia smirked at him from next to the last statue, and then she was at the Throne of Mirrors glaring at him, holding Obdo as Elsim cut Obdo’s finger off.  
 
    It was unbearable. Archimegadon chanced a look behind himself and saw that Obdo and Neurion had already fallen to their knees, but he had to know, now, what lay behind those doors. Something was unreal about the whole thing… part of his mind was telling him that he’d never leave his friends behind… but he was driven onwards, reaching out for the door handle. 
 
    ‘Marr is a whole lot different from Bartell,’ he heard Valia saying in his head. ‘What are you going to do – insult a god’s manhood to win?’ 
 
    The voice faded away, but the two words, ‘a god’, echoed on, surrounding him as he tried to make those last agonising steps to the doors. He knew now what Neurion had meant when he’d said something dark was up ahead. Without a doubt, he could feel its presence now, a staggering power that was just behind these doors.  
 
    He took hold of the handle and dropped to one knee as the visions became more violent and hateful, filling his head so much he felt it might explode. Demons, corpses and blood swirled before him every time he closed his eyes, and with a roar of frustration Archimegadon threw the door open… 
 
    Archimegadon opened his eyes and blinked a few times. He was holding the door open, but it was not the one in the dark castle. Sunlight washed over him from the grassy plains of Constella, and he peered back to see Neurion and Obdo standing there with impatient looks on their faces. He also seemed to be holding an unfamiliar book in his left hand. 
 
    ‘Well go on, then,’ Obdo said. ‘You’re blocking the doorway.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, you did see that vision, yes?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Both of them, yup,’ Obdo replied. ‘Now get moving.’ He pushed Archimegadon through the doorway and waved at Antagules, who sighed with visible relief. 
 
    ‘Was it worth it?’ she asked, looking particularly sour. As she noticed Archimegadon’s expression, her own softened. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Something rather odd,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I saw a vision that neither of these two did.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s get back to the cottage and we can talk all about it there,’ Antagules said. ‘You all look exhausted.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have any drinks stronger than tea?’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two: What Must Be Done 
 
      
 
    The companions settled around the table in the top room of the cottage, while Antagules prepared another jug of orange Constella tea. Once it was ready, she sat at the opposite end of the table from Archimegadon and regarded them all with stern eyes. 
 
    ‘Right, let’s have the bad news, then,’ she said. ‘What happened in there?’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t so bad,’ Obdo replied. He gave a quick rundown of the first two visions, and Antagules nodded. 
 
    ‘The story of Iroldar I was aware of,’ Antagules said. ‘He was the ill-fated advisor of Lord Elzar who we executed.’ 
 
    ‘So I gathered,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Balthus was the Archmage?’ 
 
    ‘That he was,’ Antagules replied. ‘A stern and vengeful man.’ 
 
    ‘I am surprised that Vortagenses did not lay claim to that title,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘He was a leader, but not the leader,’ Antagules said. ‘The mages choose their archmage, not the king,’  
 
    ‘Not any more,’ Archimegadon said. Orgus Alhamis, the current Mage Supreme of Valanthas, had been granted the position after his daughter married the King. 
 
    ‘The Mage Order is not what it was,’ Antagules said with a sigh. ‘Balthus was not a nice man, but he was what we needed when Vortagenses showed his true colours.’ 
 
    ‘There was something else, though,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I had another vision that these two do not appear to have shared.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Neurion asked, and Obdo looked puzzled as well. 
 
    ‘Did you really, or is this just you trying to sound mysterious?’ Antagules asked. 
 
    ‘I have no need to exaggerate my own brilliance,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Upon attempting to leave the Mage Academy, I had a vision where I stepped out not into Constella, but instead a dark island of some sort. At the island’s centre was a great pillar of earth, and upon its pinnacle was a fearsome castle. It was like a dome, surrounded by spiked towers, and built from foul brown stone.’ 
 
    ‘Been at the Constella tea too much,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Archimegadon said. ‘This is true. We entered the castle, but as we approached a set of doors at the top, visions of dark events assailed us, and we could barely reach the door. I could feel a terrible presence behind the door, but as soon as I managed to open the door the vision ended, and I found myself at the door of the Mage Academy again.’ 
 
    ‘You’re making it up,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I am not!’ Archimegadon said. He picked up the book he’d had in his hand after the vision and slid it fast across the table to Antagules. ‘Once the vision ended, I had that book in my hand.’ 
 
    Antagules picked up the book and shot a scowl at Archimegadon. ‘Be more careful with this thing, it is old.’ She opened it and browsed the pages. ‘I see. You know what this is?’ 
 
    ‘I have not read any of it yet, no,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘This is Iroldar’s record of the imprisonment of Teroth Marr,’ Antagules said. ‘The one book remaining that details that part of history.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, Yuriath said she could not find any books about it,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘She would be right,’ Antagules said. ‘Balthus ordered that all books that survived the fires of Ferrina’s destruction should be destroyed. All books about Elzar, that is. Yissa asked that all her family records be cleared out as well, and so they made a hole in Ferrina’s history and ordered that it should never be filled.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get it,’ Obdo said. ‘If she wanted to clear out her family history, why did she keep the name Vakard?’ 
 
    Antagules folded her arms. ‘Ah, that. We didn’t make her very happy when we executed her lover. She stopped working with us and kept the name in defiance after that. Fortunately, we managed to get the journal before she cut off all ties.’ 
 
    ‘And that journal has survived?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I suppose it has,’ Antagules replied. ‘Perhaps Balthus stored it in the Mage Academy before Vortagenses cursed the building. I don’t know that this contains anything you don’t already know, but come to think of it, this is going to come in rather useful.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, how so?’  
 
    ‘I’ll talk about that in a bit,’ Antagules replied. ‘We should probably talk about the last vision, though.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know something about where it was?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘It is not something I am happy about,’ Antagules replied. ‘It matches the description of an old castle in the valley of Talion, a very, very old legend about a castle that controlled the balance of Light and Dark. Countless wars were said to have been fought between men and women who ruled from this castle, until finally the nations of the world united to challenge the kingdom that sided with the dark power that had set this in motion.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like your sort of thing, Neurion,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Quiet you, I’m talking!’ Antagules said. ‘Now, legend tells that the hero Swordbreaker defeated the dark power and ended the reign of sorcery. The only problem is that none of it is real. There is no kingdom in the world that matches the maps or descriptions of that realm, and we know the history of those that came before us. There’s no spot in history where that could have happened – the wars took hundreds of years, and there’s not a trace of them ever taking place.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, so what does that mean?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You stepped into a fairy tale,’ Antagules replied. ‘The ancient corrupted castle Thorn’argen, the dark version of the Palace of Truth, is nothing more than a myth, an enlarged storytelling, a falsehood.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps the castle was not the important part of the vision,’ Neurion said. ‘You felt the presence of evil in that place. Maybe it was Marr himself that you were about to confront.’ 
 
    Archimegadon shivered as the unpleasant images flashed through his memory for a moment. ‘If it was, then I certainly wouldn’t want to face him in person.’ 
 
    ‘Nor should you,’ Antagules said. ‘We have no idea what Marr has become, but it is clear that his powers are far-reaching and staggering.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ Archimegadon had a sip of his Constella tea and stared out at the whirlpool. ‘Milady Antagules, along with that vision, the shade that visited me in my dream said that Marr was in “another place… but the same place.” Iroldar told Balthus that Lord Elzar believed Marr was an agent of another world that Ferrina bridged.’ 
 
    Antagules looked to one side. ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘Is there anything behind these details?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Do you suppose that we might find Marr in some demon realm?’ 
 
    ‘I hope not,’ Antagules replied. ‘But you never know when it comes to Ferrina. Something is definitely wrong with that place, its history has always been tainted with dark events and death. From what we found, Marr was no demon, though, he was just a boy with a strange gift.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you don’t know anything more?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘You looked very shifty for a moment there.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that,’ Antagules replied. ‘I just don’t want you going after Marr. Marr’s power is frightening, and none of us understand exactly what he is capable of doing.’ 
 
    ‘What about your staff?’ 
 
    Antagules sighed, looking all of her several hundred years old in that moment. ‘I will not stop you going after that. Somebody needs to destroy it, and I am not exactly overwhelmed with choices. Marr cannot get the staff, or he will have access to Constella and all the powers he can take from this place.’ 
 
    ‘Right, well I suppose then we had best get ready to leave,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Not so fast,’ Antagules said, and she still looked terribly tired. ‘While I appreciated you coming here for help, you also made a terrible mistake by doing so.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Ardon knows how to teleport here,’ Antagules replied. ‘If you deny Marr the staff, then he will need the information from somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Marr will want to steal the information from me?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, Marr seems to have great powers in mind-reading,’ Antagules replied. ‘I had not heard of it before, but I encountered it the two times he was able to intercept my communications. I was able to stop it by cutting off my link with your world, but if you are not able to stop it, and if he does have full access to rip information from your mind, it will destroy you. And all of us, once he reaches Constella.’ 
 
    ‘So what can we do about that?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Just avoid getting caught?’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully that is all that is needed,’ Antagules replied. ‘As far as we know, Marr doesn’t realise that you’ve come here. But if he catches even the slightest surface thought about Constella, then you will be his next target.’ 
 
    ‘Valia has probably told him about Constella,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Antagules said. ‘We can only hope that they think you died after falling from the ceremonial platform.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know that Valia saw that,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Maybe, maybe not,’ Antagules said. ‘I have been thinking about this since you arrived, though, and after my failure with Sen Delarian, I don’t think I have any option this time.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Archimegadon asked, an ominous feeling developing. 
 
    ‘I am going to need to conceal all memory of this place,’ Antagules replied. ‘From all three of you. I will have to blank it out, so that even if Marr does get hold of you, he will not be able to read your minds and reach Constella.’ 
 
    ‘But… but… no,’ Obdo said. ‘You can’t go fiddling around with my memories.’ 
 
    ‘We came here to find out about Marr,’ Neurion said. ‘If you wipe out our memories of coming here, then what will it have all been for?’ 
 
    Antagules patted Iroldar’s book. ‘That is why this is so handy. I will leave it with you, and you will be able to see most of what we discussed in here. With the right tweaks, I believe that I can leave in the memories of your visions, though without the proper context you may believe them to be dreams.’ 
 
    ‘But what will we remember?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Will you create memories to fill the gaps?’ 
 
    ‘I do not know how to create memories,’ Antagules replied. ‘There will be blanks, as though you had a particularly rough night drinking, but the human mind is fairly resilient. It will be confusing, but I don’t believe it will have any major side effects. You should note down anything we’ve discussed that you wish to remember, though, and then you can slip them in this book as though they were research notes.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know that I agree with this plan,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It sounds as though it could very easily go wrong.’ 
 
    ‘You getting confused over a few blanks is a lot less of a concern to me than Marr discovering Constella and gaining access to the powers here,’ Antagules said. ‘It is for your own protection as well. If Marr gets a whiff of your teleport to Constella, he will try to barrage and break your mind, as he began to do to me. If you think confusion over blank days is bad, then multiply that a thousandfold and you might be close to mind-breaking.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure I want to go into Ferrina at all, now, come to think of it,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘If you do not want to, then that is fine,’ Antagules said. ‘If you do, though, then I will insist upon hiding Constella. I do not want to be responsible for another Aldrack, or worse.’ 
 
    Archimegadon drummed his fingers on the tabletop and scratched his beard. He didn’t like this idea at all, but he supposed in some ways it made sense. If it made his knowledge less desirable to the mad god, then that would be a relief of sorts. It just concerned him that these blank days would be a source of endless confusion. 
 
    ‘I will do it,’ Neurion said, surprising the other two. ‘If my knowledge could help Marr destroy Valanthas, then I am happy for you to conceal my memories.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Neurion,’ Antagules said. ‘You others?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Obdo replied.  
 
    ‘You, of all people, should be accustomed to puzzling out blank spots in your memories,’ Antagules said. 
 
    ‘But I mean, if you erase my memories of here, what if you erase other stuff I need?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘I can’t erase memories, exactly,’ Antagules replied. ‘What I will do is take those memories and hide them in a bubble that nothing can get through. Marr won’t be able to get in, but neither will you.’ 
 
    ‘So, can you get rid of the bubble later, once we’re done with Marr?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, but only I will be able to do so with ease,’ Antagules replied. 
 
    ‘Well, you know what, I’ll give it a shot,’ Obdo said. ‘I sure don’t like it, but I figure I’d like this Marr guy a lot less.’ 
 
    They all turned to look at Archimegadon, who was still scratching his beard. 
 
    ‘Come on, Sir Mage, we can hardly do this without you,’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘I have a very bad feeling about this,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘None of this business is going to be good,’ Antagules said. ‘Ferrina is a demon-filled death trap, ruled over by a mad god. I know you want to plan for success, but we have to be ready for failure as well. We can’t let Marr find out how to get to Constella.’ 
 
    Archimegadon blinked as he took in Antagules’s words, thinking of Yuriath and Tharanor stuck in the dark city. He remembered Yuriath’s words when she’d told him how she worried for Ferrina, and didn’t want it destroyed by Sordath. The longer he delayed here, the closer Ferrina came to total disaster, if it hadn’t already with the demons unleashed. He felt like he was going to regret it, but he shrugged and nodded. 
 
    ‘Very well, old crone, I shall agree to this,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But once this is all over, I want my memories back.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, and watch your tongue, young man!’ Antagules said. ‘We don’t have much time, so go and get your things together. You may keep the clothes I prepared for you all as well.’ 
 
    ‘But this is not a robe,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You’re going into a city where the streets are filled with demons,’ Antagules said. ‘It’s no place for tripping over your skirt. You can wear trousers like any sensible adventurer.’ 
 
    ‘Bah, if I must,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘And don’t forget to write down your research notes,’ Antagules said. ‘Just don’t mention Constella in them, or we’ll be in trouble.’ 
 
    ‘I thought your memory charm would prevent me from remembering,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘It should, yes,’ Antagules said. ‘Reminders risk breaking it, though. The human memory is an incredible thing if you think about it. So many memories lie dormant, only to be reawakened by something as simple as the smell of familiar flowers. Be very careful with those notes.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I have an idea,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I shall note that I found this book at the bottom of the pit in Ferrina, and that it carried dangerous magic sealing it. Then, perhaps, I shall assume the memory loss was caused by triggering that curse.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good to me,’ Antagules said. ‘I’ll get you some paper and a quill, and you can get started.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, one other thing,’ Archimegadon said. He drew out his money pouch and took out a collection of vallins. ‘I have an awful lot of these vallins. I don’t suppose you have any spare relorans so I don’t have to carry so much?’ 
 
    ‘If you’re concerned about money, hide it in a hedge or something,’ Antagules replied. 
 
    ‘But, don’t you have any relorans I could swap these for?’ Archimegadon pressed. 
 
    ‘Oh, I have some somewhere, but never you mind about coins,’ Antagules replied. ‘Get along with you, we don’t have time to waste!’ 
 
    Archimegadon grumbled to himself as he put the vallins back in his money pouch. 
 
    * 
 
    The process of sealing their memories wore Antagules out, but she was no regular mage. When she’d been a part of the Mage Order, she’d been one of the best of the best, challenging Balthus for leadership at one time. If she were able to return to Valanthas, she was confident she’d be able to give Marr’s demons a run for their money. 
 
    As it was, she was stuck playing a support role, and she set her mind to the task, weaving the sort of magic that would have totally befuddled Archimegadon. She attended to each companion in turn over the next few days, casting enchantments while they remained in a magical sleep, spells that would find any memories of Constella and conceal them. It would not be perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but she just hoped it would be enough to protect Constella from Marr’s power. 
 
    She’d made the enchantments sound more powerful than they really were, and understated the potential confusion that might happen if something were to challenge the lost memories. As long as they stayed focused on getting the staff, though, all should be fine. They could then escape from Ferrina and she could clear the enchantment before it became dangerous. 
 
    It wouldn’t be that difficult, though, she told herself as she weaved powers around Archimegadon’s head. Ferrina was a city, sure, but it wasn’t the biggest in existence. They just had to get to Archimegadon’s house and the main danger would be dealt with. She only hoped they could avoid the attentions of Marr, or his minion Valia. Perhaps Marr would not realise that Archimegadon knew the way to Constella, and would ignore them.  
 
    Once the memory enchantments were done, she teleported with the three of them to the stone circle which was the way back to Valanthas. Unsure exactly what to do with them, she decided in the end to deposit them near to the sea, as close as she could place them without touching the darkness that surrounded Ferrina. She made sure Iroldar’s notes were safe inside a satchel, so the sea breeze wouldn’t carry any of the notes or papers away, and had packed some supplies for the three as well. 
 
    As she prepared to send them away, she had a moment of hesitance. It was a dangerous gamble, and against these demons she was not sure even Archimegadon could prevail. And, if she allowed herself an honest moment, she liked having company, even if it was to discuss demon powers and dark events. She was even tempted to clear their memories of the Marr business altogether, and convince them to stay here and explore the wonders of Constella. 
 
    But no, that was not her role. She was fated to watch the world pass by, while she maintained her solitary watch over the Mage Academy. 
 
    ‘Farewell, you old fool,’ she murmured.  
 
    The stone circle glowed, and Antagules stepped back as the light enveloped Archimegadon, Obdo and Neurion. Moments later, the light faded, and she was alone again. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three: The Return 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon felt very cold, and it took him about five minutes to realise that he was lying on the grass outdoors. He sat up in a hurry once he realised, and pulled off a leaf that had got stuck to his beard. What on earth was he doing out here? 
 
    A quick look around showed that he was near the docks entrance to Ferrina, and it sparked off a memory. He’d been trying to… trying to… what had he been trying to do? He’d definitely been out here, checking to see if they could get into Ferrina from this direction, but what had he been after? 
 
    The staff. He’d been after the staff. The Staff of Antagules. 
 
    He rubbed his face. Had he been at the cider again, or something? He felt like he was missing something very important indeed, but whenever he tried to grasp at the thoughts they danced away from him, flitting away into the night air. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage?’ Obdo called, and Archimegadon looked round to see Obdo and Neurion sitting dazed not far behind.  
 
    ‘Ah, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said, feeling some strange relief. ‘Whatever are we doing out here? And I don’t remember these clothes.’ 
 
    ‘Not sure I know, myself,’ Obdo replied.  
 
    ‘Neurion?’ 
 
    The young paladin got to his feet and brushed grass from his front. He took a moment to check his surroundings before replying. ‘I don’t know either,’ he replied. ‘I recognise this place, though. We waited out here while you were trying to… uh…’ 
 
    ‘You can’t remember either, hmm?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘This is all rather odd. What were we trying to do?’ 
 
    ‘Look, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘A bag.’ He lifted a large brown satchel from where it was lying in the grass, and held it out to Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Let’s have a peek,’ Archimegadon said, taking the satchel and opening it carefully. He peered inside, but there was no trap – just a collection of food and drink supplies, and a tatty green book. 
 
    ‘I don’t recognise that book,’ Neurion said as Archimegadon withdrew it. 
 
    ‘Nor do I,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    He laid the satchel to one side and carefully opened the book. It certainly felt old, and he felt nervous just turning the pages, but after turning several it seemed that the book was durable enough. He flicked through some more pages, his eyes whirring as they took in page after page of spiky handwriting. A third of the way through the book, the writing stopped, and the rest was just blank.  
 
    Though he was skimming through, he saw that the book spoke of Lord Elzar Vakard, and his plans to use Teroth Marr to summon demons from some sort of other world. A stab went through Archimegadon’s head, and he recalled a scene in Marr’s cell, where Vakard had spoken to the young Marr and demanded the boy serve him. The edges of the vision were hazy, and he couldn’t quite recall where he’d encountered this scene. Other images loomed at the edge of his consciousness… a mage being interrogated, and a dark castle. 
 
    There were some sheets of paper being used as a bookmark, and he took them out, nearly losing a couple in the wind. He thrust the book into Neurion’s hands and had a look at the papers. The handwriting on the first was unfamiliar, but very elegant. The message was short, and said simply: 
 
    Don’t open the book. It is cursed. 
 
    The next sheet had slightly more on it, but this was all in his own handwriting. As he ran his eyes over it, he recognised details about the history of Teroth Marr. He could remember most of that, at least. Then he found notes on a castle called Thorn’argen, which was linked to legend that was not based on fact. Someone had drawn a small image that at first looked a bit like a six-legged spider, but then he recalled the strange domed castle from his apparent dream. 
 
    The last piece of paper was similar to the first, though in his handwriting.  
 
    Marr seeks the Staff of Antagules. The only way to stop him is to destroy it. Then get out of Ferrina. 
 
    ‘Found anything useful, Sir Mage?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘A rather strange set of notes,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Have a look at these.’ 
 
    He handed them over, and Obdo sorted through them, before giving them to Neurion. The paladin’s face was grim as he read through the notes, and he handed them back to Archimegadon with a very sombre expression. 
 
    ‘Do you suppose the book cursed us?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I imagine that is possible,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Where did we get this book from anyway?’ 
 
    ‘It said in those notes that you found it at the bottom of a pit in Ferrina,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Oh, did I?’ Archimegadon scratched his hair and regarded his companions. ‘Something is wrong here.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean,’ Neurion said. ‘I feel as though I have been lost in a dream for days.’ 
 
    ‘No good standing around here, at least,’ Obdo said. ‘Shall we go to the pub?’ 
 
    Archimegadon stared at the last piece of paper, his eyes running back and forth over the words again and again, feeling as though he was missing some important detail from what was written there. 
 
    Marr seeks the Staff of Antagules. The only way to stop him is to destroy it. Then get out of Ferrina. 
 
    ‘No, Obdo,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘No, we’re not going to the pub.’ 
 
    ‘Sir Mage?’ 
 
    ‘I need to return to Ferrina,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘For whatever reason, I noted down that I needed to destroy the Staff of Antagules, and that’s what I intend to do.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you think we should sit down and talk about this?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Normally, Archimegadon would have been all for that, but the feeling that something was wrong, coupled with a strange sensation of right-ness he got whenever he thought of going after the staff, pushed him to want to return to Ferrina. He also had no idea what had happened inside in the time - had it been days? – since he’d left Ferrina. He had to know what had happened with the demons that had sealed off the city. 
 
    ‘We can discuss it inside Ferrina,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘That is, if you wish to join me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know about that,’ Obdo said. ‘Something weird’s happened, Sir Mage, can’t you feel it?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I can,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘For whatever reason, we must have known it would. That’s why we wrote down these notes, to guide us afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘What if it’s a trick?’ Neurion asked. ‘What if destroying the staff is what Marr wants?’ 
 
    Archimegadon paused. He’d certainly had a bad track record with such things, but would he really have written a message to mislead himself? Why couldn’t he remember? 
 
    ‘I have to do something,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I can’t just stand out here while those demons destroy Ferrina. If it were not for me, perhaps Marr would still be bound, and Ferrina would be safe.’ 
 
    ‘From the sound of it, Valia would have destroyed the statues, whatever you did,’ Neurion said. ‘You shouldn’t think too much on it.’ 
 
    ‘What’s so important about the Staff of Antagules anyway?’ Obdo asked. ‘I thought it was a piece of junk?’ 
 
    Archimegadon’s head hurt as he tried to think about it. Nothing came to him at all. He’d got the Staff of Antagules from the Mage School, Belias had broken it, they’d got it fixed and then… nothing. It was just a staff. 
 
    There was nothing in the notes about the staff either. Just that last message, in his own handwriting, urging him to destroy it.  
 
    ‘I honestly don’t know, Obdo,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘I doubt we will find answers out here,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Whatever the meaning of all of this is, I believe we will find out what is going on in Ferrina itself.’ 
 
    ‘We should get some supplies first,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘No need, we appear to have packed some,’ Archimegadon said, nudging the satchel with his foot. 
 
    ‘Very kind of us,’ Obdo said. ‘I really don’t feel good about this, Sir Mage.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I, Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. ‘However, we have little choice in the matter as far as I see it. If we wish to stop Marr and Valia, then this is the only lead we have.’ 
 
    Obdo’s expression hardened at the mention of Valia, and he nodded at last in agreement. ‘Alright, Sir Mage. Let’s go get her. And Marr.’ 
 
    ‘What about you, Neurion?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion replied. ‘The evil in that city is darker than anything I have ever known.’ 
 
    ‘Bartell was moments from achieving dark godhood,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yes, I do not say that Bartell was any less of a threat,’ Neurion said. ‘But he was a man, someone I could relate to, even if I did not agree with his choices. Marr has become a dark power that is beyond my understanding. Demons like that monster at the gate – do you really think we can survive a city full of them?’ 
 
    ‘Tush, of course we can,’ Archimegadon replied, choosing to push aside his hesitations before he decided to give up himself. ‘We are the unsung heroes of Valanthas, after all. Let us enter and defeat these knaves.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, I’ll come with you both,’ Neurion said. ‘May the Light watch over us all.’ 
 
    After he’d convinced Obdo to carry the supplies, Archimegadon led the way across the beach to the rocky cave entrance.  They stared into the water, but they could not see any demons like they had that other time. 
 
    ‘We’re in luck,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Let’s get moving.’ 
 
    ‘Swimming, or climbing?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘It looks like it may need a bit of both, my good sir,’ Archimegadon replied, ‘but let’s hope we merely need to climb.’  
 
    ‘All very well for you, you’re not carrying this thing,’ Obdo said, tugging the straps of the supplies bag over his shoulders. 
 
    ‘Much must be suffered for noble causes,’ Archimegadon said, and he sized up the rocky cliff face that led into the docks of Ferrina. 
 
    He remembered trying to climb into Diojin’s mansion, and felt some relief at the amount of hand and footholds this cliff face had in comparison. Once rather more athletic, he grabbed hold and pulled himself up over the water, and steadily inched his way sideways, towards the turn into the dark cavern of Ferrina. 
 
    ‘You’re sure there’s no better way?’ Obdo asked, wheezing a bit only a minute into their slow sideways climb over the water. 
 
    ‘We’ve been through this, Obdo,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Unless you fancy swimming with demons, keep a stern resolve, and keep going.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see any demons,’ Obdo said. ‘Probably was dolphins...’ 
 
    ‘They could have been demon dolphins,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Shush you two,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Just let’s keep going, and not chatter!’ 
 
    Archimegadon chanced a look down, and noticed he’d been steadily heading further upwards as well as sideways, and the water was uncomfortably far away. On one hand, he was relieved to see that the water was quite rough, which made his reckless climbing plan seem less foolish. On the other, he had a bad feeling about what would happen if any of them lost their grip and fell into the sea. 
 
    At that moment he slipped; with a hurried grab, he managed to stay in place, but he cut his fingers on sharp rocks and nearly let go altogether. The staff he’d had strapped to his back, which he didn’t recognise either, slipped from its bindings and dropped into the black waters below. He felt a hand on his back, and looked to see Neurion holding him steady. 
 
    ‘Careful, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. ‘Don’t rush.’ 
 
    Annoying as it was to be lectured by Neurion, Archimegadon was grateful that the paladin had offered help. ‘Yes, thank you, Neurion,’ he said. ‘Watch out for the foothold there… and the sharp bit here.’ 
 
    His fingers stinging, Archimegadon continued slowly round the corner and climbed into the cavern proper. Below him, he saw that the rocks flattened out, making it ideal for them all to walk across. Just as he was about to climb down, Obdo shouted. 
 
    ‘Good call on climbing, Sir Mage! Just look at that.’ 
 
    ‘At what now?’ Archimegadon asked, slightly irritated by this interruption to his relief. 
 
    In spite of himself, he checked below himself, and saw that the rocks had in fact been stained with copious amounts of blood. Dark shapes were moving about in the water, barely visible in the cavern’s gloom. It seemed that the companions weren’t the only ones who had tried this route, though whoever had been caught down there had probably been going in the opposite direction. 
 
    They carried on climbing sideways for a long while, occasionally stymied by an apparent lack of handholds. At one point, Obdo had to execute a daring sideways jump, though he caught hold rather more successfully than Archimegadon had when he’d slipped. Archimegadon and Neurion meanwhile had taken a more suitable route, but Neurion slipped and destroyed a foothold that Obdo could have used to join them. 
 
    ‘What if we get to a dead end, and can’t climb any further?’ Obdo asked, as they reached the darkest part of the cavern wall. 
 
    ‘Shut up, Obdo,’ Archimegadon replied, feeling a lot worse about the whole thing. 
 
    ‘Oh, oops, yeah, sorry!’ Obdo said.  
 
    They needn’t have worried, though. Tiring as it was, they finally came upon the edge of the docks themselves, and were far enough away from the water that Archimegadon was willing to lower to the ground. A small wooden ramp led up to a series of deserted sheds filled with barrels, nets and some unpleasant hooks on poles. The companions crept into one of the sheds and shut the door. Archimegadon created a ball of floating flame, much to Obdo’s surprise. 
 
    ‘You cast something useful,’ he said in awe. 
 
    ‘If you don’t shut up, you’ll be the one lighting this shed,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    They took a breather after their long climb. Obdo in particular looked close to keeling over, and sat down on a barrel. Archimegadon didn’t feel too bad and contented himself with leaning against the wall, but then despite his bluster he was in rather good shape. A life as a handyman before his mage career had left a few decent habits. Neurion seemed fascinated by looking through everything that had been stored in the shed, but soon after he settled down on a barrel as well. 
 
    ‘So, this is Ferrina, huh?’ Obdo asked after he’d caught his breath a bit. ‘It’s very dark in here.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it’s not really my first choice of city,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Why’d you get a house here, then?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘It was cheap,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘It’s all great decisions with you, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Who invited you along anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Shhh,’ Neurion said. ‘We don’t want to attract demons with you two arguing.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded unwillingly, disliking being called out for being irresponsible. He felt very small all of a sudden, hidden in this rather ill-scented shed on the outskirts of Ferrina. If they were to get to his house from here, they’d need to get through the docks, up the hill, skirt the Citadel district, get to Market Square and then round a number of streets to reach Overlook Lane.  
 
    On any normal day, he’d have set off from home in the morning, spent a few hours at the docks, and then wandered back for dinner. Now, though, it felt like a huge distance to cover, if the demons were as widespread as he suspected. The water guards and the monster at the city gates certainly did not encourage him much. 
 
    He cancelled the floating flame. 
 
    ‘Right, break’s over,’ he said. ‘Let’s get moving.’ 
 
    ‘Must we?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Neurion glared at him. ‘Lives are at stake, Obdo.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, alright,’ Obdo said, stumbling to his feet and lifting the satchel over his left shoulder. ‘Lead on, Sir Mage.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t stand too close,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Let me check first.’ 
 
    He peered around the door, saw a demon creeping around in the distance and stepped backwards in a hurry, his elbow colliding with Obdo’s nose. 
 
    ‘Ouch, look where you’re going!’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I told you not to stand too close!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Was there a demon?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed so,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Rather far off, but I suppose one can’t be too careful.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Obdo said, rubbing his nose. 
 
    They gave it a second try, and this time none of the lizard demons were in sight, so they followed the cavern wall behind a couple of larger buildings, listening for any sounds of demons, or even survivors. 
 
    ‘Do you think anyone is alive?’ Neurion whispered. 
 
    ‘I would hope so,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It doesn’t look terribly promising thus far, however.’ 
 
    He poked his head around the corner of the building and took in the view of the docks. While the far areas were concealed in darkness, the street lamps that were closer by illuminated the various taverns and shops that lined the waterfront. It seemed that the magic that kept them lit had not run out, though Archimegadon wasn’t sure if they required regular maintenance or just glowed until a mage cancelled the enchantment. They also threw the destroyed ships at the harbour into stark relief, masts stuck out at odd angles from sunken vessels beneath the waters.  
 
    ‘I’ve only been gone a few days, haven’t I?’ Archimegadon murmured to himself, but Neurion heard him. 
 
    ‘I am sorry,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Sorry for what?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You sounded sad,’ Neurion replied. ‘I am sorry that they have done this to Ferrina.’ 
 
    Archimegadon pursed his lips. He had always said that he hated Ferrina, but seeing it now did make him sad. In some ways, he’d just enjoyed complaining about Ferrina, and had grown accustomed to the sights and sounds of the city in his stay, a welcome break between his struggles with the Clerics. Now the only sounds were the gentle lapping of water against the skeletons of ships, and his own tense breaths. 
 
    ‘Come along,’ he said, and he followed some wooden steps up into the main waterfront. 
 
    ‘Which way?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know most of the routes,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We should follow the waterfront, and hope there are no demons.’ 
 
    ‘What do we do if we get caught?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Run,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    They made it a short distance before Neurion noticed a demon emerging from the shadows ahead. In a panic, they tried the nearest door, and stepped into a deserted butcher shop. The smell was terrible. Everything had been left out, and the place was filled with flies. 
 
    ‘You little buggers don’t have to worry about demons, do you?’ Obdo said to the flies. 
 
    Archimegadon motioned for Obdo to keep quiet, and carefully peeked through the front window for any sign of the demon. Realising that it would spot him straight away if it wandered by, he headed upstairs into what appeared to be a bedroom, and Obdo and Neurion followed him shortly after. They all crept up to the window there and looked down to see the demon prowl past. 
 
    ‘What a terrible creature,’ Neurion said. ‘I barely believed you when you first mentioned the demons. Who would have thought we’d see such a vile abomination these days?’ 
 
    ‘Neurion, we fought demons before,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Oh, well, true,’ Neurion said. ‘Sorry, it just slipped my mind for a moment.’ 
 
    Obdo was looking around the room, and he let out a whistle. Archimegadon batted his shoulder with the back of his hand, and Obdo muttered an apology. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Sir Mage,’ Obdo whispered. ‘Just… look at this place. It’s like they’d just thrown off the bedcovers, gone out to work, and now they won’t ever come back.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s not think too much on that,’ Archimegadon said, swallowing hard. ‘Come on, the demon has passed by. We should head on before it returns.’ 
 
    They ventured out into the quiet streets, conscious of the noise they made with each step. There was still no sign of any people, just overturned carts, empty stores, and finally, as they arrived at one of the several market areas of the docks, a few dead lay in the streets. Neurion inclined his head and whispered prayers to the Light, and even Obdo looked put off. Archimegadon decided that he needed to be the strong one, and he marched onwards, and noticed that Obdo and Neurion began to follow him again shortly after. 
 
    The companions stuck close to shop doors, just in case more demons showed their heads. Their luck seemed to hold, though, and they remained unchallenged as they slipped into a side street. A couple more dead were hidden back here, possibly trying to do the same as the companions and sneak somewhere, and Neurion shook his head silently at the sight.  
 
    They soon left the side streets and came out into a market again, though this one was thankfully less strewn with dead than the last. The stands had been destroyed, however, and their produce lay spilled across the streets. Obdo was about to pass Archimegadon when the Mage for Hire stuck out an arm and pushed him back. 
 
    ‘Careful,’ he whispered. ‘Demon.’ 
 
    They retreated to the shadow of a doorway, while Neurion tried the door. With a polite curse, Neurion whispered that the door was locked. 
 
    ‘Just stay quiet then,’ Archimegadon whispered. ‘Wait for it to leave.’ 
 
    They could hear the sound of the demon’s claws on the paving, and Neurion slowly drew his sword as it came ever closer. Archimegadon ran through a plan mentally, thinking of freezing the creature, and then running, or slowing it and letting Neurion behead it, before taking the opportunity to get out of there. He wondered how useful flamebolt would prove against such creatures. Would obliterating it allow them the time to escape? 
 
    The clicks came closer, and then began to fade. Archimegadon was the first to peer out from the doorway, probably a minute or two after the demon’s steps had faded. There was no sign of any demon, so he ventured up to the market area again, had a careful look around, and then led the other two across to another side street. 
 
    This one was very familiar, as it led to and from the square with the fountain, where he’d stayed at the Rose and Thorn. As they stepped towards the square, there was a sudden roar, and they all stopped and looked around in panic. The sound of shouting followed, and they realised that they weren’t the ones who had been spotted. 
 
    Suspecting the worst, Archimegadon led the others to the square, and they looked round the corner to see one of the demons fighting a group of men and women, most of whom were keeping the creature at bay with spears. It bit out and snapped the end off of one spear, and the man dropped it and hastily drew a sword in its place. 
 
    ‘Think we should help?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Safety in numbers, I suppose,’ Archimegadon replied, and he snuck out from the corner and positioned himself behind the fountain. He noted as he did so that no water was pouring from it any longer, before shaking himself from frivolous thoughts and checking the battle again. 
 
    An arrow shot past the spearmen and Archimegadon looked up to see a familiar blonde figure on the balcony of one of the taverns. It was Mellara Nightshot, of the Fallen Blade. He was suddenly not so sure he wanted to take part in this fight, but it was too late. As though sensing his thoughts, Mellara looked around and saw him and the others cowering behind the fountain, and looked momentarily dazed. She then pointed urgently at the demon, and made what Archimegadon supposed she thought was a casting motion. 
 
    Archimegadon nodded back at her and stepped out from the fountain, hoping that this noise wouldn’t attract a crowd of the demons. Normally, he would have bellowed ‘flamebolt’, but this time he contented himself with an angry whisper. The bolt struck the demon in the hind legs, and it collapsed. As one, the spearmen lunged, their spears cutting into the beast from four directions.  
 
    A woman pushed past the spearmen and thrust two swords into the demon’s head, twisting the blades with a curl of her lip, and then the demon fell still. Archimegadon blinked at his luck – it was Yuriath!  
 
    ‘That wasn’t so bad,’ Obdo said, interrupting Archimegadon’s thoughts. 
 
    Archimegadon glanced back at Obdo to reply, only to see demons stepping out from two of the side streets. So the commotion had got their attention after all. It was one thing for a band of people to kill a demon with ease, but against five demons? 
 
    ‘Get moving,’ one of the spearmen said, and the band turned and, with practiced efficiency, they retreated down a side alley. 
 
    Two of the spearmen were in such a hurry that they left their spears in the slain demon. As Archimegadon stood paralysed with fear, he saw the spears fall from the creature, and a cloud of darkness surrounded its wounds. A strange tune, off-key, seemed to play in the air, and then the demon rose to its feet. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ he heard a female voice say, and he felt an arm around him, pulling him after the band of fighters. 
 
    Arrows shot past him, causing the advancing demons to pause, and Archimegadon came to his senses. He sent an icebolt behind him, which struck the lead demon, causing other demons following it to trip, and then returned his attention to the streets ahead. It looked like Obdo and Neurion had more sensibly followed the fighters, while to his side ran Yuriath, looking just as he remembered her, except after a moment he noticed she now had a terrible trio of cuts across her right cheek. 
 
    He had much he wanted to say, but now wasn’t the time for it. The sound of demons loping behind made him forget all his questions, and he began to fear for his life. A heavy crash behind him made him jump, and he chanced a quick look to see that someone had pushed a wardrobe, or something large and wooden, into the street, temporarily blocking the demons. 
 
    They finally reached the familiar walls of Diojin’s mansion, and the gates inched open, allowing the band to file in one-by-one. Archimegadon tried to step aside for Yuriath, but she pushed him through in front of her. The gates shut behind them, and a group of surly mercenaries took up positions behind it, watching for the demons. As the demons arrived, though, they seemed to check that the gates were closed before loping away without trying to break in. 
 
    ‘That’s odd,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Archie, I thought you were dead!’ Yuriath said, and he remembered himself. 
 
    ‘Ah, milady Yuriath, a simple fall is no match for Archimegadon, Mage for Hire,’ he said. 
 
    Yuriath’s smile was brief. ‘You have no idea how happy I am to see you. But these are bad times, Archie. Let’s go inside, we’ve got a lot to talk about.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded, looking back briefly at the guards before following her to the mansion. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four: Honour Among Thieves 
 
      
 
    It was only when Archimegadon stepped into the gloomy entrance hall of Diojin’s mansion that he fully comprehended just where he was. The rubble had been cleared, and boards had been nailed into the walls, but the red stains of blood from the battle between the Clerics and the Fallen Blade had not been cleaned so easily. The first time he’d been brought in, the lamps and chandelier had all been lighting the place with an eager shine. Now, though, the chandelier was gone, destroyed in the attack, and only a few of the lamps had been lit. 
 
    Many mercenaries had been outside patrolling the walls, or standing armed at the barricades. In here, the few people around were sat about the hall, whispering and murmuring inaudibly to each other. A couple of archers stood at the top of the stairs, and there were a few swordsmen keeping a careful eye on what was going on. 
 
    ‘Looks like these guys are doing a bit better,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, you two, I should probably explain,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This is the erm… the lair, I suppose, of the Fallen Blade.’ 
 
    ‘The who?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, did I not tell you?’ Archimegadon folded his arms and ran his eyes over the assorted mercenaries. ‘The Fallen Blade is the mercenary outfit I encountered last time I was in Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, you did mention mercenaries,’ Neurion said with a nod. 
 
    ‘Didn’t you… sneak in here?’ Obdo whispered. 
 
    ‘Yes, that would be about right,’ Archimegadon replied, deciding not to go into detail on his tipsy capture. 
 
    Yuriath was standing nearby, seeming to be lost in thought. She looked up at Archimegadon and the others talking and brushed her hair back from where some of it had fallen across her face. ‘I should probably introduce myself to your friends,’ she said to Archimegadon. She turned to Obdo and Neurion. ‘I’m Yuriath Synarin, city guard… if such a thing still exists in this place now.’ 
 
    Obdo reddened slightly. ‘Good day, I’m Obdo, humble farmhand and former ally of Sir Mage in his adventures. He didn’t say he’d made such fine friends!’ 
 
    Neurion elbowed him. ‘Control yourself. And greetings, lady Synarin, I am Neurion, paladin of the Light, and also a companion of Sir Mage in his battles against evil.’ 
 
    ‘Pleasure to meet you both,’ Yuriath said, a slight smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. ‘Did Archie fill you in on what’s been happening in Ferrina?’ 
 
    ‘That he did,’ Obdo said. ‘Some bastard called Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Marr,’ Yuriath said, her face darkening. ‘He has destroyed Ferrina and taken control of the streets.’ She scratched her hair. ‘What happened to you anyway, Archie? Last I saw, you fell into the pit with Sordath.’ 
 
    ‘Sordath had a last-second moment of remorse, it seems,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘He asked if I wanted to kill Marr, to which I said yes. He then slowed my descent so that the fall did not kill me.’ Archimegadon glanced off to one side. ‘The fellow didn’t do the same for himself.’ 
 
    ‘So the Clerics are all gone,’ Yuriath said. ‘Marr played us all for idiots.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, quite,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It seems that an old mine tunnel or something similar ran into the pit. I followed it to a river, which in turn led out of Ferrina. I ran into my old companions out there. We did some research and then returned to the city earlier today.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ve missed the last couple of weeks in Ferrina,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Weeks?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I thought we’d been gone around three days or so!’ 
 
    ‘Three days?’ Yuriath asked with wide eyes. ‘Five times that, at least. It’s hard to keep track.’ 
 
    ‘So what on earth has happened during that time?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Marr’s demons have slaughtered everyone they could catch out in the streets,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Because of the parade, they caught hundreds, maybe thousands. There was panic everywhere, and people trying to escape the city got killed as well.’ 
 
    ‘So the demons have fully spread across the entire city?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘It’s hard to tell from down here,’ Yuriath replied. ‘I escaped the Citadel and was going to try to help, but it was useless. The demon hordes were just too big - seems Marr summoned more than just the ones from the Clerics, and the City Watch got cut to pieces in the initial clash. It looks like the Fallen Blade had been tipped off about the Clerics, though, because they arrived intending to put a stop to them.’ 
 
    ‘Rather late,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Just as well, I guess,’ Yuriath said. ‘They got everyone they could indoors and then set up defences. The demons didn’t seem to care for us hidden inside, though, and just went on through the streets. Once it was quiet again, the Blade had us all follow them to the docks in small groups.’ 
 
    ‘What, even regular citizens?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, over the next few days after the parade, the Blade travelled through the docks, and nearby areas, and brought people here for safety,’ Yuriath replied. ‘The mansion has a huge underground area, and there are people living down there away from the demons. Diojin has masses of supplies that were intended for trade, and we’re hiding out here while he works out the best way to get us all out of Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘I did not expect such kindness from the Blade,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘We’re all in this together now, whether we like it or not,’ Yuriath said. ‘Unless you’re in the Citadel, that is.’ 
 
    ‘It was destroyed by the demons?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘No, in some ways what happened was worse,’ Yuriath replied. ‘The Citadel guard managed to lure the demons out of the Citadel, either by leading them away, or killing them and moving the corpses before they reanimated.’ 
 
    ‘A noble effort,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Yes, it was,’ Yuriath said with a nod, though her expression remained grim. ‘And then the Council shut the gates behind them. Any of the guards inside were fine, but the ones brave enough to clear out the demons… well, they died as heroes.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose Tharanor was not wrong about his assessment of the Council,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Good grief, I am sorry. Is Tharanor alright? Did you find him?’ 
 
    ‘Diojin found him first,’ Yuriath replied. ‘It’s why I’m still here now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Tharanor’s alive, don’t worry about that,’ Yuriath replied. She folded her arms and started brushing at her hair. ‘Diojin sent Mellara and some of his men to catch Tharanor at the parade, though, and they got Tharanor after his little tantrum. The Blade members I followed back to the mansion didn’t recognise me, but when I got here they took me prisoner as well.’ 
 
    ‘How did you get out?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Diojin seems to think Tharanor is linked to Marr,’ Yuriath replied. ‘It’s apparently why he got scared and let us go before, though he won’t talk much about that. I bargained with Diojin to fight the demons with his mercenaries and help save people and collect supplies. Mellara spoke on my behalf, and he finally agreed to it.’ 
 
    ‘The archer woman?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, she seems to not hate me, at least,’ Yuriath replied. ‘I don’t know if Diojin will ever let Tharanor go – he’s been questioning him for ages – but he said that if I do “enough”, he will.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not terribly much to go on,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Yuriath said, sighing. ‘But what choice do I have? I want to stop the demons as much as anybody, so it’s not too bad. I get put on all the risky missions, though.’ 
 
    ‘Stop your complaining,’ said Mellara, entering the mansion hall from outside. Despite her tone, she gave Yuriath an uncharacteristic smile. ‘You get the best backup in Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘This is Mellara,’ Yuriath said to Obdo and Neurion. ‘She’s an archer here, one of the best.’ 
 
    ‘I’m better than any of the others here,’ Mellara said. ‘With any weapon you can name,’ she added, and Archimegadon noted a short sword at her hip, and a belt across her front with two daggers sheathed. She was still wearing her usual blues and whites, though they were sullied by dirt now. 
 
    ‘A pleasure to make your acquaintance again,’ Archimegadon said, feeling enormously awkward. 
 
    ‘Don’t look like that,’ Mellara said. She chewed her bottom lip for a moment. ‘On second thought, do. I’ll have to take you to Lord Diojin. Don’t have much choice given his attitude to your buddy Vakard.’ 
 
    ‘I can leave right away,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I actually came back to Ferrina to take care of some business to help stop Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Our new ruler,’ Mellara said with a rueful smile. ‘There’s no stopping that guy, I can tell you that much. You saying you got out of this hellhole and then came back?’ 
 
    ‘I did,’ Archimegadon replied, and decided that if he was going to get out of here, he was going to have to share some more details. ‘Marr seeks something that was in my possession, and I need to destroy it before his minions find it.’ 
 
    ‘Save it for Lord Diojin,’ Mellara said. ‘He’ll be the one deciding your fate.’ 
 
    ‘Madam, I am not joking here,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I don’t have time to be put on trial. If we don’t deal with this, Ferrina’s suffering will probably seem like kindness.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, and you think I’m joking?’ Mellara asked, her friendly manner dropping in an instant. She grabbed Archimegadon’s arms and pushed him ahead of her. ‘We’re going to see Lord Diojin now and get this over with. You two as well,’ she added, pulling a dagger from her sheath and directing Obdo and Neurion ahead with it. 
 
    Obdo and Neurion looked stubborn, and Archimegadon pondered fighting back. Destroying the staff was important, he was sure, and leaving their quest up to the whims of the crime lord he’d crossed in the past was not a risk they should be taking. All that being said, there were archers up the stairs, swordsmen by the walls, and the outside of the mansion was overflowing with mercenaries. If he was going to be taking chances, he suspected that trying to deal with Diojin would be the less risky one. 
 
    His mind flicked back to Diojin dealing with that other fellow – Bornek, he dimly recalled – and he wondered if perhaps it wouldn’t be better fighting the entire Fallen Blade instead. 
 
    Mellara seemed to still carry some authority in the Fallen Blade, as men fell in around them at nods of her head. Yuriath followed the group solemnly, and Archimegadon could see the unhappiness and regret across her face. He wondered if she was blaming herself for their predicament, silly as she was. For himself, he decided he would regard the mercenaries with all his imperiousness. There was no need to let these rabble think they were better than him. 
 
    It seemed that Diojin, wherever he was, had chosen his quarters somewhere far beneath the mansion. They followed corridors that passed rooms cluttered with people, and though most looked unhappy, there were many looks of relief and comfort to be away from the demon-controlled streets. A few mercenaries stood guard here and there, presumably in case of any disorder, but on the whole it looked like people were sticking together, for now. 
 
    Of course, if Diojin’s food stores ran low, that was likely to change fast. Archimegadon wondered how much the crime lord had stockpiled, and only hoped that the Blade figured out the best way to get all these people out of Ferrina before the demons took an active interest in attacking the mansion. 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ Mellara said as they came before two gilded doors with the emblem of the Fallen Blade imprinted on them. ‘Just control your tongue and maybe you’ll get through this.’ 
 
    ‘I shall do my best,’ Archimegadon said, and Mellara narrowed her eyes at him, before knocking on the doors. 
 
    Several ominous seconds passed, and then the doors ground open. It seemed that Diojin, in his arrogance, had arranged for a small throne room to be built for himself down here, as the self-proclaimed second ruler of Ferrina alongside the Council. Of course, both had been demoted now by Marr, whose dark grip had displaced both from their thrones. 
 
    The displacement was purely metaphorical, though, as Diojin himself was sitting upright in his stone throne regarding them with dark eyes, presumably a practiced show of intimidation. Much as Archimegadon recognised the show, he still could not deny its effect even on him. For a few minutes, with all the talk of the Blade taking in refugees, he’d hoped that Diojin might be slightly more amenable, but all this wasn’t really filling him with confidence. 
 
    They came to a stop close to the steps at the foot of Diojin’s throne, and the crime lord rose to his feet, towering over them. 
 
    ‘The mage,’ Diojin said. ‘Why does it not surprise me to see you again?’ 
 
    ‘Greetings, sir,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I do not greet you, mage,’ Diojin said. ‘You and your reckless actions have brought this disaster upon us.’ 
 
    ‘It was the Clerics, and a former knight named Valia, who unleashed Marr and his demons,’ Archimegadon said, deciding to downplay his role in the destruction of the first two statues. ‘We were trying to stop them.’ 
 
    ‘I do not know the meanings of the statues,’ Diojin said, ‘but it seems to me that their destruction was not long after followed by this demon invasion.’ 
 
    ‘The Clerics had their own plans for the statues, and realised them before we were able to stop them,’ Archimegadon said, slightly simplifying the truth in his favour. ‘However, I have now discovered that an item of great power that I used to own – a magical staff – is desired by Marr himself. I was heading across Ferrina in order to destroy it, and prevent him from ever making use of it.’ 
 
    ‘Destroying more magicks,’ Diojin said. ‘And maybe you are expecting me just to let you go, to permit you to wreak more of this destruction. But I tell you this, mage, Lord Diojin does not forget those who have defied him. You stood before me in my treasure room, and you took the choice to destroy my statue. I owe you not a thing, mage.’ 
 
    ‘I have not asked you for anything, old chap,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘This is true,’ Diojin said, allowing himself a brief smile, his teeth glowing in the midst of his dark beard. ‘I get ahead of myself. It is coming now, though, no? You are wanting me to maybe release you, and let you go back into the city.’ 
 
    ‘Well, alright, that’s true,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I say to you no, mage,’ Diojin said. ‘I chose to stay out of your business, and yet now that business has been brought to all in the city.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you let us go, anyway?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘You said you wanted no part in demon affairs.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, and we are coming to the important questions,’ Diojin said, waving a finger, and he settled back on his throne. He leaned forwards as he continued speaking. ‘Your friend, Vakard… he does not seem aware of it, but maybe he lies. He has resisted days of our… questioning.’ Archimegadon noticed Yuriath’s frown deepen. ‘I am beginning to think maybe he does not know. Maybe, when they burnt it all, truly the name was buried.’ 
 
    Archimegadon tilted his head, and a shadowy vision flickered through his sight, a cane, a fancy hat, and a dark face… 
 
    ‘Lord Elzar Vakard,’ Neurion said, surprising Archimegadon. ‘Tharanor shares the name of the man who ruled Ferrina last time it was destroyed by demons.’ 
 
    Diojin’s thick eyebrows rose. ‘Ah, and here we have a man who knows the burnt history. Yes, small man, Tharanor does not seem aware that he is a man of a dark family. They left Ferrina many years ago, yes, and now they return, and the city falls.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know about Elzar?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘My business, it is information, mage,’ Diojin said. ‘Since that councillor, Abernoth, came to me with the statue, I have sought to understand it. There are those, hidden away, who still know what happened here all those years ago. I do not know the whole story, but the Vakards wanted to rule, and the people, they were ruined for it.’ 
 
    ‘Is that not what you, also, seek?’ Archimegadon asked, waving a hand around the throne room. ‘You are certainly no stranger to seeking power.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, you are right,’ Diojin replied. ‘But I am a warrior. People die, yes, but they die to a warrior’s code. The old Vakard and Abernoth, they were and are politicians, weak men. The world is ruled by weak men who make rules to protect their fragility from the warriors.’ 
 
    Diojin rose to his feet again and lifted his two-handed axe from where it leaned against his throne. Archimegadon involuntarily backed away, but bumped into Mellara, who hissed at him and then shoved him forward again. 
 
    ‘Do you know why we are called the Fallen Blade?’ Diojin asked. 
 
    ‘Erm, no, not a clue,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Some men, they see our banner and think “ah, a fallen blade, these men are failures, people who fell from grace and now they are low killers,”’ Diojin said. ‘But no. Our emblem is symbolic. My great-grandfather, Tajaran, he was a soldier in the army of a king in the north, a Vakard type of king, shall we say. When this king beheld the army that was at his gates, he dropped his sword, and fled. 
 
    ‘Tajaran was a soldier on the ramparts. When all stood still, he took up the fallen blade, and he led the men who did not desert to victory. We are his legacy, the warriors in the world of weaklings, and when times need warriors, here we are.’ 
 
    ‘So while the Council hides in the Citadel, you are keeping people safe,’ Neurion said.  
 
    ‘There is no honour in profiting from the dead,’ Diojin said. 
 
    ‘Sounds like a good deal to me,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Who are these two people?’ Diojin asked Mellara. ‘I do not recognise them.’ 
 
    Mellara glanced at Yuriath, who answered for her. ‘They are Neurion and Obdo, a paladin and, uh… farmhand… who have fought with Archie in the past.’ 
 
    ‘You are from Ferrina too?’ Diojin asked. 
 
    ‘No, this is my first visit,’ Obdo replied. ‘We came to warn Sir Mage about Teroth Marr after… uh…’ He scratched his hair. ‘I, uh, I got a warning, from… was it a dream?’ He looked at Neurion, who shrugged. 
 
    ‘And now you have come into this place of demons,’ Diojin said. ‘If you speak the truth, maybe here among us is your place. Sadly, it is also the Fallen Blade’s place, and our hour. When I let the mage and his friends go, it was to avoid the games of men like the old Vakard, who lie, deceive and misrule. I did not want to lead my men to die in a fight for the Council. 
 
    ‘But I was mistaken.’ 
 
    ‘You were not mistaken, your… erm… your lordship,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Our goals are and have always been the same. Aside from when you imprisoned me. We wish to undo the work of the Clerics and put a stop to Marr.’ 
 
    ‘I let you go once, and now we live in true darkness,’ Diojin said. ‘Why would I let you go again?’ 
 
    ‘It was not letting us go that caused this,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It was that we – that is, myself, Yuriath and Tharanor – failed. We did not stop Sordath and Valia in time. Delays cost the city dear, and that is why I urge you to allow us to continue on our journey to destroy the staff.’ 
 
    ‘Destroying a staff,’ Diojin said. ‘What does this mean to me? What does the staff mean to Marr?’ 
 
    ‘I do not entirely understand the staff myself,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘However, Valia wished to take it from me when we confronted the Clerics on the day of the parade. ‘ 
 
    ‘The Day of Ruin, we call it,’ Diojin said. 
 
    ‘Ah, most apt,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But yes, she wished to take it from me, saying that it was important to Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Who is this Valia you have mentioned?’ Diojin asked. ‘Nightshot, do we know of this woman?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve not seen her,’ Mellara replied. ‘A few people mentioned seeing a woman walking with the demons, but only from a distance. Yuriath told me she was at the ceremonial platform and was involved in freeing Marr and summoning the demons. She’s a knight, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘A knight working with Marr?’ Diojin asked. ‘Why would she do this?’ 
 
    ‘Begging your pardon, Lord Beard,’ Obdo replied, interrupting, ‘but she’s a woman who used to be one of our allies, when we fought the Clerics over near Aldrack.’ He waved his maimed hand. ‘She betrayed us because she hates pretty much everything, and helped them do this to me, and I’m damned if I will let her live after that.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, revenge,’ Diojin said. ‘Yes, I like revenge.’ 
 
    Mellara was staring between Obdo and Diojin in shock. Archimegadon supposed she was wondering why Diojin hadn’t already killed Obdo for calling him Lord Beard. 
 
    ‘But there is a problem,’ Diojin said. ‘We have only your word for this. The other problem we have is that the Blade looks to leave the city, not battle Marr. There is no fighting these demons for long. They hold off attacking us, but as every day passes we come closer to the time they come for us. My agents, they find no sign of Marr, and my stockpiles will last for maybe weeks at best.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Archimegadon said, deciding to take a gamble, ‘there is possibly a way for us to find Marr. We have been researching, and are starting to get an idea of where he might be hiding.’ 
 
    The mercenaries and Yuriath all stared at him, surprise and maybe hope flashing in their eyes. Diojin laid his axe to one side. 
 
    ‘Tell me, mage, of this information you have found,’ Diojin said. 
 
    ‘We found records of Lord Vakard’s advisor,’ Archimegadon said. ‘He spoke of Lord Vakard believing that Ferrina bridges another world. Elzar apparently was running under the suspicion that Marr might have come from this other world. I don’t know if you are aware of any similar stories, but it’s possible that we might find Marr hidden there.’ 
 
    This had more of an effect on Diojin than Archimegadon had expected. Diojin stared at Archimegadon for maybe half a minute before looking over Archimegadon’s shoulder. 
 
    ‘Nightshot,’ he said, ‘follow me. We will talk. You others, you will wait here while we discuss this.’ 
 
    Mellara’s face was very serious – almost frightened – as she walked with Diojin out of the throne room, through a door at the back. None of the companions chanced speaking while under the watchful eye of the Blade. Archimegadon pondered just how much Diojin knew that he didn’t, and wondered if the crime lord would ever choose to let them free. It was so difficult to predict anything with the man. If it did all go bad, Archimegadon supposed he’d have to risk some sort of violent escape, unlikely as that was so deep in Diojin’s lair. 
 
    Archimegadon wasn’t sure how long passed. He could hear occasionally raised voices from the back room, and was surprised that a lot of the time it was Mellara’s voice that was loudest. The mercenaries guarding them shifted uncomfortably, possibly expecting Diojin to return with a bloodied axe, but not too much later Mellara emerged untouched, followed by a grim-looking Diojin, who resumed his place on his throne. Mellara joined Archimegadon and the others, her arms folded and expression furious. 
 
    ‘We have come to an… agreement,’ Diojin said. ‘Your friend, Tharanor, he is to be freed. You will have him back in your little band. Yuriath, your service is ended, and you also may leave with the mage and his friends.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Lord Diojin,’ Yuriath said, stepping forwards quickly in her relief. ‘You have no idea how much this means to me.’ 
 
    Diojin waved a dismissive hand. ‘There are two conditions to this.’ 
 
    ‘Uh oh,’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘One, you will be going to the Citadel, and there you will tell the Councillor Abernoth that Marr is to be found in the Sideslip,’ Diojin said.  
 
    ‘The what?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘He will know,’ Diojin replied. ‘The second condition, this is that you will be taking Nightshot with you. She will lead you through the city, and can help you fight the demons.’ He left it unsaid that she would make sure they did the first condition. 
 
    Archimegadon chanced a glance at Mellara again, and figured that this was probably what the shouting had been about. He wasn’t quite sure how he felt about having her along. He didn’t know that he particularly liked her, though she looked to be quite good in a fight. 
 
    ‘Once you are done with the staff, she will return to me, and you are on your own,’ Diojin said. ‘Are these terms acceptable to you?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, it was a pleasure doing business with you, sir!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Erm, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘If you tell the truth, then we all benefit,’ Diojin said. ‘Now you may go, we have spoken enough for today. Nightshot will arrange your departure with you tomorrow.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five: Preparing for the Worst 
 
      
 
    Mellara led them out of the mansion, and over to a small grey building near the entrance gate. A thick metal door barred their entry, but Mellara unlocked it for them and ushered them inside. Directly inside was a stairway that brought them down to a series of corridors where, it seemed, Diojin’s mercenaries slept. There was a room free with eight beds in it, and after lighting the lamp hanging in the middle of the room, Mellara left them there. 
 
    ‘Good thing you came back,’ Yuriath said to Archimegadon with another fleeting smile. ‘Now we can finally get out of here. I just hope Tharanor’s alright.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he’s quite fine,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I shouldn’t celebrate too early, though. We’re going to be travelling across Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that part isn’t going to be fun,’ Yuriath said. ‘I’ve been helping the Blade collect supplies, and it hasn’t been easy at all. The demons don’t seem to care so much once you’re indoors, but they kill anyone they find outside.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose we’ll need to stay close to buildings, then,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘So how far is your house from here, anyway?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Under normal circumstances, not too far,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘An hour, maybe two if you include walking to the Citadel. With demons? A lot longer.’ 
 
    ‘I didn't realise it would be this bad,’ Neurion said. ‘It is like Aldrack before the end. Do you remember?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly, yes,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Though at the time I was rather more focused on revenge. It is a little harder to imagine revenge against whatever Marr is.’ 
 
    ‘Aldrack,’ Yuriath murmured. ‘So you all really were there, during the Cleric attack?’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t so much of an attack, ma’am, and the Clerics sorta hid in the background,’ Obdo replied. ‘Lord King – uh, Bartell – took control with his soldiers and used the dome to keep reinforcements out. He spread stories of evil threatening the kingdom to make people think he was still their friend.’ 
 
    ‘Those in Aldrack knew the truth of it, though,’ Neurion said. ‘The city was a dark and miserable place. And just as they thought the paladins had freed them from Bartell’s grip, Bartell used the powers of the dome to destroy the entire city, just like that.’ 
 
    ‘That’s terrible,’ Yuriath said. ‘He was working with the Clerics rather than controlling them, then?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, they were sneaking around on the side of things,’ Obdo replied.  
 
    ‘They sought to manipulate Bartell into freeing their “god” Vortagenses,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Bartell was to be killed by Vortagenses to restore his own power, since Vortagenses was really a necromancer who fed on the lives of others. It didn’t quite work out as they’d planned; Bartell maimed Vortagenses beyond repair and assumed control of the Clerics.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Yuriath said, settling onto one of the beds and leaning against the wall. ‘And now they’ve destroyed another city.’ 
 
    ‘And themselves into the bargain,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Their suffering is over, though,’ Yuriath said.  
 
    ‘But they don’t have a chance to experience joy again,’ Neurion said. ‘And the Light will sear them in the afterlife. However powerful their god Marr might be in this world, he holds no sway over the Light beyond it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know that I believe in any Light,’ Yuriath said. ‘What Light would let this happen to this city? This evil… I have never seen anything like it.’ 
 
    ‘The Light will guide us out,’ Neurion said. ‘It shines the brightest in the deepest darkness.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Yuriath said. ‘So far, all I’ve seen is that hired killers have had more compassion than the Light.’ 
 
    ‘Light or not, we shall be striking the first blow against Marr,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Ridding him of the staff will set his plans back.’ 
 
    ‘He’s done this much without the staff,’ Yuriath said. ‘I don’t know that he will even feel it.’ 
 
    ‘Ma’am, you’re here with the unsung hero of Valanthas,’ Obdo said. ‘Old Sir Mage here stood toe-to-toe with Lord King… uh, Lord Bartell… and won! He’ll take care of this Marr guy, just you wait and see.’ 
 
    Yuriath smiled again. ‘You know, I never believed him about Bartell. Now, though, I guess I sorta do.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you this much,’ Obdo said. ‘Bartell gave him the choice of blowing all of us up, or submitting to him. Sir Mage managed to turn it around and saved us all instead. I don’t know of anyone I’d rather have with us.’ 
 
    ‘Well now, Obdo, you flatter me,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘I don’t know about that, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘If I’d been you, I’d probably have smashed the mirror. I might even have surrendered.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know until you’re put in the situation,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Half of looking brave is not knowing which choice to make, so you just sort of stand there appearing to be defiant.’ 
 
    ‘A magician should never reveal his tricks,’ Yuriath said, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘Erm, quite, I was of course not afraid of Bartell at all,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Nor am I afraid of this Marr chap. Once I find him, I shall surely trounce him.’ 
 
    ‘Please do,’ Yuriath said. ‘You’ll never have to buy your own drink ever again, I can promise you that much.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Once the conversation had died down, Obdo, Neurion and Yuriath all got to playing cards, which Yuriath had apparently got as a favour from Mellara. Normally, Archimegadon would have joined in, but he figured it was a good chance for the three to get to know each other, and he was curious to look through the mysterious book. Setting aside all the notes that had been slipped into the pages, he flicked through the opening, where the man, called Iroldar, talked at length about why he’d left the fledgling kingdom of Valanthas before the dome had been created. 
 
    He spoke of how he’d instantly gained the attention of Lord Elzar Vakard, who had initially been suspicious that Iroldar was a spy for Vortagenses. He’d gained the lord’s trust by giving away the details of the newly-founded land, and helping sniff out traitors within Ferrina itself. 
 
    Upon becoming Elzar’s advisor, it seemed, Iroldar had then been put in charge of creating a new magical order, under Elzar’s command. 
 
    It became clear to me that Elzar was not telling me all the details. When I expressed my surprise at the number of magical potentials in his city, Elzar simply smiled at me and told me that he knew. He would not speak more to me on the matter, and told me to continue building his army. And I did so, because I was happy, ecstatic, even, that I held such influence here, when I had been just one of many servants under Vortagenses and Balthus.  
 
    I must confess that around this time I developed an interest in Elzar’s daughter, Yissa Vakard. A beautiful and kind girl, in many ways not at all like her father, and yet she had a firm ambition that was so very much alike. You may wonder why I would mention this, but as a member of the magical order you must understand the power of that ancient magic, love. 
 
    She asked nothing of me, but I willingly gave it. For her father, I did a thousand things I might never have done, if only just to gain her favour. When I heard of a boy whose gentle magicks were bringing joy to the miserable miners, I thought nothing of the consequences of telling Elzar, knowing that we would snatch the child from his family and press him into our army.  
 
    Had Elzar told me his suspicions before this… had I known even some small detail of what powers we were playing with… perhaps I would have stayed my hand. Yet even now, sitting with her sleeping alongside me as I write this, I do not know that I could have changed my choices. It was a gamble – Elzar knew full well it was a gamble – but we did it all the same. 
 
    Archimegadon glanced up at the card game, and saw the look of frustration on Obdo’s face as it appeared that Yuriath was doing rather better than him. Neurion looked like he was enjoying himself too, though the paladin seemed to be losing constantly. Archimegadon was tempted to go over and join them, but he supposed that he would read as much of this as possible before heading out into the city. 
 
    Iroldar went on to discuss how they’d taken Teroth, and then, without the boy’s knowledge, killed his family. They’d blamed it on a local ruffian, who they’d hung. The man was notorious enough that no questions were asked, and so they’d got away with it.  
 
    Teroth himself had been initially not too scared. He’d not been particularly quick of thought, and had run under the delusion that his stay at the Citadel was going to be a temporary thing. They’d even convinced him to do a demonstration of his gift. 
 
    It was an amazing thing, unlike any I’d ever seen. You may think to yourself now that any mage can create images and visions, but not like this. As the boy played his flute, the sombre study was transformed, and we found ourselves stood upon the edge of a river. One could even stoop and brush the grass, so convincing was the illusion. At Elzar’s request, the boy added animals to the vision, and we met a succession of creatures.  
 
    First he brought horses, and sheep, and a few friendly dogs for us to pet. Then, once he saw our delight, he grew more ambitious, and we were visited by a menagerie of incredible beasts. Creatures from legend surrounded us, unicorns, goblins, even a dragon flew overhead!  
 
    When he looked down from seeing the dragon, I saw a look of intense satisfaction on Lord Elzar’s face. He nodded at me, and simply said: ‘Yes, Iroldar. This is the one.’ 
 
    Later that night, once the boy had been imprisoned, Elzar called me to his study again, but the usual papers and books had been cleared from his desk. In their place, a collection of magical objects and swords had been arranged, and I knew merely from glancing that they were demon-touched, and coming closer I could sense their innate power. 
 
    I questioned Elzar. Was he a practitioner of the demonic arts? No, he said, but he was a student. Not for his own application, but to teach others. It made sense to me, for Elzar did not have the magical gift within him. Did he want me to become his demonologist, his necromancer, his summoner? 
 
    ‘No, Iroldar, that is why we have the boy,’ he told me. 
 
    I queried this. That the boy was gifted was beyond question – I had never experienced such a display of power as I had on that day. But did his power have a proper application in war? I doubted it. 
 
    Elzar invited me to look over the implements, weapons and objects on his desk. They were all, he told me, from the time that Ferrans served the ancient gods beneath the city, before the paladin order had purged the city of the ‘heathens’. Some had survived, and hidden these away for him to find. He seemed very sure that it was his destiny, and no-one else’s, to uncover these trinkets.  
 
    He told me that there was another side to this city, where the ancients held sway. I forget exactly how he put it, but he said that he believed that the boy was from this place, and that his coming was another part of his – that is, Lord Elzar’s – destiny. I asked what he meant by the other side, and he explained that it was possible to simply turn a corner, and find oneself in another place, if one knew the right way. He told me that the world occupied the same place as Ferrina, constantly shifting and changing, and that for all of his life, he had been unable to find it. 
 
    ‘But now, Iroldar, you see, it has come to me,’ he said. 
 
    There was an uproar from the table as Obdo defeated Yuriath in a round, and Archimegadon could not help himself. He’d had quite enough of Iroldar for one day. He set the book aside and went over to join them, and show them how a true master played at cards. 
 
    * 
 
    Tharanor rejoined them later that evening. Yuriath rose up from the table so fast her chair tumbled to the floor, and she ran over to him. As she reached him, she seemed to hesitate, but then she just threw herself into hugging him, and he looked quite taken aback, before wincing. 
 
    ‘Ouch… careful, Yuriath!’ he said, and he stepped back, putting a hand to his left side. 
 
    ‘What did they do to you?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t as bad as you might think,’ Tharanor replied. Archimegadon noticed that Tharanor had quite a few cuts and bruises on his face, and wasn’t so sure about that. ‘They kept asking me over and over what I had done. They seemed to be convinced that I’d been the one to cause all this. They kept saying I’d brought Marr into the world. I told them over and over, and finally today they just said I was getting out, without even a word of apology.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t expect one,’ Yuriath said. ‘You’re really okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not on top form, but I’ll be good for going back to the guardhouse,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘You don’t know what’s happened out there, do you?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    Tharanor’s smile faded. ‘No, what is it? Didn’t we clear out the demons?’ 
 
    ‘The demons are immortal, Thara,’ Yuriath replied. ‘They’ve taken the streets and killed Light knows how many people. Marr rules Ferrina now.’ 
 
    Tharanor stumbled over to one of the beds and sat down, staring at the floor. ‘So Sordath won? The Clerics have taken over?’ 
 
    ‘The Clerics are all dead,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Marr sacrificed them to create the demons that attacked the Citadel.’ 
 
    They spent the next few minutes filling Tharanor in on the situation, and his expression steadily grew darker. Quietly, they’d agreed not to bring up the subject of Lord Elzar’s family, in case Diojin had not mentioned it, and it seemed that the crime lord had avoided touching directly on the subject. Explaining their plans to destroy the staff seemed to encourage Tharanor, though, and he sat up a little. 
 
    ‘Who are these two?’ he asked once the explanations were done. ‘I don’t recognise either of them.’ 
 
    ‘Still the social master,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This little fellow is Obdo, and the stringy one is Neurion.’ 
 
    ‘Evening, sir,’ Obdo said, doing a little salute with the remaining fingers on his right hand. 
 
    ‘Greetings, master Vakard,’ Neurion said. ‘I am looking forward to fighting alongside you. Master Archimegadon has spoken highly of your prowess in battle.’ 
 
    Tharanor threw a dry look at Archimegadon. ‘Has he, now?’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘So, are you all friends, or..?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a farmhand,’ Obdo replied. ‘Well, I sort of own a farm these days. But I fought with Sir Mage here against Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘I am a paladin of the schools,’ Neurion said. ‘Master Archimegadon enlisted me to aid in his battles with Lord Bartell as well.’ 
 
    ‘These are the “local weapons expert” and the “paladin of the Light”?’ Tharanor asked with a grin. 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t understand at first, before remembering his retelling of his adventures in the inn when he’d first met Tharanor. ‘Ah, erm, yes. I may have slightly, erm, exaggerated Obdo’s prowess.’ 
 
    ‘You told everyone I’m a weapons expert?’ Obdo asked with a smirk. 
 
    ‘Farmhands have little place in bardic tales, Obdo, you should know that,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you both,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’m Tharanor Vakard, of the City Watch. Though from the sounds of it, I’m one of the few left.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Yuriath said, sighing. 
 
    ‘When are we setting out?’ 
 
    ‘We’re getting ready and leaving tomorrow,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Mellara is coming with us. We also have to visit the Council at the Citadel.’ 
 
    ‘The Council?’ Tharanor scratched his beard. ‘Why would we do that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s one of the conditions of us getting to leave,’ Yuriath replied. ‘Diojin wants us to tell the Council that Marr is in the Sideslip. None of us know what that means, and he wouldn’t tell us either.’ 
 
    ‘Not a clue about that myself,’ Tharanor said. ‘So we’re going to the Citadel, and then to the mage’s house?’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully,’ Yuriath replied. 
 
    ‘It’ll be no problem,’ Obdo said. ‘With Sir Mage’s fire, your swords, Neurion’s run-speed magic, and my personality, we’ll be done in no time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a comfort,’ Tharanor said. He smiled again, which seemed particularly rare to Archimegadon, but shortly after his face fell back into the familiar serious glower. ‘Mage. Yuriath. I need to apologise for deserting you back on that day. I don’t know what happened… I was embarrassed. I was angry. It was just too much going on, and I can’t blame it all on the drink,  but that didn’t help.’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry, sir,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Assuming you don’t do it again, I see no reason for us to cover the subject further.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Yuriath said. ‘Just stop drinking, alright?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not had a drop since then,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Not much choice in it, mind you, but I think it’s helped me get the hang of it. It’ll be fine from here on out, I promise you.’ 
 
    Obdo nudged Archimegadon. ‘I’m still allowed, right?’ he whispered. 
 
    ‘No,’ Archimegadon replied, and Obdo made a sulky face. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what it’s like out there, but I’ll do what I can to protect you all,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    Yuriath prodded him in the side and he winced. ‘Yeah, looks like we’ll be protecting you, mister,’ she said. ‘Don’t do anything silly. We’ll be avoiding fights, not getting into them. The demons are immortal now, and if we get into long fights you can bet that more will join in.’ 
 
    ‘Ow, okay,’ Tharanor said. ‘Please don’t do that again, you have spiky nails.’ 
 
    ‘The demons have worse,’ Yuriath said, grinning. ‘No heroic charges, okay?’ 
 
    ‘You can bet on that,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘Speaking of betting,’ Obdo asked, ‘might you want to join our card game?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m no good at those,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘Neither is Neurion here,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Well, alright,’ Tharanor said, picking himself up off the bed. ‘I can tell you now, I didn’t think I’d be able to play cards or anything else ever again for the last week. Don’t complain if I leave you penniless, though.’ 
 
    ‘You’re on,’ Obdo said. 
 
    * 
 
    The next day they met up with Mellara in what appeared to be a small armoury in the mansion, and she had a pile of bags and weaponry at her feet.  
 
    ‘Alright,’ she said. ‘I’ve got your sword here, Tharanor.’ She knelt and shifted some of the weapons around. ‘Somewhere, at least. Ah!’  
 
    Mellara lifted the longsword from the pile, ready-sheathed, and handed it over to Tharanor. He quickly checked the blade, showing off the familiar green glow as he did so, before arranging the sheath on his back and over his shoulder.  
 
    ‘I’ve got a new sword for you, paladin,’ Mellara continued. ‘The one we confiscated from you was… well… pretty old. Where did you get it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I got it from… uh… Obdo, where did I get it?’ Neurion stared at the floor, as though perhaps it had borne witness to the event, but even the floor did not know where he’d got the sword. 
 
    ‘Never mind, I don’t care that much,’ Mellara said. She grabbed the sword from the pile and pushed it into Neurion’s hands. ‘Take your pick of belts, I don’t know if you prefer it at your side.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, milady,’ Neurion said, and though he was being polite, Mellara’s look showed she’d clearly taken it as sarcasm. 
 
    ‘Right, you, mage, get a new staff,’ Mellara said, tossing it at Archimegadon. He caught it just in time, though he still nearly fumbled it.  ‘Yuriath, you’ve still got your swords, so that leaves…’ She peered at Obdo. ‘I got you a sword, but you’re not fighting fit.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about? I can fight with the best of them,’ Obdo said, though it wasn’t particularly convincing. 
 
    Mellara grabbed his right hand and inspected it. ‘No, I’m sorry, you’re not coming with us. It’s dangerous out there, and I’m not getting killing saving your arse. You’d better stick around here with the rest of the refugees.’ 
 
    ‘Madam, I can vouch for Obdo,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘What can he do?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘Erm… he can… er…’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    ‘It is hardly my fault you are useless!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Don’t feel bad,’ Mellara said. ‘It’s safer here than anywhere we’re going.’ 
 
    ‘But I can carry all your spare stuff,’ Obdo said. ‘Not much fun carrying all your supplies around and having to fight at the same time. I might not look it, but I can carry heavy loads.’ 
 
    ‘You’re already carrying a heavy load at your waist,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Now, that’s just low,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Sorry, you lot, but he stays here,’ Mellara said. ‘This isn’t a friendly vacation. We have serious work to do.’ 
 
    ‘She’s right,’ Yuriath said. ‘I don’t want to see you hurt, and neither does anyone else, I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘You’re all heart, you lot,’ Obdo said. ‘You just dragged me into this city, and now I have to stand around in this mansion and wait to get eaten by demons?’ 
 
    ‘Keep everyone happy with your natural charm,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Sir Mage, stick up for me!’ Obdo said.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, old chap, but I suppose she’s right – if you can’t fight, you’ll be endangering yourself,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We’ll be back for you, though, don’t worry. Now, Miss Nightshot, what are these other things?’ 
 
    ‘These are our supplies,’ Mellara replied, picking up the bags and handing them out. ‘We’ll be carrying them with us on the journey so we don’t starve.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I already have a bag here,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll pop all that in there, though.’ 
 
    They all grabbed a satchel each, except for Obdo, who was looking particularly cross at the edge of the group. A moment passed, and then Archimegadon spoke up. 
 
    ‘These are… rather heavy,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Yeah, are we really going to have to carry these and fight?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    There was a loud cough, and they turned to look at Obdo. 
 
    Mellara looked around at the companions’ expressions. 
 
    ‘Congratulations, Obdo,’ she said. ‘You’re back in.’ 
 
    They spent a couple of minutes moving almost everything to one bag, which they handed over to Obdo. With a surprising amount of ease, he lifted the bag and smiled triumphantly. 
 
    ‘Oh, I might not be bad with a dagger, you know,’ Obdo said. ‘Got any of those spare?’ 
 
    ‘Might do,’ Mellara said, checking one of the weapon racks. She came back with a dagger and a sheath for it, which Obdo attached to his belt. 
 
    ‘Thanks, ma’am,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Think nothing of it,’ Mellara said. ‘Okay, so you’re all ready to go?’ 
 
    ‘Whenever you are,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Great,’ Mellara said. ‘We’ll be taking a specific route out of the docks, since we’ve set a few traps that we can use if we need. We’ve got some people on the rooftops who can drop junk into the street to block the demons for like five seconds, and they can warn us if anything’s coming too.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, you used one of those traps when I arrived,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Probably,’ Mellara said, shrugging. ‘Once we’re out of the docks, we’re sticking close to buildings along a particular route that has some known empty houses in it. We can hide in those if needed. Once we’re closer to the Citadel, we’ll have to guess the route. For the most part, we’ve left the Council to it and not explored around there.’ 
 
    ‘Shame we can’t do the same now,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Mellara said, ‘but Lord Diojin thinks they might actually bother to help if they think it could be possible to find Marr. Once we’ve finished with the Council, we’ll take the direct road past your old guardhouse, through Market Square, and if I remember right, Overlook Lane is not a huge distance past there. The Blade haven’t been up that far, though, so we’ll have to be ready to react fast.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just not go to the city gates,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘That’s hardly on our route,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Yeah, just remembering they have a giant demon up there,’ Obdo said. ‘You’ve never seen anything so big.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Mellara asked, quirking an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘Indeed, the creature is almost as tall and wide as the city gates themselves,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Let’s hope that’s their only one, then,’ Mellara said. ‘Now, if I tell you to do anything, do it without arguing, okay? For the most part, I’m leading the way, as well. I know this city better than any of you, I can promise you that, and I can scout if we need as well. Alright?’ 
 
    ‘Erm, yes, madam,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘If you’re happy to take all the responsibility, then I’m delighted to let you.’ 
 
    ‘No surprises there,’ Mellara said. ‘We all ready? Questions?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s get this over with,’ Tharanor replied. ‘I’ve spent long enough in here.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll regret saying that, I promise you,’ Mellara said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six: Across the City 
 
      
 
    Tharanor’s face was grim as they slipped through the gates of Diojin’s compound and entered the death-ridden streets of Ferrina. Archimegadon felt a sudden regret at squandering his closing hours of safety, wishing he’d spent the time doing so much more, but as the gates closed he knew that there was no fixing that now. Mellara led the group, while Yuriath followed at the back, and the two of them kept a careful eye out for demons. 
 
    Fortune favoured them, and they followed the road around a couple of bends that took them ever further away from the safe haven. Mellara exchanged occasional hand signals with mercenaries on rooftops and in windows, and they changed course a couple of times at the direction of these lookouts.  
 
    Their first encounter with demons was uneventful. Mellara shooed the companions all indoors at the first sight of it, and they broke into the nearest building, which turned out to be a deserted home. The place looked as though it had been looted, and there wasn’t a bit of food left aside from stuff that had clearly gone off, by the smell. They settled down upstairs and Mellara kept an eye out through the window. 
 
    ‘I hate that we have to hide,’ Tharanor said. ‘Look at what they’ve done to this house. Those vile things deserve to die.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get too righteous,’ Mellara said, still keeping her eyes on the streets outside. ‘Chances are the Blade got this family out and took the supplies back with them.’ 
 
    ‘There’s still a chance they didn’t,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Let’s just mourn the dead we know,’ Mellara said, turning from the window. ‘Come on, break’s over. It’s looking clear.’ 
 
    Mellara certainly seemed confident enough, and willing to put herself at risk as well. Archimegadon was surprised to see her venture ahead alone quite often, scouting out round corners while the others stayed in what they hoped were safe areas. Occasionally frightened eyes watched them through windows, and Neurion wanted to stop for them at first. 
 
    ‘You want to save them, sure, but you’ll be going without me,’ Mellara said when he asked.  
 
    ‘But what if the demons get them?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘The Blade is helping all the people they can, that’s their job right now,’ Mellara replied. ‘We’ve got our own things to do. You’re gonna see a lot of this, paladin, so either you can follow, or you can go back and help out with the Blade.’ 
 
    ‘I hate this,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘I don’t think you’ll find a single person who doesn’t,’ Mellara said with a rueful smile. ‘Now come on.’ 
 
    It probably took them an hour to cross a distance that would have taken them fifteen minutes normally. The sneaking, waiting and hiding began to add up, and the group grew more tense as they got further out of the docks area, until finally they no longer had the guidance of the Blade’s lookouts. They reached the slope at the edge of the water and began to follow it up, and Archimegadon looked back at the light of freedom beyond the harbour.  
 
    ‘Come on, Mr Hero,’ Obdo said, noting Archimegadon’s expression. ‘We’ll be saviours soon enough!’ 
 
    ‘Tch, I do not fear this task,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Course, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said with a grin. ‘You’re a regular fearless leader.’ 
 
    ‘Shut it, you two,’ Mellara said. ‘If you’re going to play around, make it hide and seek.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon me, ma’am,’ Obdo said. ‘Sure is a grumpy one, this one,’ he whispered to Archimegadon. ‘Surprised you don’t get on better with her.’ 
 
    * 
 
    As they ascended the slope, they encountered demons more frequently. After trying to find a way around one for several minutes, Mellara finally grew impatient and strung an arrow. Taking aim, she shot two arrows in quick succession. The first took the creature in the top of its neck, causing it to hiss and charge, and Mellara uttered a curse at her aim. The second caught the demon in the lower region of its throat, and it collapsed, choking. Drawing a dagger, Mellara rushed in close and slit the life from it. 
 
    ‘Get moving!’ she said to the others, and they rushed past her. 
 
    Mellara took a moment to retrieve her arrows before deserting the corpse. Even as the others ran, darkness swirled about the demon, and it slowly rose to its feet again. Before she could catch up with the party, Mellara turned and reached for another arrow from her quiver, when a hand grabbed her shoulder. 
 
    ‘Go ahead, I shall deal with it,’ Archimegadon said, cracking his knuckles.  
 
    ‘Sure?’ Mellara asked, looking unhappy with this decision. 
 
    ‘Indeed so,’ Archimegadon replied, ‘for I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    He unleashed a massive flamebolt, which soared over the demon’s head and into the darkness. 
 
    ‘Oh good work, you missed,’ Mellara said.  
 
    ‘You nudged me,’ Archimegadon lied. 
 
    ‘I did not!’ 
 
    ‘Quiet, I am concentrating,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Flamebolt!’ 
 
    The second flamebolt hit its target, sending the beast tumbling back down the slope. Mellara yanked Archimegadon after her, and they looked for the others, only to see no sign of them.  
 
    ‘Now look what you’ve done,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Demon over there,’ Archimegadon said, indicating ahead of them as a familiar beast crept into view from a side street.  
 
    ‘That’s both routes cut off,’ Mellara said, looking around for any doorways. More demons began to creep into sight, and she nocked another arrow. ‘Ready to fight?’ 
 
    ‘Why not take this ladder here instead?’ Archimegadon asked, pointing across the road at an alleyway that led up to a wall. Midway down, a ladder stretched up to the rooftops.  
 
    ‘Fine, go ahead, I’ll hold them off if we need,’ Mellara said.  
 
    They ran for the ladder, and Mellara readied her aim at the foot of the ladder, but the demons were slow to reach them. She rushed up the ladder after Archimegadon, and nearly ran her head into his feet. 
 
    ‘Could you go any slower, mage?’ 
 
    ‘Look, there’s no good getting out of breath,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I should have gone first,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Just keep an eye on the ground,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘That’s pretty much where we still are,’ Mellara said. 
 
    In spite of his stubbornness, Archimegadon made an effort to speed up, and soon reached the top of the ladder. Foolishly, he looked back down at Mellara to see just how high the ladder was, and suddenly climbing over the last bit was a titanic task.  
 
    ‘Mage, move,’ Mellara said, staring down at the demons creeping towards the ladder. ‘Can demons climb ladders, do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that what you’re doing right now?’ Archimegadon returned. 
 
    ‘I swear, I will knife your feet if you don’t get off this ladder,’ Mellara said. 
 
    Archimegadon rushed the last bit and was even gracious enough to offer a hand to Mellara as she pulled herself up onto the roof. They looked back down at the demons, and Archimegadon managed one second before having to step away from the edge. Mellara watched the demons down on the ground, and after a moment one of them bit the base of the ladder, which slowly tilted, before crashing down to one side. 
 
    ‘And that, mage, is why you don’t hang around,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Mmm, quite,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We’re a tad stuck now, though, aren’t we?’ 
 
    ‘Should be a way down somewhere,’ Mellara replied. ‘Come on, let’s check.’ 
 
    ‘No rush, though,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Not like they can climb, right?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a gambler,’ Mellara replied, and she set herself to checking the edges of the rooftop, while Archimegadon took a moment to catch his breath. ‘You’re in luck, mage. I’ll regret this, but you go first.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, you found a way?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Here, another ladder,’ Mellara replied. ‘Go on, before any demons find us. I’ll stay here and shoot any that appear. Then you can cover me with your fireballs when I climb down.’ 
 
    Archimegadon glanced over the edge of the ladder and saw that it led right down to the bottom of the building. He was particularly glad right now that he wasn’t wearing a robe, but that still didn’t make lowering his feet backwards over the edge of the high rooftop any easier. With slow steps, he made his way ever further down, sweat pouring down his face, but Mellara fired no arrows, and all seemed well.  
 
    Of course, the moment his feet touched solid ground, a demon pounced round the corner and charged at him. Panicking, Archimegadon unleashed a flamebolt, which spectacularly missed and splintered the base of the ladder instead. 
 
    ‘Oh, er, sorry!’ he yelled up at Mellara as the ladder collapsed, before turning and fleeing to a door just behind him. 
 
    Mellara, meanwhile, rolled her eyes and slung her bow on her back. She followed the rooftop, looking over the edge, until finally she found a window close to the top of the building. This would take a moment to plan, but she was confident she could manage it. 
 
    Then she looked up to see a demon clambering over the edge of the building a short distance away. 
 
    ‘Guess they can climb,’ she said with a sigh, and lowered herself down from the edge of the building, her legs dangling in empty space. 
 
    She felt the muscles in her arms wrench and hoped this wasn’t going to ruin her aim later, but as her vision began to colour she swung her legs and let go. Mellara landed on the edge of the window, crouching, but her momentum began to tug her backwards, and she reached out in a hurry for the wall, trying to get enough of a grip to stop her inevitable descent. For a brief moment she felt suspended in mid-air, and then finally she managed to throw herself forward enough to regain her balance, though she also banged her face against the window. 
 
    Regretting that she hadn’t just fought the demons on the ground instead, Mellara tried to shoulder-barge the window from a crouch, which wasn’t wildly successful at first. Finally it swung open, and she tumbled into the room, landing on a bed. She rose to her feet to see a group of people staring at her from the bedroom doorway, and drew her short sword. 
 
    ‘I’m just passing through, step back and there doesn’t need to be any trouble,’ she said. 
 
    Before the people could reply, she heard a scrabbling behind her, and turned to see the demon’s head lowering over the rooftop. It sounded like the beast was sniffing for her, and without further hesitation she rammed her blade into the fleshy underside of the beast’s jaw, and as its claws loosened their grip on the side of the building, she grabbed it and helped it on its journey all the way down to the ground, where it left a strangely satisfying splat of demon blood across the street. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ asked one of the people. 
 
    ‘None of your business, I’m on my way elsewhere,’ Mellara replied, pushing past them. After seeing her kill the demon, nobody was inclined to block her. 
 
    Further inside, she found that a number of people seemed to have taken shelter inside this building, though she doubted they were equipped to survive as long as those who’d made it to the mansion. After barking a few questions at people, she found her way to the stairs, and charged down them, hoping she hadn’t totally lost the people she was supposed to be guarding. 
 
    Halfway down, she stumbled into Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Mage!’ Mellara said, stuck between relief and disappointment that it wasn’t someone more competent. 
 
    ‘Aha, milady Nightshot!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I was on my way to, er…’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I don’t need rescuing,’ Mellara said with a grin. ‘Come on, let’s find the others.’ 
 
    ‘I just ran up the stairs,’ Archimegadon said, clearly out of breath. ‘Can we r-‘ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    It was a while before they made it back into the streets, and Mellara was annoyed, but not surprised, to see that the demon she’d killed must have already revived, as the place of its demise was noticeably empty. Fortunately, the demons seemed to have run off elsewhere, possibly after some other fools, but that was just as well for Archimegadon and Mellara.  
 
    Once back in the main street, they heard some shouting and followed it to its source. They soon saw the familiar face of Obdo up in a window calling for them, and waved back at him. Mellara motioned for silence, and they rejoined their allies inside. 
 
    ‘Where did you two get to?’ Obdo asked.  
 
    ‘Making friends with the locals,’ Archimegadon replied, collapsing on a chair. ‘Can we rest now?’ 
 
    ‘Be my guest,’ Mellara replied, rolling her eyes. 
 
    * 
 
    They managed to cover ground a bit quicker after that. Mellara still seemed quite happy to take the lead, though Tharanor, apparently growing restless, joined her at the front of the group. Obdo and Neurion seemed to be quite happy following quietly, while Yuriath stayed close to Archimegadon, occasionally commenting on the city as they passed through. Though Archimegadon would have preferred to stay silent, he found some small comfort in her talking to him, and it seemed they were quiet enough that Mellara didn’t complain. 
 
    Once they’d reached the top of the gradual slope up to the city proper, they headed left, deciding to follow the route towards the pit, and then head from there direct to the Citadel. After an uneventful wander, they came alongside the fence surrounding the great pit, and Obdo and Neurion, who’d not been there before, took great interest in looking at it, dimly illuminated by torches that ran all the way around the rim.  
 
    They were also able to see the sharp spires of the Citadel, looming over the city with a curious amount of menace. While the Citadel remained under the Council’s control, it still was the place where Marr had been imprisoned, and Archimegadon felt a chill as he beheld it. 
 
    ‘That’s the Citadel, huh?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘You are correct, sir,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘So, you have a giant, evil castle in the middle of a dark underground city, built on the edge of an enormous pit,’ Obdo asked, ‘and you’re surprised that demons invaded?’ 
 
    ‘It was different before the Day of Ruin,’ Archimegadon replied. He thought back to the time before the demons, and his struggles with the Clerics, and then pursed his lips. ‘On second thought, maybe not.’ 
 
    They had to hide from demons a couple of times on their way towards the Citadel walls. The first time, a group of friendly people hiding out in a tall building invited them in, and they spent a good hour there talking with them. Obdo beat them all at cards, though Yuriath forced him to surrender his earnings at the end of it. They mentioned that the Blade were looking after people in the docks, but the Ferrans didn’t want to risk travelling through the streets, and they had a decent supply of food and drink for now. 
 
    The companions’ second encounter was a bit longer, with a couple of demons catching them unawares. Mellara and Archimegadon took the fore again, trying to fight off the demons from range, and they managed to down one. The second was about to lunge for Obdo when Tharanor’s longsword cut the beast in two. 
 
    Mellara, unwilling to lose even a single arrow, stayed longer than the rest to retrieve it, and nearly got herself bitten by the reviving demon. Tharanor killed the beast a second time, though, surprising her, and together they all made their escape. 
 
    And so they arrived at the gates of the Citadel. Archimegadon went cold as he stepped into the street that he’d visited briefly on his way in to find Teroth’s cell. The stench of death was heavy, and they soon saw why. Though it had been a couple of weeks, the dead still filled the streets, and shortly afterwards even Mellara agreed to take another route. Once they’d gone round a couple of side streets, they found themselves before the gates themselves. 
 
    ‘So these are our fearless leaders,’ Tharanor said, glaring at the sight.  
 
    The gates were firmly shut, and at their base lay dozens of dead bodies, some looking more recent than the slaughter of the Day of Ruin. Guards stood at the top of the gates, gazing down from behind faceless visors. Presumably, they were under orders not to open under any circumstances, though it appeared that a great number of people had hoped otherwise. 
 
    ‘I don’t have a good feeling about this,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Let’s try anyway,’ Tharanor said. ‘We have to get in somehow.’ 
 
    They crossed the plaza and waved up at the Citadel guards, though the guards made no motion aside from turning their heads slightly to regard the newcomers. 
 
    ‘Hello up there!’ Tharanor called. ‘Can you open up? We need to speak with the Council!’ 
 
    ‘No,’ one of the guards replied. 
 
    ‘We have important information to discuss with the Council about Marr!’ Tharanor persisted. ‘Please, just open quickly, we’ll be in and then we can deliver our message!’ 
 
    ‘Go away. These gates are not opening.’ 
 
    ‘Look, don’t you understand?’ Tharanor shouted. ‘We need to get in and speak with the Council!’ 
 
    ‘Find another hiding place.’ 
 
    ‘Now listen, you arses,’ Archimegadon shouted, cutting in, ‘you open this damned gate, or I’ll blast you off your bloody perches!’ 
 
    The guards looked away and resumed their silent watch. 
 
    ‘Those bastards,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll show them.’ He raised his staff, and fire whirled about his hands. 
 
    Yuriath grabbed him and pulled him backwards. ‘No, Archie, you can’t go killing the guards, what are you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t going to kill him,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Simply burn him a little, that was all.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not burning the Citadel guards,’ Yuriath said. 
 
    ‘Oh come now…’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘I could easily shoot them down,’ Mellara said. ‘Their helmet flutes out around the base… I could get a shot in at their unprotected neck easy.’ 
 
    ‘No, Mellara, we can’t just kill the guards,’ Yuriath said. ‘It’s not like killing them will magically open the gates.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it should,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What are we going to do, then?’ 
 
    ‘Run, probably,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘Why would we…’ Archimegadon began saying, before following Obdo’s gaze to see all the demons they’d attracted. ‘Oh, piss.’ 
 
    ‘Get moving!’ Mellara shouted. ‘Me and Archie’ll hold ‘em off.’ 
 
    ‘My, my, Mellara, are you growing to trust me?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Hardly, I’d just prefer you died first of that lot,’ Mellara replied. 
 
    Archimegadon snorted and unleashed a barrage of flame into the advancing ranks of the demons, and Mellara took the opportunity to send a succession of arrows into them. Two of the arrows hit their mark, and those demons collapsed. A couple of arrows hit the demons in their backs, and those seemed not to affect them at all. Archimegadon took a moment to catch his breath and then unleashed a second torrent, smiling darkly as two demons collapsed smoking before him.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ Mellara said, and she darted around the corner in pursuit of the others.  
 
    Archimegadon noticed the demons pause behind their slain kin, and chanced a look up at the guards. ‘You see that, you cowardly bastards?’ he yelled up at them. Just for show, he fired off a quick flamebolt at the guard who’d replied before, which narrowly missed him on purpose. Archimegadon gave him the finger and ran off after Mellara. 
 
    Yuriath and Tharanor were attempting to break down a door when Mellara and Archimegadon caught up with them, but Mellara shook her head at them. 
 
    ‘Not there, come on and follow me,’ she said.  
 
    They ran through a couple more streets, attracting even more demonic attention, and Neurion began muttering. Without warning, light surrounded the companions’ feet, and they began to run faster. Taken aback, Obdo and Archimegadon stumbled into each other, while the more seasoned guards and mercenary simply took it in their stride.  
 
    After rounding a couple more corners, Mellara led them up to a tavern door, and she gave it a try, cursing as she found it locked. 
 
    ‘Now this is more like it,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Yuriath didn’t look particularly impressed, but she joined Mellara in trying to break the door open. Obdo, shrugging at Archimegadon, charged the door and slammed into it face-first, and with an unhappy bang it broke open. The companions piled in and slammed the door shut. 
 
    Tharanor pulled over a table and placed it against the door, though Archimegadon doubted that would be any barrier at all to the demons. While Tharanor put a hand to his side in discomfort after the effort, Archimegadon joined the others by the window. As they watched, the demons crowded about outside the door, gazing sightlessly at it, and circled for a few minutes, before slinking away. 
 
    Obdo chuckled, and Yuriath threw him a puzzled look. 
 
    ‘Sorry, miss, just reminded me of being on the farm a bit,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘What sort of farm did you work at?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘Not like that,’ Obdo replied. ‘Or, well, sorta like that. But that wasn’t what I meant.’ 
 
    ‘What did you mean?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Just reminded me of sheepdogs a bit,’ Obdo replied. ‘When we’d get ‘em to herd all the sheep into a pen. They’d sorta hang around to make sure the sheep didn’t come back out.’ 
 
    Yuriath and Tharanor didn’t look at all entertained by this anecdote, and even Archimegadon felt a strange chill. The demons did always seem to give up the chase at doorways, but why? 
 
    ‘Do you suppose they are herding us into the buildings?’ Yuriath asked.  
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, ma’am, I was just talking,’ Obdo replied. ‘Look, we have a glorious tavern all to ourselves now!’ He turned and swung his arms wide, as though he was about to embrace the entire room.  
 
    ‘We should get some light in here,’ Mellara said, and she darted off to sort it out herself. 
 
    ‘What if Marr plans to turn us all into his demons?’ Tharanor asked. ‘What if he’s just preparing us all for the slaughter?’ 
 
    ‘Forget about that,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘There’s no point wasting our time worrying. We need to work out a way into the Citadel instead.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, about that,’ Mellara called from nearby as she lit one of the lamps. ‘I’m not happy showing you guys, but I don’t see that we have a choice. There’s a secret route the Blade uses to get into the Citadel from this tavern.’ 
 
    ‘I suddenly like you a lot more,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Don’t get sentimental, old man,’ Mellara said, smirking, and she headed off to light more lamps. 
 
    Archimegadon’s smile disappeared as Mellara reminded him of Valia, who’d always called him that. Was Valia somewhere in the city still, searching for the staff? Or had Marr cast her aside just like he had done with his Cleric pawns? Something told him he’d not seen the last of her, though, and he wondered under what terms such a meeting would be. 
 
    ‘Thanks for the running trick you did, Neurion,’ Yuriath said. ‘Pretty handy little spell there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I always forget it,’ Neurion said, reddening slightly. ‘I know a lot of spells, just maybe too many at times.’  
 
    Archimegadon knew that for sure. Neurion had purchased every lesson at his paladin school, rather than specialising, and the result was that he wasn’t particularly good at anything. That was an unfair description, though. He’d become a lot better at swordplay in later days, and when he aimed it right, the Spell of Holy Fury, in which he empowered his sword to fight without his input, could sometimes be devastating. 
 
    ‘Drinks, anyone?’ Obdo asked as he advanced on the bar. 
 
    ‘No,’ Tharanor and Yuriath replied as one. Yuriath looked at Tharanor with mild, approving surprise. 
 
    Archimegadon wanted to avoid Yuriath’s disapproval, but there was no way he could turn down a cider. ‘Hold on there, Obdo, I’ll join you,’ he said, and Yuriath’s sigh followed him all the way across the room. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven: Looking for Marr 
 
      
 
    Once Mellara had finished checking all the rooms for possible survivors, and turned up nothing, the companions had a bland but comfortable dinner in the main tavern hall. The food in the tavern itself had mostly gone off, so they stuck to the supplies they’d packed instead. Obdo, Archimegadon and Mellara made good use of the available booze, though, while Tharanor glowered but made no comment.  
 
    After they’d finished all that, they decided that it would be more sensible to stay the night, rather than get too tired. Mellara followed up by showing off her archery skills, getting a bullseye on a dart board from the far side of the room with her first arrow. Archimegadon was a bit surprised to see the mercenary loosening up and taking part in banter, even pouring a couple of drinks for people.  
 
    His dreams that night were confusing. He kept dreaming of the Valley of Horan, where he’d first run into Obdo. At one point he found himself in the tavern where he’d discovered that Belias, the local farmer, was also a necromancer in secret. Then the dream flicked to him being captured and tied up by Belias, set up as a snack for the necromancer’s pet demons. 
 
    Each time the dream recurred, it stopped around this point. He’d get to the moment where he had a burst of sudden, surprising defiance, but then it all blanked out. When Archimegadon finally woke up, he sat in the dark for a long while, trying to remember what actually had happened after that point. He knew that a little later, he’d stumbled out of the forest and gone after Belias, but there was nothing in between. 
 
    They’d all taken rooms in the inn, which was big enough that they could all have their own room, and it was both comfortable and yet felt a tad lonely. Stuck in Ferrina as he was, Archimegadon felt a lot happier knowing there were others around with him, especially when his dreams were being so confusing. Fortunately, he tired himself out so much overthinking it that he dozed off again, and whatever dreams he might have had after that point were swiftly forgotten when a banging awoke him. 
 
    ‘What the?’ Archimegadon asked, starting. He realised it was someone knocking on the door, and glared at it. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘It’s time to get up,’ came Mellara’s voice from the other side. ‘No time to waste!’ 
 
    ‘Balls,’ Archimegadon said, but he slid out of bed anyway. 
 
    ‘Morning, Archie!’ Yuriath said, smiling at him as he joined the rest of the companions at the table near the bar.  
 
    ‘Hmph, morning,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Slept badly?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Not the best,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Well, never you mind, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘We’ve got a day of adventuring to come!’ 
 
    ‘I dislike you intensely,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘First, though, we need to try to speak with the damn Council,’ Tharanor said. ‘You can bet that’s going to be no fun.’ 
 
    ‘Do you suppose they will arrest us?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘We’re six people armed to the teeth,’ Tharanor replied. ‘If they try, we’ll stop them.’ 
 
    ‘But we should probably try to find a peaceful solution first,’ Yuriath put in. 
 
    ‘Don’t give away the secret route either,’ Mellara said. ‘We’ve been using it for years, and we plan on doing so for many to come.’ 
 
    ‘You’re asking guards of the City Watch,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘We’re allies as long as business requires,’ Mellara said, glaring. ‘Screw us over, and you can bet that we’ll return the favour a hundred times.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’ve done such hard work earning my loyalty already,’ Tharanor said, tapping a finger next to one of the bruises from his questioning. 
 
    ‘Cool off, you two,’ Yuriath said. ‘We’re not going to tell anyone about the tunnel, okay?’ 
 
    ‘You really want to leave the Blade with full access to the Citadel?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘I’m loyal to the people of this city, not the Council,’ Yuriath replied. ‘You saw the gates of the Citadel. You know how they treated the guards who lured the demons away from the Citadel. So the Blade get to steal from the Council now and then? Fine, let them.’ 
 
    Tharanor looked stuck between his dislike of the Council and the Blade, before throwing his hands up and glaring off to one side, choosing not to speak further. Mellara gave him a dirty look, made all the more sinister by her strange red irises.  
 
    Breakfast continued without incident, though it was a rather awkward affair. Once done, they got their things together and joined Mellara in the cellar, where she had apparently already opened up the passage away from the sight of the guards. The passage itself felt a bit like an old mining tunnel, with wooden supports there to keep everything in place.  
 
    Though the passage had been sealed, and shouldn’t have had demons in it, Mellara insisted on weapons drawn, and had Archimegadon stay up at the front with her. When the far end of the tunnel came in view, Archimegadon breathed a sigh of relief, earning himself a disapproving look from the mercenary. Mellara checked through a couple of small holes for anyone on the other side, and once she was satisfied, she opened up the door and waved everyone through. 
 
    The tunnel brought them into a storeroom that adjoined the Citadel kitchens, it seemed. Mellara scouted the front again, and while there were a number of men and women busy at work in the kitchen through another door, they were all too busy to notice the companions creep out of the storeroom into the corridor and sneak up a set of stairs. 
 
    ‘Sheathe your weapons,’ Mellara said. ‘We don’t want to provoke any guards we meet. But be ready to draw them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine, madam, we shall evade notice,’ Archimegadon said, pushing open the door at the top of the stairs. 
 
    He stepped out into a large banquet hall, which had vast windows on the right side that overlooked the pit. Empty tables cluttered the room, but the central table was occupied, and a group of heavily-armed Citadel guards surrounded it. Archimegadon tried to quietly back out of the room, but it was too late. The guards all turned and drew their swords. 
 
    ‘What manner of interruption is this?’ asked one of the people sitting at the table, who Archimegadon couldn’t quite make out behind all the guards. 
 
    ‘Good work, mage,’ Mellara said.  
 
    ‘I thought you’d checked,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Come on, let’s go and make friends,’ Mellara said. ‘No good us all being stuck on the stairs with the low ground.’ 
 
    They stepped out of the kitchen stairway and lined up a short distance in front of the Citadel guards. Tharanor and Yuriath stood ready to draw their weapons at a moment’s notice, while Mellara nocked an arrow, though she kept it pointing at the floor for the time being. Neurion wasn’t so eager to resort to violence, and  he clasped his hands behind his back, while Obdo laid their supplies to one side and drew his dagger. Archimegadon stepped ahead of the rest, his expression far more imperious than the one worn by the councillor who’d spoken before. 
 
    Archimegadon blinked; actually, it hadn’t been a councillor speaking. It was Orgus Alhamis, Mage Supreme of Valanthas, having apparently survived the demon assault on his parade. Behind Alhamis, other men and women sat at the table. Archimegadon recognised none of them, except for one familiar, bearded face – Abernoth, the councillor who’d been there at the ceremonial platform. 
 
    ‘Who are you people?’ Alhamis asked, pushing past the guards. ‘Explain this intrusion at once!’ 
 
    ‘Master Alhamis, I am Yuriath Synarin, of the City Watch,’ Yuriath replied, before Archimegadon could begin his irritable response. ‘We’ve come across the city to deliver a message to the Council.’ 
 
    ‘You break in here, and you expect us to listen?’ asked a man who seemed to have a love for the colour brown, to judge from his attire. 
 
    ‘Your gates were not exactly open to guests,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We had to find another way to deliver the message.’ 
 
    ‘Could you not simply have told the guards your message?’ asked a woman in an emerald dress. 
 
    The companions glanced at each other sheepishly, having not really thought of that, but Mellara returned her arrow to her quiver and spoke up.  
 
    ‘Look, I’m a member of the Fallen Blade,’ she said, and the Council (with the exception of Abernoth) all began to mutter to each other. Mellara ignored that, and continued. ‘Lord Diojin wanted us to deliver the message that Marr is probably in the Sideslip.’ 
 
    Alhamis narrowed his eyes, and glanced back at the other councillors. ‘What is she talking about?’ 
 
    Abernoth rose to his feet and waved the Citadel guards aside. ‘Let’s talk about all this properly, shall we? This show of force is quite unneeded. Yuriath and this angry-looking old mage tried to stop the cultists from freeing Marr.’ Archimegadon was grateful that Abernoth made no reference to their mistaken attempt to rescue Teroth, if displeased at his description. ‘Come now, bring some chairs, and we’ll discuss this message of yours.’ 
 
    Mellara grudgingly laid aside her bow, though she kept her daggers and short sword equipped. Yuriath placed her twin blades to one side as a show of trust, but Tharanor refused to relinquish his longsword. They all settled down opposite the councillors, who had moved to one side of the table and repositioned their luxurious meals accordingly.  
 
    ‘Now, I am Councillor Abernoth,’ the long-bearded councillor said, and looked at his fellow councillors, who were all regarding him as though he were mad. 'Come now, be polite.' 
 
    ‘Councillor Kharsa,’ said one of the two female councillors, who had snowy hair. She didn't look at all happy with Abernoth's decision, and it seemed like an internal struggle was being waged within her over whether to dispute it or not. 
 
    ‘Councillor Syan, delighted to meet you all,’ said the blonde lady with the emerald dress, smiling in a fashion that made Obdo go crimson. There was something about the way she said it that made it feel particularly false to Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘I’m Tarran,’ said the man dressed all in browns, with shoulder-length hair. ‘Some of you work for the Watch? Your Commander reports directly to me.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’m glad to meet you,’ Yuriath said, smiling. Tharanor couldn’t have looked a better opposite to her if he’d tried. 
 
    ‘Orgus Alhamis, Mage Supreme of Valanthas,’ said Alhamis, poking at his food as though uncertain if protocol allowed him to continue his morning meal. 
 
    The companions then introduced themselves, though Mellara did not look at all happy to be naming herself. She stuck to just Mellara, and nobody pressed her for more, though she drew a very unpleasant look from Tarran. Puzzlement crossed the Council’s faces as Obdo named himself as a farmhand, and mild disbelief when Neurion claimed to be a paladin. Nobody seemed to recognise Archimegadon’s name, which made the Mage for Hire particularly grumpy. 
 
    ‘So, let’s get to business now we’re all friends,’ Abernoth said. ‘Diojin wants us to know that Marr lives in the Sideslip?’ 
 
    ‘Marr is dead,’ Alhamis said. ‘He ceased to be a part of history when Valanthas was barely in existence, and he’s no part of it now, that’s for sure.’ 
 
    ‘Your own order had the Council safeguard the statues with the belief that he might not be dead,’ Abernoth said.  
 
    ‘My order has long held to certain traditions and faults that people hundreds of years ago, lacking the knowledge we now have, believed to be true,’ Alhamis said. ‘I have spent decades reinvigorating our order and casting off these foolish old beliefs, and I do not intend to start believing in them now.’ 
 
    ‘You’re mad if you think you can just ignore the demons outside your gates,’ Archimegadon said. That he'd once idolised this man so much only served to make him angrier. ‘Every time we kill them, Marr brings them back to life.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense,’ Alhamis said with a chuckle. ‘Simple scary talk passed around by frightened citizens.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve seen it ourselves,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Hell, Councillor Abernoth here saw it too.’ 
 
    Alhamis rolled his eyes. ‘Of course he didn’t, he…’ 
 
    ‘The mage speaks the truth, Orgus,’ Abernoth said. ‘Even after being beheaded, the creature came back to life, whole again.’ 
 
    ‘Even if they do, there is nothing to suggest that it is the work of a long-dead summoner,’ Alhamis said. ‘We can’t go chasing after ghost stories. Clearly, the cultists succeeded in their summoning, though it killed them in the act. Our duty, then, is to battle the demons, and clear them from this city.’ 
 
    ‘And you are doing a great job of that, behind your walls,’ Mellara said.  
 
    ‘Don’t speak out of turn,’ Kharsa said, her voice deceptively quiet. ‘We rule this city, not you. The current state of affairs does not override that.’ 
 
    ‘Marr rules this city,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now, Diojin believes that Marr is in this Sideslip, whatever that is. He believes that maybe you would be able to act on this information?’ 
 
    Tarran let out a short laugh. ‘What are we going to do? Lead an army into an imaginary world to fight a fictional god?’ 
 
    ‘Do you have any proof to back up your wild claim that this Marr exists?’ asked Syan. 
 
    Archimegadon wasn’t willing to share Iroldar’s Journal, though he had no idea yet if it referenced the Sideslip. Looking around, he saw that nobody else could think of anything. Nobody, that is, except for Mellara. 
 
    ‘Your city,’ Mellara replied. ‘Just take a look out of your precious gates and see.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, that’s enough,’ Tarran said. ‘We’ve listened to this long enough. Get out, all of you. Guards!’ 
 
    ‘Hold, Tarran,’ said Abernoth. ‘I will escort them myself.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead,’ Tarran said. ‘You bunch, I don’t know why you believe these stories, and you have a lot of gall to come here and speak the way you do, but just find somewhere to hide and wait for the Royal Army like us. We sent for them as soon as this happened, and they’ll be here any day to clear up this whole mess.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe after this is over they’ll listen to our requests for more men to guard this region,’ Syan put in. 
 
    Archimegadon was about to reply, but once again he was interrupted, this time by Councillor Abernoth. The old councillor shook his head at Archimegadon and directed him back towards the kitchen stairway, and the companions gathered their things and followed quietly, while Tarran said something inaudible and the other councillors all burst into uproarious laughter. 
 
    Abernoth gathered them all in the first storeroom, which was conveniently the one the Blade had chosen for their secret passage. Tharanor looked very much like he wanted to say something, but he was staying very quiet. Archimegadon watched him curiously, and began to suspect that, in some way, Tharanor was almost afraid to speak against the Council in person.  
 
    ‘You councillors are idiots,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Now, now, let’s not get too personal,’ Abernoth said, smiling. ‘But yes, you are right. The others are all children of rich families. They haven’t really run a thing without my guidance, but they all think they are astounding leaders.’ 
 
    ‘What about that stupid mage?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘Orgus is a mystery to all who live,’ Abernoth replied. ‘One of the most powerful men at court, and possibly the least deserving. After all his years in his position, you’d have thought he’d learn to at least fulfil some parts of his role, but, alas, such has never been the case.’ 
 
    ‘So what is it you wanted to talk to us about?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, indeed, I do want to talk to you about your message,’ Abernoth replied. ‘You will never convince those others upstairs to chase after gods. They don’t understand the concept of magical beings, or demons, or battles in any shape or form. As far as they’re concerned, sending a messenger pigeon to the King was the most heroic act of the last few weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know something about Marr, then?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘I know something of the Sideslip, at least,’ Abernoth replied. ‘It is another of Ferrina’s many ghost stories, and it changes depending on who you talk to. It was more popular when I was a young man – which, as you may guess, was quite a while ago! People believed that Ferrina was built in a spot that is joined to another world, or worlds. There are those who have reported that they were simply leaning against a rock face, and then they slipped sideways through it, and found themselves lost in another place.’ 
 
    Archimegadon noticed Mellara’s expression, which was managing to outdo Tharanor’s stormy look. 
 
    ‘Some say it is a land of demons,’ Abernoth went on. ‘Others have called it the land of the dead. A few have claimed, even, that it is a realm where ancient gods reside. I could not say myself, though. I have never been to the Sideslip, nor had I ever met anyone who had.’ He turned his smile on Mellara. ‘Until today.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Tharanor said, stepping back from Mellara as though she’d struck him. 
 
    ‘Don’t get excited,’ Abernoth said to Tharanor, before returning his gaze to the mercenary. ‘It is why Diojin sent you, am I correct?’ 
 
    Mellara stared back at him, tapping her foot, before glaring off to one side at nothing in particular. ‘Yes, it is.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know that?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Red eyes like those are not common,’ Abernoth replied. ‘However, it used to be a regular story that it was the mark of those who had been lost in the Sideslip. A few hundred years ago, it was even law to execute such people.’ 
 
    ‘What do the red eyes mean?’ Tharanor asked. ‘Are these people controlled by this other realm, then?’  
 
    Mellara snorted loudly. 
 
    ‘More recent studies – by which I mean two centuries ago – suggested that this was not the case,’ Abernoth replied. ‘It seems to be a mark left by absorbing the magic of that place. I daresay that I would not be wrong if I assume that miss Mellara here has some sort of special aptitude?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I’ve noticed,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Mellara said, still not meeting anyone’s eyes. ‘If it’s that important to you, I can see perfectly in the dark. Woo! Really exciting, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Weren’t you the one who wanted to light up the tavern last night?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, when you have to teach yourself to remember that other people need light, it becomes habit,’ Mellara replied. ‘Believe me, people notice when you go around doing stuff in the dark while they can’t see at all.’ 
 
    ‘How can they notice if they can’t see?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Shut it,’ Mellara replied. ‘So there’s my big secret. I’m a great archer because I’m the only one who can see normally in this stupid city.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure we’d all be more interested to hear about the Sideslip,’ Abernoth said. 
 
    ‘I’m sure you would,’ Mellara said with narrowed eyes. ‘I don’t talk about that place, though. You wouldn’t either, if you’d been there. I woke up one day, and I was stuck there. After like a month or maybe more, I woke up back in Ferrina. Every night, I have to hope I don’t get sucked back into that place.’ 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ Yuriath asked. ‘We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t…’ 
 
    ‘Ah, forget it,’ Mellara said. ‘You want to know what the Sideslip is? Even I don’t know. It’s a damn nightmare that you get stuck in and you just can’t get out. Like, uh, imagine a bunch of books where someone’s taken all the chapters out and mixed them up. That’s how it is there. Nothing follows on from anything else, it’s just madness. In the end, you just find a room and try to make yourself sleep constantly, just to keep your sanity.’ 
 
    ‘You were there for a whole month?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Around that long,’ Mellara replied. ‘My life had moved on without me when I returned. I lost the crap little room I rented, I lost my job as a barmaid, and I lost my boyfriend as well. Good times. He thought I’d run away with some guy I’d spoken to once. Strong bond we had, right?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry for what happened,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Oh, I wouldn’t have become a mercenary otherwise,’ Mellara said with a dark smile. ‘I bet the city’s more sorry than I was. You happy now, councillor? There’s my story.’ 
 
    ‘Most fascinating,’ Abernoth said, unfazed by her anger. 
 
    ‘If your next request is for me to go back there, you can piss off,’ Mellara said. 
 
    Abernoth held up his hands. ‘Oh my, no, not at all. I don’t even know how to reach the Sideslip, nor do I particularly think that you six are the people to do it. Once Orgus’s more competent fellow mages arrive from the capital, I shall enlist their assistance.’ 
 
    ‘Right, well, good,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Was there any more to Lord Diojin’s message?’ Abernoth asked. 
 
    ‘Just that,’ Mellara replied. 
 
    ‘Convey my thanks when next you see him,’ Abernoth said. ‘Now I shall let you get back to leaving through whatever secret passage you used. Thank you all for coming here.’ 
 
    ‘You might want to act like a nice fellow,’ Archimegadon spoke up, suddenly irritated by Abernoth’s easy manner, ‘but you’re not far different from those others upstairs. You are just as accountable for the dead at the front gates as they are.’ 
 
    Abernoth smiled, raising an eyebrow. ‘Ah, you disagree with my methods. But of course you would, you are – what, heroes? Self-designated saviours of Ferrina? Running around with your swords, your bows, and your magicks. I am an old man, and not so blessed with your youthful strength. Except for you, mage, we are both rather old.’  
 
    Archimegadon glared. 
 
    ‘You wish to protect the people in the street with your weapons, and that is all very good and noble,’ Abernoth said. ‘However, just look at the city now. Order is gone. The City Watch is sundered, and dead line the streets. When we free the city… if we free the city… the Citadel will stand as a symbol of the old order, and people will see it as such, even if they disagreed with our stance of keeping the gates firmly closed during the crisis itself.  
 
    ‘You see, ideals are fleeting, and far too grand for people to maintain for long. It is tradition, and habit, that will bring Ferrina back to normal. People disagree with the Council now, but once the city is freed, they’ll accept our rule again, because who would want to rule this mess, eh? They’re used to the Council, and they’ll let us carry on with things.’ 
 
    ‘You believe this theory justifies the people who have died trying to find safety here?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, not at all,’ Abernoth replied. ‘If you want justification, ask a paladin or a priest. My role is simply to run the city, and once this mess is cleared out, this is the most efficient manner of doing so. As the last strong outpost of order in Marr’s darkness, we will resume business without issue once all is said and done. You heroes will slink back to your homes because I know that none of you would want to take on an administrative role.’ 
 
    ‘Lord Diojin has saved hundreds of people, and is housing them all in his base right now,’ Mellara said. ‘You really think people will flock to someone like you, rather than him?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well that is simple economics, my dear,’ Abernoth replied. ‘Diojin is probably losing all his hard-earned stores catering for all those people.’ 
 
    ‘Even if they eat all his food, do you have any idea how much wealth he has?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘I am sure it is quite considerable,’ Abernoth replied. ‘Nonetheless, we have the wealth and the stores, and once people need to restock after the disaster has concluded, here we are. Perhaps even your Lord Diojin will need to buy from us. And I daresay people will trust the guards we employ more than his cut-throats.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard enough,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Good bye, councillor.’ 
 
    ‘And farewell to you too,’ Abernoth said. 
 
    Mellara only opened the secret passageway once Abernoth’s footsteps had faded away, and everyone had turned their backs. The group quietly wandered back to the tavern, considering their meeting with the Council. It hadn’t been much of a success, but then they hadn’t really expected much to come of it anyway. The focus was still on getting the staff and destroying it.  
 
    Once back in the tavern, everyone returned to playing cards to cheer up the mood a little. Much of the day still remained, though, so it was a brief game at best. They had a quick lunch, and Yuriath forbade Obdo and Archimegadon from further drinking. Mellara ignored her, though, and retired to her room with a bottle of whisky. Far from looking angry, Yuriath actually looked quite concerned, and soon after went to go and see Mellara by herself. 
 
    Archimegadon, meanwhile, returned to his room and stared out across the streets. There was quite a distance left to cover, but now that they’d succeeded in getting this far, he felt a glimmer of hope at being able to destroy the staff. But if they did manage it, what would follow then? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight: Plans Come Together 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere was tense as the companions left the safety of the Royal Oak Tree. Their last journey through the dark had been a dangerous risk, but at least it had followed on from the intimidating mansion of the Fallen Blade. This time, leaving behind the comfortable rooms, drink supply and cosy fireplace made the dour silence of the streets that bit more threatening. 
 
    It didn’t help that Mellara had drunk just a little bit too much. It wasn’t close to Tharanor’s excesses, but she became a lot more reckless, and a fair bit less accurate with her bow. Within the first hour, she’d picked two unnecessary fights with demons, causing the group to stop off in a couple of houses.  
 
    The second one still had people living in it, who were not happy to have a group of armed men and women burst in. They weren’t about to argue with their visitors, though, and offered the use of their front room, disappearing out of sight through a side door. Mellara was impatient to get moving again, but Tharanor pushed her into a chair and held her there. 
 
    ‘That’s enough, Nightshot,’ he said. ‘I know how it is, okay? Let’s just give it a couple of minutes.’ 
 
    Mellara pouted at him, but offered no further arguments. 
 
    Yuriath smiled approval at Tharanor, and the two of them walked off to the corner of the room to whisper to each other. Archimegadon rolled his eyes and pulled up a chair alongside Mellara, Obdo and Neurion. 
 
    ‘How far’s it now?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘We’re a couple of streets over from the old guardhouse,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘On a good day, it’s fifteen minutes to Market Square from there.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose the stands will be open,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘No, Neurion, I’d imagine not,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Does your house have as much beer as that pub?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I’ve mostly stocked up on wine,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I tend to drink anything else too fast.’ 
 
    ‘As bad as this one,’ Obdo said, nudging Mellara, whose responding glare could have left the entire city in ashes. 
 
    ‘You are one to talk,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Master Archimegadon, I need a word,’ Neurion said, standing up. ‘Can we talk over here a moment?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, of course,’ Archimegadon said, and he joined the paladin. 
 
    Archimegadon regarded Neurion in the dim light. He’d not really checked up on how the young paladin was faring in this grim city, but he’d heard no complaints so far, at least. Neurion was developing a bit of stubble to go with his sandy hair, but was still not quite looking like a tough soldier of the Light. 
 
    ‘What is it, Neurion?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve been thinking,’ Neurion replied, and then he stopped, looking very uncomfortable. 
 
    ‘Uh oh, what did you do?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing!’ Neurion replied. ‘And, well, that’s the problem.’ He looked slightly embarrassed, and Archimegadon nearly grabbed him to shake the conversation out of him. ‘See, uh, you know how we can’t remember those days before we entered Ferrina?’ 
 
    ‘I remember that we don’t remember, yes,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I think the curse might be spreading,’ Neurion said. ‘Just last night, I was thinking about our old adventures, and your staff, since we’re on our way to destroy it. I thought maybe I might recall something about why it’s so important, but I can’t remember random things.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of random things?’ Archimegadon asked, uncomfortably aware of how dark this room was. 
 
    ‘We went to get your staff fixed after Belias broke it, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course I remember that,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘And you remember we beat that Cleric, Erem?’ 
 
    ‘Naturally,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Uhm… what did we do with the staff after then?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘Well, we… we went to Aldrack with it, didn’t we?’ Archimegadon replied. ‘To try and stop that ass Bartell.’ 
 
    ‘I know we did that, but wasn’t there a reason we fixed the staff?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘No mage is worth anything without a suitable staff,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Please, Master Archimegadon, I think this is serious,’ Neurion said. ‘Maybe it’s the staff itself. Maybe the staff is killing our memories. Maybe it’s trying to stop us from destroying it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not doing a terribly good job if it is,’ Archimegadon said with a grin. ‘If I were an evil magical staff modifying memories to prevent my demise, I’d probably make people forget to destroy me.’ 
 
    ‘I guess,’ Neurion said. ‘I just feel bad about it. Like we’re… not just forgetting something basic. But something important.’ 
 
    ‘Neurion, we have quite enough in the city to worry about,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Put it to one side. We were probably cursed by some protective magic on that journal, and once we’ve dealt with the staff, we can go and find some healers who may be able to fix our memories.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you’re right, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Of course I am, Neurion,’ Archimegadon said. ‘When have I ever been wrong?’ 
 
    * 
 
    After a couple of hours had passed, they made another experimental trip out across the city. Mellara had cooled off a little, but she relinquished the lead to Tharanor, who seemed in a particularly good mood all of a sudden. To Archimegadon’s surprise, the guard made a fairly decent leader, taking especial care in avoiding demons and managing to dodge a couple of apparent ambushes.  
 
    As they passed the old guardhouse, Archimegadon noticed that several people were inside, peering out through the empty windows at the companions. He wasn’t sure he’d have wanted to hide out there himself, as the place was still a burnt ruin after Zamire had attacked it, but apparently a lot of people didn’t agree with him. The stoic armoured guard was still standing there, and Archimegadon wondered again if it was really a statue. They didn't pass close enough for him to check, though. 
 
    Not far beyond the guardhouse, they ran into trouble. They didn’t get spotted, but a lot of demons seemed to have made the area their home, forcing the six to sneak inside an old clothes shop and hide out in the storeroom on the upper level. While Obdo tried to flatter an unimpressed Mellara with pretty dresses he claimed suited her, Archimegadon and Yuriath watched the demons out of the window. 
 
    ‘Think they’ll leave?’ Yuriath asked him. 
 
    ‘How would I know?’ Archimegadon returned. 
 
    ‘I guess I just wanted some comfort,’ Yuriath replied with a wry smile. ‘Tell me it’ll all be fine, Archie.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be gone before long,’ Archimegadon told her. ‘I guarantee it!’ 
 
    He was, of course, wrong, and the companions eventually gave up and settled down for the night. Only one bed was available, which was so hotly contested that in the end nobody got to use it. They instead used spare clothing materials as makeshift bedding and settled down on the storeroom floor in a line and snored through the night. 
 
    Morning, announced by the clock rather than any change in the darkness of Ferrina, came sooner than anyone wanted. The demons were gone, which was the main topic of conversation over a very sleepy breakfast. Nobody knew whether the demons would be back, but Mellara, pride slightly dented after the previous day, insisted that she would be scouting and leading the way again. 
 
    Demon activity was low for the morning, until they came close to Market Square. Then, just to make everyone happy, they ran into a pack of the beasts, which chased them into a very unpleasant household. It carried the stench of death, and Yuriath discovered the remains of whoever had lived there before, inside a room with the door burst outwards. There was no sign that the man had been savaged by a demon, though. Nobody quite understood what had happened, but it made their stay, which turned into a few hours, particularly horrible. 
 
    Some time after midday the demons tired of their vigil outside the house and slunk off back towards Market Square. The companions gathered their things and decided to take a route around the square, rather than risking further demon harassment.  
 
    Archimegadon noticed as they left the house that the battered front door bore a huge white M on the front, and pondered the significance as they followed the quiet streets away from the dishevelled former home. Suddenly, unbidden, the voice of Valia returned to him, from their encounter upon the ceremonial platform, talking to the distraught Sordath: 
 
    ‘You’re alive, aren’t you? Unlike your fellows, and anyone else who swore devotion to Marr, you get to live on…’ 
 
    A cold shiver ran up his spine as he wondered just how many people, afraid for their lives, had devoted themselves to Marr in that manner, unaware of the true consequences of their actions. Marr’s summoning ‘gift’ was certainly not the wonder Iroldar had described in his journal any more. 
 
    Demon activity seemed to increase the closer they came to the entrance to Ferrina. While Archimegadon’s house wasn’t all that close to the gates, the route round from Market Square and its environs circled near to that area. Travelling became painfully slow, but thanks to Mellara and Tharanor’s guidance they were able to avoid notice, though at the cost of any speed. 
 
    When they rounded the corner that opened onto the curved slope of Overlook Lane, Archimegadon could scarcely believe it. What had seemed an impossible task was finally within their grasp, and there was a strange sense of cosiness at the thought of having his own house back. The lane brought them up to the view across the entire city, which was a rather subdued collection of sporadic lights compared to the starry-sky resemblance the city usually bore from Overlook Lane. 
 
    ‘Just up here,’ Archimegadon said, and pointed out one of the dark stone buildings that emerged from the rockface on their left. ‘It’s literally that one, right there.’ 
 
    ‘Nice,’ Mellara said, and she grabbed the door handle. ‘Hmm, it’s locked.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, perfect,’ Archimegadon said, reaching into his pockets for his key. 'No robbers or demons.' 
 
    ‘It wouldn't have been so great if we’d been chased here by demons just to find it locked,’ Mellara said.  
 
    ‘No point worrying about the ifs,’ Archimegadon said. ‘There, unlocked.’ 
 
    Then, being the gentleman he was, Archimegadon barged in first. He didn’t bother to take in any of the familiar scenery, and instead threw himself at the bookcase where Yuriath had propped up the Staff of Antagules in a very different situation. It seemed strange to have recovered the staff now, only to destroy it. For years, it had been a symbol of his mage career since his rather useless course, and now, to defy the dark god of Ferrina, he was going to reduce it to nothingness. 
 
    ‘You’ve got it?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘I damn well have,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Behold! The Staff of Antagules!’ He held the staff aloft in as heroic a manner as he could manage, only to knock the bookcase and send a couple of the tomes tumbling to the floor. 
 
    Mellara pushed past Obdo and Yuriath and glared at the staff. ‘That’s it? That’s what you’ve had us risk our lives to destroy? A bent old piece of wood?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have you know this is a particularly powerful staff,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Why, even the mage Sen Delarian feared it, for he realised that with it, I could… ehm… I could….’ Oh, now this was starting to irritate him. Whoever had been annoying enough to curse him in this manner was asking for a flamebolt to the face. ‘He knew I’d be able to oppose him and defeat him.’ 
 
    ‘What is so important about this staff anyway?’ Tharanor asked. ‘What is it about the thing that’s got Marr so riled up?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t entirely know that myself,’ Archimegadon replied, wandering over to the dormant fireplace and settling down in his favourite chair. He balanced the Staff of Antagules on the table and glared at it.  
 
    The six of them surrounded the fireplace, and Obdo grabbed the other chair. They all stared at the staff in wonder, as though perhaps it would soon perform some marvellous feat of its own accord. The staff seemed determined to disappoint them, though, and lay there motionless. 
 
    ‘So… you don’t know what the staff does,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘That’s correct,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘But a voice told you to destroy it?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘Not a voice, no,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Valia was after it before, but I didn’t have it. She said to Sordath that it was important to Marr. When she realised I didn’t have it, she just ignored me.’ 
 
    ‘What if the staff is really something Marr fears, rather than wants?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    They stared at the staff, which was not really looking particularly threatening there on the table.  
 
    ‘I don’t like saying it, but Nightshot might have a point,’ Tharanor said. ‘Perhaps the staff will let us cross worlds, to the Sideslip. Perhaps it has the power to kill Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know about that,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Think about it,’ Tharanor said. ‘You said that even Sen Delarian, the great mage legend, feared this thing. What if there’s some great secret to it that we need to unlock?’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying, Tharanor?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t destroy it right away,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘Begging your pardon, sir, but we just came a long way to destroy this thing,’ Obdo said. ‘We can’t just turn around and change our minds now.’ 
 
    ‘The only thing we know is that Marr wanted the staff,’ Tharanor said. ‘I mean, you guessed at the conclusion that it needed to be destroyed. We need to consider this properly. Imagine if we burnt away our last chance at winning this battle!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Tharanor,’ Yuriath said, folding her arms tight as though to warm herself. ‘It doesn’t feel right to risk Marr taking over with this staff because we didn’t act when we had the chance.’ 
 
    ‘Why should he take over with it?’ Tharanor asked, with a confused smile. ‘We have the staff ourselves. Marr and Valia didn’t get here in time. Give Archie a few days with it, and maybe he’ll become the hero of legend he always claims to be.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to become that,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Tharanor’s right,’ Mellara said. ‘We should study it before we destroy it. I mean, we can just hide out in here and avoid notice, right? For a couple of days, at least.’ 
 
    ‘We are getting rid of it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It’s my staff, and I decide what we do with it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Antagules's staff, not yours,’ Tharanor said with a dry grin.  
 
    ‘I don’t think he even exists,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘But, seriously, Archie, we should at least give this some thought,’ Tharanor said. ‘You can check that thing over for its enchantments, right?’ 
 
    ‘Doubtful,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Look, alright, listen here, everyone, because I’ll say it once. I know two spells. Flamebolt, and Icebolt! Everything else I do is just a variation of those. Oh, and I can occasionally do a minor deflection thing, if that counts. I don’t know how to counter, I don’t know how to reverse summons, and I don’t know how to identify enchantments! Alright?’ 
 
    ‘So you barely know anything about how to be a mage, but you want us to trust you that this staff should be destroyed on a guess?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘That isn’t what I meant,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘There’s a lot going on here that we don’t understand,’ Neurion put in, with a significant look at Archimegadon. ‘I’m sorry, Master Archimegadon, but I agree with Tharanor and Miss Nightshot. If Marr fears you rising against him with the power of the staff, then it’s not an opportunity we should throw away.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come now, Neurion, when has anyone feared me with my staff ever?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You defeated Sen Delarian and Lord Bartell,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Well, yes, I did, but…’ 
 
    ‘You did what?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘I may have defeated some deranged ex-heroes who were plotting to kill everyone,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Sure, okay,’ Mellara said. ‘What do you say, Yuriath? Destroy the staff? Or study it?’ 
 
    Yuriath looked over at Tharanor, who was watching for her answer closely. ‘I’m sorry, Thara, but I just don’t feel right leaving it undone after all the risks we took getting here,’ Yuriath said. ‘I vote that we destroy it.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s me, Mellara and Neurion for studying it,’ Tharanor said, looking disappointed at Yuriath’s answer. ‘Archie, Obdo and Yuriath for destroying it.’ 
 
    ‘I guess that makes it a tie,’ Mellara said. ‘We should keep it overnight and re-consider it tomorrow after having a look at it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s cheating!’ Obdo said. ‘You can’t just have your way by default.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose one night won’t hurt to think it over some more,’ Yuriath said. ‘We shouldn’t risk it any longer than that, though.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, I’m happy with that,’ Tharanor said.  
 
    ‘I’m most certainly not,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I didn’t come back into this city to destroy the staff just to be overridden by you, Tharanor.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not only your choice, mage,’ Tharanor said. ‘We all have a stake in this.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t understand magical affairs,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Neither do you, by your own admission,’ Tharanor said, his tone hardening. ‘We’ve decided as a group, and that’s that.’ He snatched the staff up before Archimegadon could do the same. 
 
    As Tharanor stepped away from the table, Yuriath took it off him. ‘That’s enough from you both,’ she said. ‘Archie, do you have a storeroom where we can put it?’ 
 
    ‘Just back there,’ Archimegadon said, pointing. ‘We should really not do this, though.’ 
 
    ‘I agree with you, Archie, but let’s just think on it a little more when we’ve had a bit more rest,’ Yuriath said. ‘I think we all could do with putting our feet up a little.’ 
 
    * 
 
    It was a tense evening. Archimegadon was furious at Tharanor, so much so that he refused to eat at the same table as him. Yuriath went between the two trying to mollify them, though she didn’t make much progress. The staff was placed in a chest in the storeroom and not invited to dinner. When it came to bedtime, Archimegadon was gracious enough to divide up his upstairs rooms for Tharanor, Obdo and Neurion in one, Yuriath and Mellara in another, and Archimegadon kept his own bedroom to himself.  
 
    The choice was not merely arrogance, but had a darker purpose. Once possibly an hour had passed, Archimegadon crept out of bed, quietly opened his door, and then snuck down the corridor to the stairs. All was dark, but he was only comfortable lighting a small candle once he’d set foot on the ground floor. 
 
    The fireplace was deserted, and the two chairs thankfully empty. Archimegadon stepped towards the storeroom, smirking to himself, and carefully pushed it open. He'd kept an eye on Yuriath putting the staff in his large chest there, and sure enough the chest was waiting for him in the middle of the floor. Archimegadon stepped round it and turned to face the door as he knelt in front of the chest, easing the lid up.  
 
    Sweat beaded on his forehead as he lifted it, and he could feel his pulse quicken. 
 
    Just a little more, and then… 
 
    The door swung open. 
 
    Archimegadon dropped the lid in surprise, and it landed on his other hand. 
 
    ‘Ow, damn it!’ he yelled in spite of himself. 
 
    He glared up to see Tharanor at the door, looking similarly surprised. 
 
    ‘You!’ Archimegadon said. ‘You came to steal the staff!’ 
 
    ‘No, I wanted to make sure nobody else…’ Tharanor paused, and then raised an eyebrow. ‘Wait, you’re here to steal the staff as well.’ 
 
    ‘I, erm, have a perfectly good reason,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Just making sure the staff is here, of course.’ He lifted the lid up. ‘And there it is!’ 
 
    He looked again. 
 
    ‘Tharanor, it’s gone!’ 
 
    Tharanor virtually leapt at the chest and looked inside. ‘What? Yuriath put it in here, I’m sure!’ 
 
    ‘Get the others, we’ve been robbed,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Tharanor ran out and yelled at the others to wake up, and by the time Archimegadon had ascended the stairs, the sleepy figures of Obdo, Neurion and Yuriath had emerged from their rooms. Archimegadon looked between them for several seconds before his sleepy mind caught up, at exactly the same time as Tharanor. They turned to look at each other. 
 
    ‘Mellara!’ they both said at once. 
 
    ‘What?’ Yuriath asked. 
 
    ‘Is Mellara still in there?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, uhm, let me check,’ Yuriath replied, and she stepped back over to her room and peeked in. ‘No… no, she’s not. What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Mellara’s taken the staff,’ Tharanor replied. ‘We need to go after her.’ He pushed past Obdo and Neurion, who both didn’t seem to have entirely woken up from their hour-long snoozes. 
 
    Archimegadon, unwilling to let Tharanor outdo him, or reach Mellara and the staff first, raced into his bedroom and threw on the closest clothes available. He barged his way through the door expecting to be well ahead of Tharanor, only to nearly run into the guard. 
 
    ‘Let’s just get it back first, okay?’ Tharanor asked as he caught Archimegadon’s look. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Together they charged out of the front door without a care for whether any demons were around, consumed with panic. Archimegadon glanced left, but that led to a dead end. If Mellara was going anywhere, it would surely be down the way they’d come. Tharanor didn’t argue, relying on Archimegadon to know which way to go from his house. 
 
    ‘I should have known we couldn’t trust her,’ Tharanor said. ‘With those red eyes and everything. She’s probably taking it right to Marr.’ 
 
    ‘You think we can beat her if we catch up?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘She’s nothing without her bow,’ Tharanor replied. ‘You can blast that apart, right?’ 
 
    Archimegadon’s eyes narrowed as he looked for Mellara ahead of them. ‘I can certainly try. And her as well, if need be.’ 
 
    Their footsteps were painfully loud as they charged down the lane, and Archimegadon nearly lost his footing on a couple of occasions. Tharanor drew his sword ready for a fight, whether it was with demons or the mercenary traitor. As they came close to the bottom of the lane, Tharanor threw out an arm and Archimegadon stumbled into it at full speed. 
 
    ‘Ouch, what the..?’ 
 
    ‘Shh, lots of demons ahead,’ Tharanor said, pointing out a pack of the beasts emerging not too far away from behind some buildings, though it didn't look like the demons had seen them yet. ‘Let’s hide in…’ He froze. 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon asked, and then he followed Tharanor’s gaze to a small gap between two black stone buildings, an alley with no exit. At the end was Mellara, checking the walls for any climbable surfaces. She’d got herself stuck trying to avoid the demons. Perfect. 
 
    ‘Get ready,’ Tharanor said, and he charged at Mellara without a further thought. 
 
    Mellara turned just in time to see Tharanor coming at her, before dropping the staff and her bow and drawing her sword. She was only just in time to block Tharanor’s strike, and looked to be strained under the force of it. Filled with rage, Tharanor struck again and again, and Archimegadon could see panic crossing Mellara’s face as she had no room to manoeuvre in the tight alleyway. 
 
    ‘Wait, stop it!’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘You traitorous bitch,’ Tharanor said. ‘Working for Marr all along!’ His next strike was so heavy that Mellara dropped her sword, and then Tharanor grabbed her by the throat and slammed her back against the wall. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t working for Marr!’ Mellara said, breathing fast. 
 
    ‘Then who?’ Tharanor demanded, shaking her. 
 
    ‘Lord Diojin, of course,’ Mellara replied, some defiance still in her voice despite the obvious pain in it. ‘You didn’t really think… he’d just agree to help you… for nothing?’ 
 
    ‘So you came all this way to steal the staff for him?’ Tharanor asked. Archimegadon hovered awkwardly beside him, uncertain quite how to proceed. 
 
    ‘He wanted to know what the staff’s power was,’ Mellara replied. ‘He thought he might be able to use it… against the demons. Against Marr. And any of his other enemies...’ 
 
    ‘That worked out well,’ Tharanor said, his lip curling. ‘He’s not getting the staff… and he loses a servant tonight as well. Mage… finish her.’ 
 
    ‘I… what?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Kill her,’ Tharanor replied. ‘You wanted to, didn’t you?’ 
 
    Mellara stared back at them both, no longer the confident scout and leader, genuine fear in her eyes, and Archimegadon felt his usual temper soften. He stooped to pick up the Staff of Antagules and shook his head. 
 
    ‘There’s no need, Tharanor,’ he said. ‘We’ve got the staff back. Let her go back to Diojin and explain.’ 
 
    Tharanor frowned. ‘I’m not leaving this snake alive.’ 
 
    ‘Leave her, Tharanor,’ Archimegadon said. ‘She saved us on a few occasions. Let’s call it square and get back before we attract demons.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Tharanor said, before slamming Mellara hard back against the wall again.  
 
    She let out a cry and slid to the ground, tears starting in her eyes. This only seemed to make Tharanor angrier, and he picked up Mellara’s bow and cut the string with his sword, before tossing it at her feet. She stared at the ruined bow, but stayed silent, resting one hand on her right knee. 
 
    ‘You’re lucky he’s here,’ Tharanor said to her, before turning and following Archimegadon.  
 
    Archimegadon and Tharanor walked back up the alley in silence. The mage was just relieved to have got the staff back already, while Tharanor looked ready to start a fight. They reached the end of the alley and carefully peeked round the side, but the group of demons seemed to have moved on. 
 
    The two of them stepped out from the alleyway and turned up Overlook Lane when two demons pounced out from cover and filled the road. They were no ordinary demons, with dark crimson scales and thicker, more muscular frames than the regular crop. Tharanor and Archimegadon fell back into battle-ready positions instinctively, Tharanor taking the lead. From behind the demons stepped a familiar figure, and Archimegadon felt anger and hatred rise within him. 
 
    ‘Valia,’ he said. 
 
    Valia was dressed in armour similar to the guard, and from a distance might have resembled Yuriath. Where she mainly differed was her green cloak, the hood down, which was draped over her shoulders. She carried a shield on her right arm, which, though it appeared to be quite robust, had an ornamental pattern on the front. Someone had designed it with the rather gloomy emblem of a dark, featureless silhouette of a head, with two blank spots for eyes, and around the edge weaved a design of intertwined thorny branches. Her sword was still sheathed at her side, though her left hand hovered over the hilt. 
 
    ‘So this is her,’ Tharanor said, his eyes dark. ‘The woman who works with the demons. The last pawn of Marr. I have been waiting to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘Tharanor Vakard, the drunk city watchman who fell out of favour with the Royal Guard,’ Valia said, and Tharanor visibly did a double take. ‘Yes, Marr knows all about you, Tharanor. Does the old man know how you failed your beloved Yuriath and threw away a life of bliss?’ 
 
    ‘No, he does n…’ Tharanor stopped as he noticed Archimegadon’s poker face. ‘You knew?’ 
 
    ‘Erm, it might have come up,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘When you did the whole… storming off thing.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘So now you’re here playing hero in the old man’s shadow,’ Valia said. Her eyes glinted, and Archimegadon noticed that her green irises had reddened slightly. ‘Trust me, I know how that feels. If you feel like changing sides, I bet Marr will be happy to give you an interview.’ 
 
    ‘To hell with you and your false god,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’m not afraid of you.’ 
 
    ‘Confidence is always the funniest in the most insecure people,’ Valia said. ‘Your reactions are so priceless when you fail.’ 
 
    ‘I presume you’re here for something other than boring us to death?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You know what I’m here for, old man,’ Valia replied, her smile barely touching the edge of her mouth. 
 
    ‘You aren’t getting the staff,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Leave the service of Marr, Valia. Bartell fell, and so shall this dead summoner.’ 
 
    ‘The advantage is ours,’ Valia said, patting one of the demons on the back. ‘Drop the staff, and I’ll even let you go back to your house.’ 
 
    ‘Not a chance,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I give you this staff, and we’re all dead.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what she told you?’ Valia asked, smirking.  
 
    ‘Who?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Your witch from the magic realm,’ Valia replied. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Valia,’ Archimegadon said, though he felt a sudden pressure in his head that swiftly faded, and then a faint sensation as though something was staring into his eyes. Shaking his head, he glared at Valia. ‘Apparently you’ve inherited some of Marr’s madness.’ 
 
    Valia raised an eyebrow. ‘Well now, how interesting. Alright then, I guess if you won’t play nice, then we won’t play at all. Get them!’ 
 
    The demons pounced and Archimegadon stumbled back as Tharanor fearlessly swept his sword through the first, while narrowly dodging a bite from the second. His sword shone a violent shade of green as he did so, and Valia’s eyes flashed as she watched. Tharanor and Archimegadon took no time to consider this, though, as the second demon whirled and snapped at them with its foul jaws, giving Tharanor no space to get a good cut in with his sword. 
 
    While Tharanor swore at the beast, Archimegadon turned to face Valia, but she’d snuck into the nearest building, and he heard noises from behind. He looked back at the road at the bottom of Overlook Lane and saw a crowd of demons emerging from the side streets and creeping their way. 
 
    ‘Tharanor, we need to go,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Get this thing out my face,’ Tharanor said, narrowly blocking a bite with his longsword. 
 
    Archimegadon jumped as Mellara ran past him, leaping onto the demon’s back, and with a swift motion she drew a dagger across its neck, failing to kill it outright but leaving a nasty gash. Tharanor’s expression jumped between hate and gratitude, but he went in for the kill, striking the distracted demon down with his magic blade while Mellara hopped off its back. As darkness began to surround the first demon, and the other demons closed in, Tharanor signalled for the three of them to run. Archimegadon was not about to argue, and Mellara mutely followed their lead. 
 
    When Archimegadon glanced back, he saw Valia standing in the road once more with a broad smile, and felt a cold shiver run down his back. He supposed with that many demons, what use was barricading in the house going to be? There wasn’t much else they could do, though, so he ran with Tharanor and Mellara, finding it enormously awkward carrying two staffs at once. A second glance behind showed that the demons had already passed Valia and were catching up worryingly fast. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage!’ Obdo called from the door. ‘Did you get…’ 
 
    ‘Get in and get out the way!’ Tharanor shouted, and Obdo fled inside as he saw why. 
 
    The three of them ran through the door, and in their rush they didn’t even question Mellara’s presence. Archimegadon slammed the door shut and bolted it, and then dropped his key as he hurried to lock it. With Tharanor hissing at his side, he grabbed the key and locked the door. 
 
    ‘Not to be a pessimist, but you sure that lock’s gonna do much against all those demons?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Prepare your weapons,’ Archimegadon replied, ‘because I rather doubt it.’ 
 
    ‘We’re dead,’ Obdo said as he went to check the windows. ‘Those things just come back to life if we kill them, don’t they? By the gods, Sir Mage, we’re dead!’ 
 
    ‘Snap out of it,’ Tharanor said. ‘No good panicking now.’ 
 
    Mellara was stretching uncomfortably, and rubbed her back where Tharanor had pushed her against the wall. She looked rather uncertain about her presence with the others, but drew her sword once she had finished checking her back, and dropped her useless bow to one side. Tharanor gave her a dirty glance before walking over to the stairs, past Neurion, who’d also drawn his sword. 
 
    ‘Where’s Yuriath?’ Tharanor asked, after he returned from checking the upstairs rooms. 
 
    ‘Can’t say I know,’ Obdo said. ‘I didn’t see her after I went to get changed.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t go outside, did she?’  
 
    Archimegadon looked through the window at the massing demons and swallowed hard. ‘If she did, I don’t think we’re going to be able to check for a while.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine: Decisions and Consequences 
 
      
 
    Yuriath had planned on stopping Mellara along with Tharanor and Archimegadon, but things hadn’t quite worked out that way. They’d raced off without her, and she’d not noticed they’d gone down the alleyway after Mellara. Instead she’d run right past it, only to see Valia and her demons coming. It had been lucky that she’d not been spotted, but hiding inside the nearest house had turned out to be a bit of a bad idea. 
 
    Watching Valia walk past, Yuriath’s eyes narrowed, remembering how Valia had destroyed the last statue in the knowledge that it would empower Marr. Even Sordath hadn’t expected this sort of ruin to come to Ferrina – his goal all along had been control of Ferrina and the wider realm of Valanthas under the Clerics. What was it that this former companion of Archie craved?  
 
    Unfortunately, she wasn’t able to see what had happened to Archimegadon and Tharanor. Though she feared Valia was heading directly for Archie’s house off up the lane to the left, Yuriath could also see demons massing over to the right, and while she could be brave, she wasn’t one to just throw her life away. Leaving the house right now would get her killed, and then what use would she be? 
 
    Her heart sank lower and lower as the demons crept past. What had happened to Tharanor and Archie? Had Mellara escaped with the staff, or had she taken it to Marr? Was Valia about to slaughter everyone who remained at Archie’s house? Did Marr have the staff now? 
 
    After the demons had all gone, and no further hideous lizards had emerged for a while, Yuriath chanced a peek out the window, her heart fluttering. Everything was empty outside, though – empty, except for one dark shape slouched against a nearby house. Valia was alone, and none of her demons were in sight. As Yuriath watched, the knight pushed herself off the wall and walked slowly towards the front door of the house she’d been leaning against, and stepped inside. 
 
    Yuriath left the window and sat down at what had once been someone’s dinner table. She put her right hand to her mouth, while drumming the tabletop with her left hand. What to do now? She was stuck behind demon lines, alone and without backup for all she could tell. The other companions might already all be dead because of Mellara’s duplicity, leaving only Yuriath to herself. 
 
    A crushing loneliness descended on Yuriath, and she rubbed her face wearily. Things could have been so different. Her early life she’d spent in comfort, favoured daughter of a wealthy noble in the King’s court. And then, in her teens, she’d grown closer to the young household guard Tharanor, and everything had changed.  
 
    She’d lost much of her family’s favour as she insisted on a relationship with a boy from a family with no nobility in its bloodline – oh, if only they’d known the Vakards had once ruled Ferrina! Even then, her father had wanted to find some way to support his daughter, and he’d used up a lot of court favours to push Tharanor into the Royal Guard despite him lacking most of the criteria. When it had all gone wrong, her father lost face, she lost faith, and she’d left to come here. 
 
    Ferrina, the runaway capital, where dead dreams came to sleep in eternal night. Now even that had been taken from her, the people slaughtered and everyone she knew had probably been killed. No wonder the cultists turned to dark gods rather than the Light… it was obvious that any sort of divine goodness didn’t hold the same sort of power or sway. What sort of world was it, where deceitful women like Valia thrived in a disaster like this, while good men and women, like the guards who’d saved the Citadel from the initial demon assault, were left to die without even the dignity of a grave? 
 
    Yuriath took a deep breath. She had to keep a hold of things. Sure, things had gone sour, but fate had thrown her an offering. A chance to restore some balance to the scale. 
 
    She stepped over to the front door and slipped out. Her eyes focused on the nearby house across the lane. Valia Relassis, the traitor knight… it was time for a reckoning. Drawing her swords, Yuriath crossed the road and flattened herself against the front wall of the house Valia had taken cover inside. She chanced a peek through the front window, and saw Valia inside, her back facing the window, sitting at the table in a not-altogether-different fashion to Yuriath a minute ago– though it appeared that Marr’s knight was busy inspecting the blade of a dagger. 
 
    For a moment, Yuriath hesitated at the thought of stabbing Valia in the back, but then her heart hardened. This was like that time when Archie had saved Tharanor from Zarastro – honour in this individual battle didn’t matter so much as taking away one of Marr’s pawns. She quietly turned the door handle, and smiled faintly as the door opened quietly and without complaint.  
 
    Readying her twin blades, Yuriath stepped towards Valia – and inwardly cursed as the knight looked up and stumbled to her feet in a rush. Valia grabbed her shield and drew her sword, backing away round the table. Her eyes glared over the top of her shield, but then as she took in the sight of Yuriath she seemed to relax. 
 
    ‘Oh, hello,’ Valia said. ‘It’s you.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not getting out of here,’ Yuriath said. ‘What you’ve done to my city is unforgivable.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure I’ll get along fine without your forgiveness,’ Valia said. ‘Not quite sure how you snuck out of the house when I have it surrounded!’ 
 
    Surrounded? Yuriath felt heartened. Did that mean the others weren’t dead? Still, there were more immediate matters to resolve. ‘Shut up. Do you have anything you want to say before I kill you?’ 
 
    ‘So sure of winning,’ Valia said with a smile. ‘Did you have that faith in Tharanor before he let you down?’ 
 
    Yuriath felt a stab near her heart and stepped back involuntarily. ‘How do you know about that?’ 
 
    ‘Marr has powers you wouldn’t believe,’ Valia replied. ‘Some of you idiots have your hearts on the outside, where they can be easily seen into.’ 
 
    ‘I am not ashamed about caring,’ Yuriath said. ‘We’ll just see what your heart looks like with my sword through it!’  
 
    Yuriath lunged and struck out, but Valia’s shield was there in the way instantly.  Undeterred, Yuriath spun and cut round at Valia’s side, and the two of them danced about each other, Yuriath on the offensive, and Valia blocking again and again, sweat breaking out on her forehead. Valia stumbled against a chair as she backed away and kicked it aside irritably, nearly giving Yuriath the opening she needed.  Just at the last moment, Valia got her shield into position and saw off the attack. 
 
    ‘You know you’ve lost, right?’ Valia asked as Yuriath paused to get a bit of her breath back. ‘Nobody cares if you kill me. I’m nothing to Marr. He’ll just carry on taking over with or without me.’ 
 
    ‘What you did is what matters,’ Yuriath said. ‘I might not be one for revenge, but I do believe in justice, and even if there’s no divinity that will protect that, I’ll keep fighting for it!’ 
 
    She attacked again, pushing Valia back towards the wall. Valia seemed to be playing a very defensive game, though even that appeared to be wearing the knight down. Maintaining her endless defence was starting to tire out her shield arm, and Yuriath felt a rush of confidence as she saw Valia lowering her shield more and more when she thought she was out of range, just to give her arm some brief moments of respite.  
 
    ‘You’re one to talk about justice,’ Valia said, circling and skipping back away from Yuriath’s twin blades. ‘You tease and lead on Tharanor as though he has no feelings.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mislead him about anything,’ Yuriath said, irritation pushing her into a heavy strike that made Valia’s shield resound. 
 
    ‘False hope is the cruellest hope of all,’ Valia said, though her voice sounded very strained now. 
 
    ‘I’ll show you h-‘ 
 
    As Yuriath lunged recklessly this time, Valia struck out with her shield, knocking aside Yuriath’s sword arm and hitting her full in the face. As Yuriath stumbled in a daze, Valia dropped into a crouch and cut a horizontal slice across the air. Though Yuriath was momentarily confused, her nose bloodied, she saw it just in time and began to step back. It wasn’t quite quick enough, and Valia’s sword cut across her stomach through her armour. She was lucky enough that the cut was not very deep at all, but as pain blossomed across her stomach panic grabbed her and she dropped to her knees. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Yuriath said. ‘Don’t… don’t kill me.’ 
 
    Valia stared down at her. ‘Drop your swords.’ 
 
    Yuriath took a deep breath and then released both of her twin blades. Valia kicked them away from Yuriath and touched the side of Yuriath's throat with her sword.  
 
    ‘How nice,’ Valia said. ‘A surrender from the crusader. You know, that cut isn’t half as bad as you think.’ 
 
    As the panic began to clear slightly, Yuriath touched a hand to her wound, and noticed to her shock that Valia was right. She’d thought the wound was near fatal, but it had left little more than a very painful graze. Right at the last, she’d thrown her chances away for nothing. Breathing hard, she stared hatred up at Valia in a pointless last defiance.  
 
    ‘Too late, though,’ Valia went on. ‘You’re unarmed, and you should know – Marr doesn’t take prisoners.’ 
 
    Yuriath looked around for her swords, but they were so far away, and Valia’s blade was even now pressing against her throat. What could she possibly do to get out of this now? 
 
    Valia watched her for a moment, and then took on a thoughtful expression. She tapped the side of Yuriath’s neck with the flat of her blade, and Yuriath flinched. ‘That said, you do give me a nice fix to my current little problem. Your friends are holed up in the old man’s house with the staff, and I’m not allowed to kill him yet. I don’t want him breaking the staff in a panic either… that would be inconvenient.’ 
 
    Valia’s next smile held none of its usual beauty. 
 
    ‘Yes, this will do perfectly.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon sat by the fireplace, glaring at the Staff of Antagules. For reasons he either did not know or could not remember, he had to destroy this damn thing. From being the symbol of his proud status as a mage, it had become the lure that had brought him to this final prison. Valia had him caged up inside, and the demons were just standing out there, staring sightlessly at the front door, waiting. Damn the Staff of Antagules! 
 
    Tharanor had disappeared for several minutes, as though expecting to find Yuriath hidden somewhere else in the house, but now he was standing near the front door, sword drawn, looking eager to push out and start killing the demons. Luckily, reason had held him back so far, but it was obvious to Archimegadon that Tharanor’s concern for the missing Yuriath was going to override his sense sooner or later. Nobody knew what had happened to Yuriath, and given the number of demons out there, Archimegadon could only fear the worst. 
 
    ‘You don’t know any way to teleport, do you, Sir Mage?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Teleport?’ Archimegadon returned with a snort. ‘I’ve never teleported in my life.’ 
 
    ‘What are we going to do, then?’ 
 
    ‘What do you suppose I’m thinking about right now, you imbecile?’ Archimegadon asked 
 
    ‘Figured it was something about money,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘At this rate, my plan will involve throwing you out to distract them,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Oh, we couldn’t do that,’ Neurion said. ‘Could we try digging our way out the back, though?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, of course, Neurion, why didn’t I think of that?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Go and grab my mining picks, and we’ll get started.’ 
 
    ‘Right!’ Neurion said. ‘Are they in your storeroom?’ 
 
    ‘That was sarcasm,’ Archimegadon replied with a sigh. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Neurion said, crestfallen. 
 
    Mellara appeared at the stairs. Though things were still tense between her and Tharanor in particular, she’d agreed with Archimegadon to go and play lookout while the others held the downstairs “secure”. Archimegadon wasn’t sure that her appearance was anything good, given that she was probably only really able to see a crowd of demons. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘The demons,’ Mellara replied, and Archimegadon felt himself go cold. ‘At the back of the group… they’ve started leaving.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, ba… er, wait, leaving?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, they’re all going,’ Mellara replied. 
 
    Tharanor threw her a glare. ‘It’s a trick,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Come and have a look then!’ Mellara said, baring her teeth. 
 
    ‘All of us,’ Tharanor said, stepping away from the door. ‘Weapons out and at the ready. I don’t want her trying anything.’ 
 
    ‘I work for Diojin, not Marr,’ Mellara said.  
 
    ‘Who knows?’ Tharanor asked. ‘You’ve not exactly led us right so far. All this is your fault.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the one who went around breaking those statues in the first place,’ Mellara returned. 
 
    ‘Quiet, you two,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We’ll all go. Weapons ready all the same.’ 
 
    The companions followed Mellara into Archimegadon’s room, which had the best view across Overlook Lane. Archimegadon scratched his beard as he saw that she’d not been lying. All of the demons now were flowing away down the lane like some sort of nightmarish river.  
 
    ‘But… why?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but I doubt Marr is one to be merciful,’ Archimegadon replied, and dark thoughts ran through his head. Did Marr already manage to get what he needed from the staff with his dark powers purely by sending Valia to the vicinity? Had he uncovered something he wanted more than the staff?  
 
    The answer came not long after. Valia reappeared, followed by the two larger, red-hued demons she’d had before. In front of her, she was pushing Yuriath, whose arms had been bound behind her back. Tharanor cursed loudly and pushed ahead of the others, dropping his sword to one side. Neurion quietly picked it up and laid it carefully on Archimegadon’s bed. 
 
    ‘No, those…’ Tharanor turned and glared at Mellara. ‘Look what you’ve done. You should’ve been the one down there, you…’ 
 
    ‘Enough, Tharanor,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I can’t be arsed hearing this same run of insults every five seconds. Let’s wait and see what Valia has to say before we bite each other’s heads off.’ 
 
    Tharanor waved a finger in Archimegadon’s face. ‘Listen here, mage, you’re not in charge. You might be forgiving, but I am not.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Tharanor, I…’ Archimegadon blinked as he noticed the scent of Tharanor’s breath. ‘Erm… have you been drinking?’ 
 
    Tharanor glanced off to one side but then a sudden shout saved him from having to answer. 
 
    ‘Old man!’ Valia’s voice called, and both Tharanor and Archimegadon turned to face her as she stood a short distance below. 
 
    ‘What do you want, Valia?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Valia asked with a smirk. She kicked Yuriath, who stumbled, and Tharanor pushed Archimegadon aside. 
 
    ‘Let her go!’ he shouted. 
 
    ‘Oh sure,’ Valia said, rolling her eyes. ‘I’ll just do that, and then do you want us to leave Ferrina as well?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you…’ 
 
    ‘Put a sock in it, Tharanor!’ Valia said. ‘I’m the one making demands here.’ She yanked Yuriath back towards her by her hair, and lifted a dagger up to Yuriath’s throat. ‘I have your beloved and if you don’t play nice with me, I’ll kill her. So just you remember that when you try shouting shit at me, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Alright, alright,’ Tharanor replied, frustration straining his voice. 
 
    ‘You want Yuriath back?’ Valia asked. ‘You should be able to figure this one out, even with your limited intelligence. Give me the Staff of Antagules and you can have Yuriath.’ 
 
    ‘Untouched?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘Well, she won’t be dead,’ Valia replied. ‘Can’t promise she will be entirely sound. We had a little fight, and I needed to make sure she’d not be trouble afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not giving you the staff, Valia,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ Tharanor said quietly. ‘Don’t provoke her! She has Yuriath.’ 
 
    ‘I know she has Yuriath, you ass,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We’re not giving her the staff, though.’ 
 
    ‘Having trouble deciding?’ Valia asked, smiling sweetly. 
 
    ‘Don’t give in to her,’ Yuriath said, her voice devoid of its usual energy.  
 
    ‘Quiet,’ Valia said, and she slapped Yuriath hard across the face. 
 
    ‘No!’ Tharanor shouted. ‘Valia, wait, we have to discuss this. Stop it!’ 
 
    Valia cocked an eyebrow. ‘I don’t see how it’s a difficult choice. I doubt you’d be making that sort of noise if I slapped the Staff of Antagules, would you? Just hand over the staff, and Yuriath’ll be fine.’ 
 
    ‘Give us fifteen minutes,’ Archimegadon said. ‘That’s all we’ll need. Then you can have your answer.’ 
 
    ‘Fifteen minutes?’ Valia asked with a snort. ‘I haven’t forgotten Bartell, you know. You’re not weaselling around me; I know how you work and I am not going to fall for any of your usual tricks.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare,’ Obdo said, pushing past Archimegadon. 
 
    Valia tilted her head. ‘Oh, Obdo! Wow, what a reunion! I didn’t realise you were here as well. How’s the hand?’ 
 
    ‘You are gonna pay for that,’ Obdo replied.  
 
    ‘Shut it, farm boy,’ Valia said. ‘I beat Yuriath here - you really think you have a chance? I want the staff, and if you don’t give it to me, Yuriath here dies. Sound simple enough to you?’ 
 
    ‘Sir Mage, what are we gonna do?’ Obdo asked, lowering his voice so Valia couldn’t hear. ‘Don’t let her maim Yuriath as well.’ 
 
    Archimegadon frowned with frustration. He didn’t want a repeat of what Bartell and Elsim had done, but he had even less idea of how to deal with Valia than he had with Bartell. He’d had an understanding of what made Bartell tick, but he didn’t quite have a grasp of Valia’s instability yet. 
 
    ‘Look, Valia, just five minutes perhaps?’ Archimegadon called down. 
 
    ‘You’re going to use those five minutes to come up with some sort of plan,’ Valia replied. ‘No deal.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she’s not stupid,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Everything hinges on this decision, Valia,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We can’t just decide right away.’ 
 
    Valia kicked the back of Yuriath’s leg savagely, and Yuriath stumbled to her knee with a pained cry. ‘Oh, you can decide pretty fast, I’m sure.’ She grabbed Yuriath’s hair and yanked her head back, and brought her dagger up to Yuriath’s throat. ‘I’m running out of patience here.’ 
 
    ‘You kill Yuriath like that, and you lose your bargaining position!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Kill Yuriath, and we destroy the staff!’ 
 
    Valia let out a short laugh. ‘Not as slow as I thought. Alright, five minutes, mage, but no longer. I can afford to lose the staff, though. Are you sure it’s a fair trade for your dear friend here?’  
 
    Valia lifted her dagger and slashed Yuriath’s cheek with it, and the female guard let out another sharp yell. Suddenly, though, she looked up at Valia and spat in the knight’s face. Her lip curling with disgust, Valia kicked Yuriath in the stomach, and Yuriath let out the worst cry of all and fell to the ground, curling in agony. 
 
    ‘Valia!’ Tharanor yelled, all his hatred and anger giving the utterance the force of a death threat. 
 
    ‘Four minutes now!’ Valia said, her easy manner gone as she wiped the spittle from her cheek. ‘You’d better think fast.’ 
 
    The companions stepped away from the window and Archimegadon placed the Staff of Antagules on a small table in the middle of his room. They all stared down at it. 
 
    ‘We have to trick her somehow,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Destroy it,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Destroy it,’ Tharanor replied. ‘We can’t let them have it.’ 
 
    ‘What about Yuriath?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t you see?’ Tharanor asked in return. ‘Yuriath risked her life for this damn staff… she’d not be captured now if I’d just listened to her before and destroyed it.’ 
 
    ‘Then she’ll die,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘No, I will give myself up in return for her,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’ll take the blame for the staff… I’ll give my life for Yuriath.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be stupid,’ Mellara said. ‘Valia doesn’t care about you, and neither does Marr. You destroy the staff, and they’ll kill Yuriath.’ 
 
    ‘We can barter,’ Tharanor said. Though he was turned towards Mellara, his eyes didn’t seem to be focused quite on her face, but instead on a point somewhere behind her. 
 
    ‘Does it look like she is open to that?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘We can’t give her the staff, though,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Look what Marr’s done already, and what Valia is willing to do to get it. If we do what she wants, we’ve finished everyone off. Trade me for Yuriath – it’s the only way.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a terrible plan,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We need to be smarter. Trick Valia instead. How about this – I’ll take the staff to Valia. Then, as we make the trade, Mellara shoots Valia with an arrow while she is distracted with taking the staff.’ 
 
    ‘Tharanor ruined my bow,’ Mellara said. ‘I haven’t had time to restring it yet.’ 
 
    ‘Balls,’ Archimegadon said. ‘How quickly can you restring it?’ 
 
    ‘In two minutes?’ Mellara asked with a snort. ‘You must be joking. I’d fire arrows into the floor, if the string would even stay in place.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps I can use the Light to mend it,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘You can’t heal a bowstring,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘The Light is versatile,’ Neurion said. ‘It can mend objects just as it can mend wounds. Let me see the bow.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, paladin, you’re on,’ Mellara said. ‘But only because we have no other options.’ 
 
    Archimegadon, Neurion, Obdo and Mellara made for the door, and Neurion bowed his head respectfully as he let Mellara out first. Mellara’s bow was presumably back in the room she’d shared with Yuriath, or downstairs, but if they were fast, they would be able… 
 
    A very loud bang behind them stopped them all dead. 
 
    Archimegadon turned to see purple wisps of magic fading into the air, and followed the trails down to the blackened ruins of two halves of the Staff of Antagules, burning with emerald fire. In between the two halves, cut partway into the table, was Tharanor’s sword, glowing defiantly. Tharanor’s head was lowered, as though a great weight was pulling it down, and then he looked up at the companions, his eyes dark. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said. ‘We do it my way.’ 
 
    ‘What have you done?’ Archimegadon asked, stumbling over to the table and staring at the destroyed staff. ‘You idiot! We could have worked around this!’ 
 
    ‘Your plan would never have worked,’ Tharanor said, stumbling back a couple of paces from the table. ‘I’ll give myself up for Yuriath. It’s the only way.’ 
 
    ‘By the gods, Tharanor, do you exist purely to decide the opposite of everything I say?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Don’t you understand what you’ve done?’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Tharanor replied. ‘I’ll die… but Yuriath lives. It’s fine, though. I’ve let you all down before so many times. I have made my peace with it.’ 
 
    Archimegadon shook his head, looking for some sort of reason in Tharanor’s expression. ‘Tharanor, you imbecile, do you even realise? You’re not…’ 
 
    But Tharanor was not interested. He waved out the green flames and picked up the remains of the Staff of Antagules, which hissed against his leather gloves. Ignoring the others, he tossed the two halves out of the window, and they clattered at Valia’s feet. Yuriath, still lying on her side on the lane, stared at the ruined staff as though she’d been slapped. 
 
    ‘Valia, the staff is destroyed!’ Tharanor called down. ‘I offer a trade – my life, in place of Yuriath’s. I am the one Marr wants.’ 
 
    Everything was silent as Valia gazed in disbelief at the ruined Staff of Antagules, and then up to Tharanor briefly. Her mouth moved several times as though she was trying to form words, but no longer able. Suddenly, a very sharp, shrill laugh burst from her, and then her face contorted in deep, real rage. 
 
    ‘A trade?’ she repeated. ‘A trade? I’ll tell you what trade we’ll make!’ 
 
    She reached down for Yuriath, who tried to back away, but Valia was too fast, and she grabbed the front of Yuriath’s shirt and pulled her to her knees. As Tharanor yelled at Valia to stop, the enraged knight lifted her dagger one last time to Yuriath’s throat, and then in a single, effortless motion, she cut her throat open. 
 
    Yuriath made no further sound. Her eyes rolled up to the silent, unanswering heavens, and she fell to the ground, her hair spilling back, while her blood poured onto the lane. Valia shook her dagger over Yuriath, wiped the rest of the blood off it on Yuriath’s shirt, and then returned it to a sheath strapped across her chest. She looked up at Tharanor, who had completely frozen. 
 
    ‘You blew it, Tharanor,’ Valia said, venom in her voice. ‘You screwed me over, but you ruined everything for yourself. Enjoy what you earned.’ 
 
    Archimegadon finally pushed past Tharanor, who had been blocking his way to the window, hoping against hope that he wasn’t too late, and that he could try to save the situation with a flamebolt or something. As Tharanor slumped to one side, Archimegadon saw Yuriath’s corpse, and felt everything slip away. It was like Malthair again, when he’d lost Berus and Kalissa.  
 
    The frustration of it killed him. If he could take time back even just a minute, he could have changed this with the slightest of actions, but it was over now. So they’d destroyed the staff, but Marr still reigned, Valia was alive, and Yuriath was gone, never to return, and the city she’d loved and wanted to protect was ruined. Had any of this struggle actually been worth it? 
 
    Obdo, Neurion and even Mellara had frozen. They could all see from Tharanor and Archimegadon just how it had gone. Nobody dared to say a thing. 
 
    And then Tharanor rose to his feet, death in his eyes.  
 
    ‘She dies,’ he said, and he charged from the room. 
 
    ‘I’m with you,’ Obdo muttered, and he drew his dagger and ran after Tharanor. 
 
    ‘Tharanor, no!’ Archimegadon said, rising to his feet. ‘Gods damn it!’ 
 
    He chased Tharanor, and initially his intention was to stop the man. Everything was a haze as he ran, and reality seemed to shift. As his surroundings blurred in his vision, he realised that his focus was changing. At first, as he ran through the open front door and onto the street, he was intent on stopping Tharanor getting himself killed, but somewhere – he didn’t know when – his goal was no longer Tharanor. 
 
    He wanted to kill Valia. 
 
    Valia had left the corpse of Yuriath behind, and was sauntering away down the lane, while her demons stood over Yuriath. Archimegadon’s face twisted with anger, and he raised a hand. 
 
    ‘Velshammar!’ he shouted, and the first demon exploded with the sound of a thunderclap.  
 
    The second demon stumbled to one side in the force of the explosion, only to meet the vengeful blade of Tharanor. Green flames burst out across it, and it collapsed to the ground, roaring futilely.  Tharanor carried on, charging after Valia, and Archimegadon found himself speeding up. He looked back to see Neurion following him, glowing with the Light, and glanced down to his glowing feet to see that Neurion had blessed him with increased speed. 
 
    The companions bore down on Valia, who looked around with mild surprise. 
 
    ‘Oh, the angry heroes charge forth,’ she said, smirking. ‘See you on the other side!’ 
 
    Before Archimegadon or any of the others could reach her, Valia lifted a pendant that hung about her neck, and it flashed with green energy. As they watched, she faded away, leaving behind no trace. She might as well have never existed. Tharanor’s sword slashed through the empty space, striking nothing.  
 
    Filled with frustration, Tharanor threw his sword to the ground, and let out a roar of pain and anger, a bestial sound that Archimegadon would have expected from a monster. It was a terrible sound, a loss of emotional control that was filled with purest despair and sadness. 
 
    Archimegadon noticed that even now, after he’d stopped running, his vision was still blurred, and he brushed his eyes with his fingers. 
 
    For the first time since the war with Tel Ariel, he was crying. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty: Story’s End 
 
      
 
    What more was there to say? 
 
    It was over. 
 
    Ardon and the others returned to Yuriath’s body, wary of Valia’s pet demons, but they appeared to have left after being brought back to life. Neurion kneeled at Yuriath’s side, but trying to heal her would have been too late the moment Valia had carried out her threat. Tharanor couldn’t bear to look, and instead returned to Ardon’s house in silence. Neurion tidied up Yuriath’s hair, tied his scarf around her neck to hide the wound, and lifted her from the roadside, before looking inquisitively at Ardon. 
 
    ‘What should we do?’ he asked. 
 
    Ardon touched a hand to Yuriath’s cheek for a moment. ‘We can’t leave her out here… and we can’t bury her here. There’s barely any soil around in this damned cave.’ 
 
    ‘Tell you what, I’ll put together a funeral pyre,’ Obdo said. ‘Let’s give her a warrior’s farewell.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ Ardon said. ‘Let’s do that. She deserves a warrior’s send-off.’ 
 
    The demons appeared to have left the area entirely, and once they were sure the demons weren’t coming back, Obdo and Ardon set themselves to the sombre task of collecting wood from the nearby deserted houses. Obdo was true to his word, and constructed a sturdy pyre on the edge of the lane, next to the view across the city. Once it was ready, Neurion laid Yuriath atop it, arranging her hands to rest over her heart. 
 
    They stood before the pyre silently, none daring to speak. Their feelings were written across their faces. Ardon lit a torch and touched it to the base of the pyre, and once it had caught fire, he stepped back and took in a deep breath. Yuriath was framed by the city she’d loved, and for one painful moment she seemed simply to be sleeping. Then the flames covered her and the city from sight, the smoke drifting up into the air. 
 
    ‘Farewell, Yuriath,’ Ardon said. ‘You were loved by us all. I will… I will miss you. You deserved better.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The evening was dark. Tharanor seemed to have retreated to the storeroom to be alone. Those who turned up for dinner did so in silence, and the food, cooked up by Neurion, tasted of nothing. Neurion was a good chef, but no taste could reach Ardon now. Quietly, he thanked Neurion for the meal, and then returned to his room. 
 
    He had no idea how he’d got over Berus and Kalissa the first time. The feeling of loss was so powerful, so terrible, that he thought it would break him altogether. Once again, he’d survived, and someone who had so much unresolved, and so much to live for, had been taken from the world.  
 
    How much of it was his own fault? Could he have reacted faster to Tharanor? He should have taken the Staff of Antagules with him when they were going to try fixing Mellara’s bow. He should have gone downstairs and blasted Valia out of sight. Perhaps he should have waited for Yuriath in the first place when they’d gone after Mellara. 
 
    Oh, what was the use? It had happened now. Nothing would ever change this.  
 
    He’d failed, and Yuriath had died in their attempt to destroy the staff without even knowing why they had to get rid of it. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Ardon was tempted to tell whoever it was to go away, but the door swung open anyway. It was Neurion, looking particularly worn out, his sandy stubble starting to resemble the beginnings of a real beard, while his hair was stuck out at several angles. Ardon felt a moment of regret at how he’d dragged the young paladin into this death trap without considering the consequences. 
 
    ‘Ardon,’ Neurion said, using Archimegadon’s real name, which surprised him. ‘I am sorry.’ 
 
    Ardon shrugged. ‘What do you have to be sorry for, Neurion?’ 
 
    ‘I know you cared about her,’ Neurion replied. ‘And I could tell she regarded you very highly as well’ 
 
    ‘Don’t say that,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Neurion asked. ‘What you brought to her life, and what she brought to yours… when death sets in, and people go, these are the most important things for us to remember, and value. How she went was tragic, but Valia can never take who Yuriath was from her.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose,’ Ardon said, sitting on the edge of his bed. ‘When many people reach my age, Neurion, they are surrounded by family and friends. But I have few friends, and no family of my own. I never really did quite succeed in that respect.’ He smiled sadly. ‘I’m not an easy person to live with.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘It’s true, Neurion,’ Ardon said. ‘But when I do lose friends… because I am not used to it…’ 
 
    ‘It hurts more,’ Neurion said with a nod. ‘I can’t soften how it feels, Ardon, but remember that the more it hurts, the more worthwhile she was to you. And to those lucky enough to know her. I only knew her for a few days, but I could see that she was a good and true person.’ 
 
    ‘I should have stopped Tharanor,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘There’s no point thinking on that,’ Neurion said. ‘You’ll only wear yourself down. It’s better to think about what we are going to do from here.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh, Neurion, but what is there now in future?’ Ardon asked. ‘The demons aren’t gone. Marr is still as far from us as ever. What can we do now?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Neurion replied. ‘But I do know that you shouldn’t lose hope.’ 
 
    Ardon narrowed his eyes. ‘This isn’t like you at all, Neurion? What happened to the Light this, and the Light that?’ 
 
    Neurion smiled sadly. ‘Oh, I know you don’t believe all that much in the Light. I didn’t think you’d want to hear about it now.’ 
 
    Ardon threw his hands up. ‘Tch, Neurion, what do I believe in at all? I live in a world of dragons, demons, and people who do terrible things. I can’t make sense of it. I can’t even make sense of you! Why would you bother sticking around an old cynic who hates paladins like me?’ 
 
    ‘Well, Ardon, maybe you don’t believe in the Light, but you’ve always found your way to doing the right thing,’ Neurion replied. ‘Even if it’s taken a while,’ he added with a grin. 
 
    ‘Hah, I hope you’re right,’ Ardon said. ‘Right now, I don’t know what we need to do.’ 
 
    ‘Those notes said to destroy the staff and leave, didn’t they?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    Ardon thought back. Marr seeks the Staff of Antagules. The only way to stop him is to destroy it. Then get out of Ferrina. But what use was there in leaving now? When the entire city was suffering, and Valia had gone unpunished, why should he now leave her and her damned demon-god to go on with their plans? 
 
    ‘They did,’ he replied eventually. ‘I am not sure if I am planning to leave, though.’ 
 
    ‘What are you planning?’ 
 
    ‘Someone needs to stop Valia,’ Ardon replied. ‘And that bastard Marr. Who else in this damned city knows as much about them as me? There’s a reason I know all of this, even if I can’t remember it. I cannot leave things as they are now. I have to find a way into the Sideslip, to stop Marr and Valia once and for all.’ 
 
    ‘By yourself?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘I think so, yes,’ Ardon replied. ‘I don’t want anyone else dying for my personal quest. I’ve been around long enough, Neurion. The world shan’t mourn me, and I’ve had a good run, given what I’ve seen.’ 
 
    ‘I would mourn you,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘Better to have one person mourn you, than none,’ Ardon said. 
 
    ‘You think on it, Ardon,’ Neurion said. ‘If you’re going after Marr, though, I will go with you. You chose to risk everything to save me and Obdo when you defied Bartell, and I will always return that.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Neurion,’ Ardon said. ‘For everything.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not me you should be thanking,’ Neurion said. 
 
    * 
 
    Once Neurion had left, a horrible silence descended, and the memory of Yuriath’s loss became heavy to bear again. Needing to do something to occupy himself, Ardon looked for Iroldar’s Journal, and then settled down to resume reading. Would there be anything useful in reading this? Heaven knew. But read it he would. 
 
    Our work continued, but over time it became more and more passive. Lord Elzar noticed that the boy became more compliant when we left him for a day, and soon that would become two days, then three. I thought Elzar would become impatient, as he believed that the Valanthian settlers would take up arms soon, but he seemed more excited by Teroth’s progress. 
 
    ‘I have introduced him to the old gods,’ Elzar told me one evening. ‘I think the boy is getting it.’ 
 
    I remonstrated with him. The petty demons he studied were one thing, but the old gods of Ferrina had been a terrible force, until the paladin order had stopped their worshippers short. I was not comfortable with playing with that level of power. 
 
    ‘Don’t be stupid, Iroldar,’ Elzar replied, and I could see he was both surprised and disappointed with me. ‘They do not have the same power in our world as they do in their own. Otherwise, do you not think they’d already have conquered us? No, bringing them under the boy’s control will not be a risk. We have adepts who can, if need be, handle any problems.’ 
 
    I was not so sure, but I agreed with him anyway. He was my lord, and I his servant, and did I not love his daughter?  
 
    I took a greater interest in studying the boy, though. If he was to be the one controlling these demons, then I had to be certain he could manage it. Without Lord Elzar’s permission, I visited Teroth on occasion, and the boy seemed happy to have my company.  
 
    It was a curious thing, but I felt some mild regret that I was providing the boy with relief from his torment! Had my service to Lord Elzar grown so strong that I could ignore basic human need with such casual ease? And yet, even seeing the boy’s sadness, I remained resolute. My interest was not in giving him company, but in easing my fears for my own sake. 
 
    Elzar thought the boy to be an agent. I think I wrote this before, I am writing this in haste now as we come closer to our destination. But I think he was wrong. Teroth was not from this other world. He was blessed, yes, and his potential was far greater than any in the order I’d left, but he was just a boy all the same, with the frailties and weaknesses we all suffered. Were we really, then, to risk antagonising ancient gods with this delicate instrument? 
 
    Yet there was something amiss with Teroth that steadily became more obvious over time. Elzar had been drawn to him primarily for his powers of summoning and illusion, but I don’t believe we entirely understood all that he was capable of doing. One day, we were having a conversation about his life before the Citadel, when he asked me something. 
 
    ‘You love Yissa?’ 
 
    I had blinked. Nobody, as far as I knew, not even Elzar himself, knew that I was romantically involved with Yissa. We had kept it a secret, and I didn’t feel my position with Elzar was yet secure enough to reveal my desires. Yet this boy, stuck in this awful cell, knew of it. 
 
    I asked if he had spoken with her.  
 
    ‘No,’ he replied, ‘it’s just something you told me.’ 
 
    When I pressed this, he told me that all people spoke with two voices. He called them the Loud Voice, and the Low Voice. My Loud Voice was the one I used when I spoke normally, but he said that our Low Voices talked while we spoke out loud. Was he a mind reader? No, he said, and he looked agitated at my lack of understanding. We talked with our Low Voices, he pressed. And it had told him all about Yissa. It had even, he said, told him about Constella. 
 
    I began to grow uncomfortable with this, and gave him the excuse that I had something to do. He informed me that my Low Voice told him that I was afraid of him, and advised me I shouldn’t fear him. This only made me want to leave faster, and so I never visited him there again. 
 
    Ardon had to stop reading around this point for a minute, as he was struck by a sudden blinding headache. He wasn’t sure what had brought it on, but as he tried to make sense of the information, and pondered what this Constella might have been, the pain became unbearable, forcing him to set the book aside. As he moved on to pondering what the Loud and Low Voices meant, his headache subsided, and he felt well enough to carry on reading. 
 
    The book continued on to the explanation of the events that caused Ferrina’s downfall, all of which Ardon knew well by this point. Marr had done what Elzar had wanted – he’d drawn on the power of the old gods – and he’d become something beyond what anyone understood.  
 
    Normally, the thought would have frightened Ardon, but sitting here in his home, now a strange island of safety in a city of fear and death, after the end of his dangerous task, he felt a keen lack of focus. When he thought about the conundrum that was Marr, and considered ways of reaching and confronting the deranged summoner, he would suddenly feel whole again. 
 
    Yuriath had died, and it felt like it had been for nothing. The city was still ruined. Perhaps, then, he could instead go on to stop Marr, one last favour for the young guard. But how was one to reach the Sideslip? 
 
    * 
 
    A fight had broken out downstairs.  
 
    Ardon ran down the stairs, the staff he’d received from the Fallen Blade held up at the ready, but it was not demons invading, nor any other force of Marr the Summoner. Tharanor and Mellara were standing facing each other in the middle of the main room, swords drawn, and the chairs in front of the fireplace, along with the table, had been knocked over. Obdo was cowering behind one of the chairs, while Neurion appeared to have been thrown to one side, his cheek red.  
 
    ‘What is going on here?’ Ardon demanded. 
 
    ‘You shut the hell up,’ Tharanor replied, his words slurred. ‘You just shut the hell up, mage, okay? I’ve heard enough from you.’ 
 
    ‘This is my house, you imbecile,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If you don’t like it, get out.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do what I goddamn please!’ Tharanor said, and he lunged at Mellara, his sword cutting a slice across the room. 
 
    The mercenary skipped back, in better surrounds here than when the two had fought in the small alleyway. She dodged around Tharanor’s next attack and kicked out, striking the guard in the ribs hard. Tharanor coughed and stumbled a few paces, before seemingly growing angrier and charging at Mellara again. 
 
    ‘Cut it out, you idiot,’ Mellara said, dodging again. 
 
    ‘Go to hell,’ Tharanor said, pressing his attack. 
 
    Archimegadon hovered on the side of the fight, unwilling to risk flamebolting anyone. Mellara seemed to have it under control, though she was a hardened mercenary, and he couldn’t guarantee that she wouldn’t simply kill Tharanor. Judging from Tharanor’s wild strikes, he wasn’t on top form.  
 
    Of course, Tharanor had been hiding out in the storeroom, with Archimegadon’s stock of wine. Heaven knew how much the damn fool had drunk by now. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage, do something!’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It’s like throwing yourself into a damn whirlwind,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Tharanor, stop this at once! You think Yuriath wanted you this way?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t!’ Tharanor shouted. ‘Things would have been so different! But I screwed it up! You don’t understand!’  
 
    Mellara relaxed for a moment, but then Tharanor lifted his blade and went for her again, missing and cutting into Archimegadon’s bookcase instead. Dropping her sword, Mellara kicked out again, this time striking Tharanor in the back of his knee, and he stumbled. Her lip curling, Mellara grabbed the back of Tharanor’s head and slammed him face-first into the wall. He tottered a couple of paces before crashing to the ground, where he put a hand to his face, curling up in pain. Archimegadon saw tears in the man’s eyes, and was reminded of Mellara in the alleyway. 
 
    Mellara grabbed Tharanor’s sword and struck it against the stone wall repeatedly with the edge, on both sides, until she was satisfied the blade was suitably damaged. She tossed it to the ground and glared down at Tharanor.  
 
    ‘See how you like it, you dumb bastard. You’re pathetic.’ 
 
    She turned and walked up the stairs with dignity, leaving Tharanor on the floor, staring at his damaged sword. Archimegadon sighed, before stepping over and reaching down to help Tharanor up. The guard simply batted his hand away and made a noise of irritation.  
 
    ‘Leave me alone, mage,’ he said,  pushing himself to his feet. ‘Just… leave me…’ 
 
    He stumbled past Archimegadon and reached for the storeroom, virtually collapsing through the doorway. It seemed he managed to get in fine, though, as he slammed the door shut behind himself. Archimegadon shook his head and rushed over to Neurion’s side, but the paladin seemed to be fine. 
 
    ‘He elbowed me in the face by mistake when I tried to break it up,’ Neurion said with a rueful smile. 
 
    ‘What on earth even happened?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘They’ve made a damn mess of my house.’ 
 
    Obdo crept out from his cover and helped the others set everything back in order. As they worked, he explained. ‘Well, Tharanor came out all drunk – I think he was after some food. But he ran into missy Mellara helping herself to a snack and got all angry. He still had his sword with him and he went for her. Lucky she had her own sword nearby – think she keeps it around in case the demons return.’ 
 
    ‘From the sound of it, he’s convinced himself that Mellara is the reason Yuriath died,’ Neurion put in.  
 
    ‘I don’t imagine their little tussle has made him like her much more,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘He asks for it, really,’ Archimegadon said with a sigh. ‘Good grief, that fellow is a pain in the backside. How much of my damn wine has he drunk?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know for sure,’ Obdo replied, ‘but I’ll bet it was a lot.’ 
 
    ‘His sword is still out here, right?’ Archimegadon asked, looking around. 
 
    ‘Yup, right here!’ Obdo replied, picking up the sword from where Mellara had thrown it. 
 
    ‘Take it upstairs, get it away from him,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll give him a bit, and then I'm going to have to try and reason with the fellow, and I don’t want that near him.’ He swallowed. ‘Stay out here and have your weapons ready. Sadly, he seems to be a violent drunk, and I’d rather have backup if things go nasty.’ 
 
    ‘Alrighty, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Good luck.’ 
 
    * 
 
    It was dark in the storeroom when Archimegadon ventured inside, about an hour later, so his first task was finding a lamp. Once he’d lit one, he saw the mess Tharanor had made. It seemed that each time he’d finished with a bottle of wine, he’d thrown it at the wall, leaving a pile of dangerous glass shards that fanned out across the room.  
 
    A number of the things that Archimegadon had stored in here, like a couple of his less favoured paintings, and some of his souvenirs from the different regions of Valanthas he’d not got around to putting on display, were lying across the floor. It seemed that Tharanor had knocked over a few of the shelves, and hadn’t made the best effort in setting everything back in order. 
 
    Tharanor himself had found a nice, gloomy spot in the corner of the room where he was sitting with his arms resting on his knees. He looked up as Archimegadon entered, his eyes an uncomfortably deep shade of red.  
 
    ‘What do you want, mage?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I want you to stop behaving like this,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Do you always do this to other people’s houses?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a guard,’ Tharanor replied with a snort. ‘I protect the people of the city. Except for the only one that damn mattered.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well, mistakes happen, unfortunately,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Would you like to talk about it?’ 
 
    Tharanor raised an eyebrow. ‘Talk about what? That I loved a woman who didn’t love me? Sure, let’s go. Let’s talk about how damn stupid I’ve been all my life. I had one good chance at it, and blew it.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve all been there,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Or well, most of us have. Even me, you know. I loved a woman once – Kalissa, she was called. She went for my best friend instead. Quite the success, no?’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Tharanor said. ‘Did you get her killed, though?’ 
 
    ‘Funny you ask,’ Archimegadon replied, folding his arms. ‘She died protecting me. So did he.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t mock me, mage.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not, you ass,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Thirty years ago the kingdom fought the Tarmunath Empire, which was under the command of the necromancer Tel Ariel. I was no soldier, but I ran one of the wagons to keep the army stocked. Right on the last day of the main hostilities, when they fought Tel Ariel for the final time, my wagon was destroyed by one of the necromancer’s undead dragons. It nearly got me, but the fools distracted it, and it killed them instead.’ 
 
    ‘So, what are you trying to say?’ Tharanor asked. ‘It killed two of your friends, so you beat me, who’s lost just the one?’ 
 
    ‘You selfish prick, Yuriath was my friend too,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You need to stop acting like this poor martyr, and you need to stop pushing away the people who are your friends.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so we’re friends, now?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘I would have thought by now that we were something along those lines, even if we do disagree on… well… everything.’ 
 
    ‘Look, mage, I appreciate you’ve come here to talk me out of stuff, but my story’s over,’ Tharanor said. ‘I didn’t care about myself any more… I cared about Yuriath. Now she’s gone, I don’t see what the point is.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s where you’re wrong,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You have to take control of your own life. Stop messing around feeling sorry for yourself and start living properly. Yuriath was a special woman, I know. But you can’t live just for her. You have to have confidence and live for yourself as well.’ 
 
    ‘Take control of my own life?’ Tharanor asked with a small smile, his first genuine one in a while. ‘Aren’t you telling me how to live it right now?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well, you should do as I say regardless,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘I loved her, Archie,’ Tharanor said after a moment. 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t love me though.’ 
 
    ‘I believe she did,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Just… not in the way you wanted.’ 
 
    ‘So what do I do now?’ 
 
    ‘Find something else to live for,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You will find another woman, I guarantee it. Just treat her a bit differently to how you treat Mellara.’ 
 
    ‘I… yes… I should probably apologise to her,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Good luck with that,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I imagine she is as stubborn as you.’ 
 
    ‘Probably,’ Tharanor said, sighing. ‘I’ve made a mess of things.’ 
 
    ‘Everything is a mess right now,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We’re all sticking together to get through this, though, and we need you on board.’ 
 
    ‘I want to kill Marr,’ Tharanor told him. ‘And I will kill Valia as well.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be pleased to hear that’s something I intend on doing, then,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I just need to work out how to get to the Sideslip.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it obvious who to ask?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘I thought she said she didn’t know the way,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Ask her for help anyway,’ Tharanor said. ‘She knows the most about it of all of us.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give it a try, at least,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Look, Tharanor, are you going to be alright?’ 
 
    ‘I feel a bit better now, at least,’ Tharanor replied. ‘Will I be okay for a long time after what happened? No, I doubt it. But I’ll struggle through.’ 
 
    ‘Good man.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Archie,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘You’re welcome,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now stop drinking all my damn wine. And clear this mess up.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon knocked tentatively on Mellara’s door. He felt a momentary pang as he thought of it as the room where the women were staying, before having to correct himself that only one of them was there now. There was no reply for a few seconds, but just as Archimegadon reached up to knock again, Mellara called him in. 
 
    She’d kept the room a lot tidier than Tharanor had managed with the storeroom. Everything had been carefully arranged, though Archimegadon felt another shot of sadness as he saw Yuriath’s abandoned belongings. It seemed that Mellara had been good enough to tidy them up, possibly as she’d had at least a surface-deep friendship with the guard. 
 
    ‘Hello, mage,’ Mellara said. She was standing in the middle of the room, involved in the task of restringing her bow. Archimegadon didn’t really want to put her off, but on the other hand he couldn’t be bothered to leave and come back later. 
 
    ‘I need to have a word with you,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Is it about downstairs?’ Mellara asked. ‘If so, I’m sorry, okay? I’ll pay for the damages once I’m done restringing this. I’ll be out of your hair pretty soon so don’t worry about your guard buddy.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, leaving already?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Of course I’m leaving,’ Mellara replied. ‘We’re done, aren’t we? Destroy the staff, stop Marr using it. Light knows what it was all about, but the staff is gone and so, probably, is my place in the Fallen Blade. So I’m gonna restring this bow, get all my stuff together, and get out of the city.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see.’ 
 
    ‘Tearful farewell, I know,’ Mellara said with a wry twist of her mouth. ‘We were close friends, right? But going back to business, you guys came in by climbing around the rock face at the docks, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Er, yes, quite. You want to stay up moderately high, though. There are demons in the water that eat people.’ 
 
    ‘Nice of them,’ Mellara said. ‘They’re in all the side tunnels we use to get out of the city as well, which is why we haven’t been able to leave Ferrina yet.’ 
 
    ‘Do you suppose Diojin will work out a way to get everyone out?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Doubt it,’ Mellara said. ‘Dunno why Marr is holding off killing everyone, but he’ll get around to it before we can organise that lot. But yeah. Glad I could do you the service of getting you here. Sorry about the disagreement over the staff. You’re a Mage for Hire – you should understand the business, right?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Archimegadon replied, thinking back to his earlier days. 
 
    ‘For what it’s worth, I’m also sorry about Yuriath,’ Mellara said. ‘She and I got on. I don’t get on with many. You’ve spoken to me, you know what I’m like. But she was a good girl. Ferrina wasn’t the place for her.’ 
 
    ‘No, it wasn’t,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Mellara sighed. ‘But you’re here for something. If it’s not to shout at me for ruining your downstairs, or smashing that idiot’s face, then you probably want something from me.’ 
 
    ‘Such a cynic,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You’re one to talk,’ Mellara said. ‘So spit it out – though I bet it’s to do with the Sideslip.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well…’ 
 
    ‘You’re an idiot if you think you can survive going into that place,’ Mellara said with a snort, and she returned to re-stringing her bow. 
 
    Archimegadon stood awkwardly there for a moment. Mellara was still the only member of the group he didn’t feel particularly comfortable with, not simply because she was Diojin’s mercenary killer, but also because she was the only person who took herself completely seriously. She had worked at her trade for years, learning not from courses or books, but in the darkest parts of the darkest city, and who knew how many people had died at her hands?  
 
    Yet here she was, and she was under his “command”, however uncertain that was, and something had to be done. Yuriath was dead, Valia had gone unpunished for her crime, and Marr dwelt somewhere in the city, his hold over the dark cavern unchallenged. If the Council wasn’t going to do something, then perhaps he was right, and it was time to bring the fight back to the dark god, even if it meant treading into the unknown. 
 
    ‘You’re standing there thinking of a reason for me to go,’ Mellara said as Archimegadon’s slow thoughts took their time to gather, and the mage scowled. ‘Thought so. And you can make all sorts of arguments if you like, but we had a job to do, and we’ve done it. The staff is destroyed, and let’s be honest – given the state of Ferrina right now, losing one member of six was actually pretty good going.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that anywhere near Tharanor,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Or what?’ Mellara asked. ‘He’ll kill me? A drunk doesn’t frighten me.’ She nodded her head towards her short sword. ‘And I can tell you this much, he doesn’t frighten whatever Marr is. None of us do. If we did, he’d have sent all his demons after us, not just a handful and that slimy knight.’ 
 
    Absurdly, Archimegadon felt a brief flash of protectiveness, a last relic of the time Valia had been a part of their “band”. He shook his head of the thought. ‘We have to do someth-’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know,’ Mellara said. Her constant interruptions were starting to annoy Archimegadon, but he swallowed his irritation. ‘We’ve stopped Marr doing whatever it was he needed that staff for, but we’ve not freed Ferrina. Tharanor wants revenge, and you want… hmm, I haven’t quite worked you out, yet. I think you want the glory and attention, but I also can’t help but think you actually want to sort this dump out. I’m no gambler, but I bet you also want to settle things with your old buddy, right?’ 
 
    ‘Somebody will have to do something about Valia at some point,’ Archimegadon replied, nodding. 
 
    ‘Thing is, mage, here’s the thing – the Sideslip’s not Ferrina,’ Mellara said. ‘And yeah, I know, I “escaped” the Sideslip when I was just a stupid teenager. But those were different days. And it left its mark.’ Her red irises seemed to flash in the flickering candlelight. ‘I don’t know why, but the Sideslip chose to let me go.’ 
 
    ‘What is the Sideslip?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    Mellara smiled coldly. ‘It’s like Ferrina. Did they call it a ghost world that mirrors this one? I guess that’s close to it. It glows with mists, and there’s endless bells ringing, over and over, like a church is calling people to an endless funeral. Memories walk around like living people, talking and then fading away like they never were. Perhaps the dead walk there too, I couldn’t say for sure. I met and lost many souls when I wandered the streets.’ 
 
    Archimegadon swallowed. This was sounding less and less like somewhere he wanted to go. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know,’ Mellara said, smirking. ‘Doesn’t sound good, does it? Thing is, it’s hard to tell what’s the dream and what’s real once you’re in there. I was lost for a month in the Sideslip, and every day was just… well… I don’t remember most of it. I remember flash images... sounds, smells, little phrases of conversations I may or may not have had. 
 
    ‘And somewhere, if Lord Diojin’s suspicions are to be believed, Marr sits beneath the city, in the Sideslip, as god over it all. The Mad King in his Mad Kingdom. What experience do you have in killing gods, Mage for Hire?’ 
 
    ‘I killed a man who wished to become a god,’ Archimegadon replied, a flare of defiance rising up against Mellara’s constant condescension. 
 
    ‘Interesting,’ Mellara said. She laid her bow aside and put a hand to her chin. ‘I don’t think you’re lying either. And yet, given the right circumstance, I think you’d be a frightening man to cross – despite your inflated ego. So you are a killer too, just like me.’ 
 
    ‘I killed for a cause,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Those men are the most dangerous of all,’ Mellara said with a smile. ‘Paladins... fanatics… zealots. Be careful of causes, mage. I’ve known many people do terrible things in the name of grand ideas they cannot grasp or understand.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I didn’t come here for a personality check,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I need to know who is coming with us, to take down Marr.’ 
 
    Mellara didn’t look at all bothered by his anger. ‘If you want my help, I need a good reason to die, mage. You want to go after Marr in his own kingdom? As well throw yourself on his sword – if he actually uses one. But we don’t know what he uses. We don’t really know what he is, aside from the remains of a boy who was driven mad by an evil ruler. 
 
    ‘If you want my opinion, then whatever Marr is or was has been corrupted by the darker powers that have always surrounded this city. Marr is the Sideslip… and the Sideslip is Marr. We go into that place, and we step into his own madness. We fight on his terms. It’s a losing battle from the start.’ 
 
    ‘And fighting his demons here is working?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps not,’ Mellara replied. ‘That is a job for great people, though, and we are not great people – we’re thieves, runaways, idiots, and rejects, not heroes. You should go back to the Fallen Blade and work on getting people out of the city instead, if Lord Diojin doesn’t kill you for losing him the staff, of course. We both saw that the Council isn’t going to bother, and any army can only really hold the city under siege while the demons are indestructible, so we can give up on both for help.’ 
 
    ‘If you do not wish to come, then that’s fine,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Just say it and we can move on.’ 
 
    ‘I’m saying what you need to hear,’ Mellara said. ‘You’re not thinking of the bigger picture. You got a slice of the action, and now you want to be the hero. You want to finish off Marr and avoid the trouble of evacuating people from a city of demons. Even though going after Marr means we all die, to you it’s more attractive because it’s quicker – and because you killed this would-be god before. It’s more familiar.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, is that supposed to be a no?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Because I honestly would rather go and have a nap than discuss this all day.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, fine, you want to dive into hell and swim with the demon lord in his lava?’ Mellara asked, cocking an eyebrow. ‘Sure, all right. I’ll come with you. But not because I care about your cause, nor do I think we have a chance. I’m coming because going back to the Fallen Blade after my failure isn’t an option. If I leave the city, I lose everything I worked for here, and start anew somewhere else, and after years in the darkness, I’m not prepared for what’s out there.’  
 
    She snorted. ‘But we’re going to die, mage, and I hope you’re ready for what that means.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The companions met up peacefully around the dinner table later that day. Tharanor surprised everyone by meeting Mellara at the stairs and apologising, looking very shame-faced. Mellara surprised everyone even more by smiling. 
 
    ‘Ah, forget it, you big fool,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry too.’ 
 
    She pulled him into a hug, and Tharanor held her tight, shaking with emotion. Mellara had a look of actual compassion on her face, though her red irises spoiled it a bit. They parted after a couple of minutes and took places at the table. 
 
    Obdo chuckled. ‘This feels like a war council.’ 
 
    ‘Then consider it so,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We are here to discuss our plan of action from here.’ 
 
    ‘Uh oh,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘We’ve destroyed the staff,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We lost Yuriath, and Valia got away. Whatever effect this has had on Marr’s plans is totally invisible to us. I plan to go after him in the Sideslip, and finish the bastard off once and for all. Whatever happened to him in the past, what we face now is an evil force, and unless someone stops it, we’re all buggered.’ 
 
    ‘Mage, most of us round the table already agreed to your little campaign,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But I wanted to sound dramatic. You ruined my moment.’ 
 
    Obdo looked around. ‘Who’s already agreed, then?’ 
 
    Tharanor, Mellara and Neurion all raised their hands. 
 
    ‘Oh, wow,’ Obdo said. ‘I don’t know whether to feel offended that I’m the only one you didn’t ask, or special since you made that big speech all for little me.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather the former,’ Archimegadon said, eyes narrowed. ‘Look, Obdo, if you want to stay here, that’s fine. I know it’s a risk throwing you into danger’s path.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, bugger it, Sir Mage, I’ll come along,’ Obdo said. ‘What am I gonna do hiding in your house? Tharanor drank all the booze, and your books are really boring. I think we all have a score to settle with Valia, too.’ 
 
    ‘That we do,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The only problem, of course, is that we don’t know how to get into the damn Sideslip.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t look at me,’ Mellara said. ‘I’m as confused as you about how I ended up in there.’ 
 
    Archimegadon blinked as a vague memory of their earlier conversation ran through his head. ‘Wait, Mellara, what was it you were saying about the Sideslip earlier?’ 
 
    ‘I said a lot of things.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But you were saying about the sound there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that,’ Mellara said. ‘Yeah, for some reason it’s always got the sound of ringing bells, like an endless funeral. Was that what you meant?’ 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t answer her, though. He was looking at Tharanor, who had obviously come to the same conclusion. 
 
    ‘Ringing Helrem,’ Tharanor said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One: Beneath the City 
 
      
 
    Though there was an air of eagerness about the companions, they decided that they wouldn’t go after Marr just yet. They were all tired after the stressful last week, and they wanted to be sure they had a decent amount of supplies. Their target was Market Square, one of the centres of Ferrina’s commerce, but demons or looters would probably have emptied a lot of the stocks by now. Besides, Mellara had made quite a mess of Tharanor’s sword, which was going to take him a while to repair.  
 
    Archimegadon had made sure to select his finest purple and white robe from his wardrobe. It was enormously expensive, and he’d used it only once before, but if this was to be his final battle, then he was going to be well-dressed for it.  
 
    ‘So this Market Square place,’ Obdo said. ‘You think we’ll find this Helbert there?’ 
 
    ‘Helrem,’ Archimegadon said. ‘And indeed, he was always lurking around there spouting his babble.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t Market Square the place we had to avoid because it was full of demons?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Archimegadon felt that familiar pain as he thought back to times he’d shared with Yuriath in and around Market Square. ‘Yes, that’s true. Nonetheless, if we want to find that fellow, Market Square’s the first place to check.’ 
 
    ‘What did he say, exactly?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Erm, he would always talk about how Ferrina wasn’t real,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘One had simply to listen for the bells.’ 
 
    ‘Then we have our solution!’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I swear, Obdo, sometimes you do test my patience,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Begging your pardon, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘He also told me once a rather incomprehensible analogy of dipping one’s head below the water to hear the bells,’ Archimegadon said. ‘One can only hope he’ll make more sense when we find him.’ 
 
    ‘If we find him,’ Mellara said, sitting nearby with a whetstone, sharpening her short sword.  
 
    ‘Oh, we’ll find him,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll not rest until we do. I am done with constantly being pushed back. We’re bringing the fight to Marr whatever it takes.’ 
 
    ‘You make it sound so exciting,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘It won’t be,’ Mellara said. ‘All this time we’re spending readying our weapons now… that’ll only get us so far. We are going to be fighting madness. I hope you have a tough mind.’ 
 
    ‘Madam, if Marr glimpses my mind, he’s the one who’ll go mad,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Mellara rolled her eyes and looked back at her sword. ‘Probably the first time I’ve agreed with you.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Everything was ready. Archimegadon felt tense as he put a hand to the back of his usual chair by the fireplace. He’d not spent much time in this house until he’d finished with Lord Bartell. Since the war he’d journeyed a lot, a travelling handyman avoiding settling down and coming to value anything too much. After the losses of the war, he’d been afraid of making connections that he’d suffer losing, and never staying in one place had helped in that respect. 
 
    Now, though, having finished his battles with Bartell, he’d found the idea of settling down somewhere slightly more appealing, even if he’d not liked Ferrina all that much. Yet, as much as he had complained, he now understood that beneath the surface distaste for Ferrina, he’d come to genuinely like and value the place as his home. There was a dark finality to this last expedition, and he realised that this might very well be the last time he would see his house. 
 
    He’d managed before when he’d descended into Bartell’s mines in pursuit of the former hero, but as with any risk, he couldn’t guess where this road would lead. If they did make it to the Sideslip, then nobody but Mellara had any experience with such a world, and even she feared it as a place of madness. Given the failure he’d had facing Valia, he had doubts in himself that threatened to put him off leaving altogether. 
 
    ‘Come on, Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said, watching him with concern. 
 
    ‘Yes, of course,’ Archimegadon said with a nod. ‘Sorry, I was just…’ 
 
    ‘We’ll get through this,’ Neurion said, smiling at him. ‘The Light shines brightest in the darkness, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but the darkness darks darkest in the dark too,’ Obdo replied. 
 
    ‘You’re not helping,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Mellara and Tharanor were waiting at the door, and the mercenary gave Archimegadon a nod as he reached them. 
 
    ‘Want me to scout ahead again?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Go for it,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I can think of nobody better for the job.’ 
 
    Mellara smiled, looking very different from her usual snarky self. ‘Gotcha. Tharanor, you lead this rabble, okay?’ 
 
    Tharanor shook his head. ‘Archie’s our leader.’ 
 
    ‘Good grief,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Well, fine, I shall take this burden upon my shoulders, if you are forcing me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, get going,’ Obdo said, giving Archimegadon a shove. 
 
    ‘My first command is to toss Obdo to the demons,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    They decided not to do that, though, but instead crept out of the house with care. Tharanor guarded the back of the group, and Archimegadon led the main group, while Mellara snuck ahead and signalled them on. Archimegadon bade silent farewell to Yuriath, and his house, and readied himself for this last campaign. 
 
    * 
 
    They’d expected the city to be crawling with demons, especially given Valia’s frustration with losing the staff, but it seemed that something must have taken their attention elsewhere. Archimegadon wondered if maybe the Royal Army had received the Council’s plea for aid, and had launched an assault on the city gates. Perhaps Marr was sending his demons to repel the attack, though Archimegadon suspected that the giant demon at the gates would probably be difficult enough by itself. 
 
    He also pondered briefly if Marr was finally attacking the Citadel again, and felt guilty in hoping that the demons would breach the gates and clear out the Council. Nevertheless, he did resent their stance towards the entire crisis, and would probably not have regretted such a thing happening. 
 
    All the same, it did mean their progress was a lot faster than their original journey across the city. Archimegadon didn’t miss the constant necessity of kicking open doors and rushing barricades into place, or fleeing packs of feral demons. They took his old usual route to Market Square, though, and that felt a lot worse.  
 
    Seeing his familiar way reduced to this quiet tomb filled him with chills, and brief memories of when he’d just been up against Zamire and Zarastro’s inept shenanigans ran through his thoughts. Well, it certainly hadn’t worked out for them. Only Valia seemed to get on with Marr, for whatever inexplicable reason, while everyone else suffered before his hatred. 
 
    They eventually stepped into the outskirts of Market Square, and found the stands all in ruins. Archimegadon had almost slipped into his old way of life, and had nearly expected to see the stands busy and running as normal. Of course, that was not going to happen. Maybe not ever. 
 
    ‘We should find somewhere to hide out,’ Mellara said. ‘Demons haven’t shown so far, but don’t expect our luck to hold.’ 
 
    ‘Alright,’ Tharanor said. ‘How about we hide out here?’ He stepped towards a store with the door hanging open. 
 
    ‘No, I have a better idea!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Follow me.’ 
 
    Two minutes later found the companions in front of Luken’s store. 
 
    ‘This old place?’ Tharanor asked. ‘Oh, yeah, didn’t you want to visit this guy about something?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed I did!’ Archimegadon replied. ‘And the damn fellow was shut all the time.’ 
 
    The board proclaiming the store’s closure was still in place, but such societal formalities no longer held any power in this dark world. Archimegadon tried the door, but it was locked, so Tharanor kindly kicked the door open for them all. They stepped into Luken’s store of wonders, and Obdo immediately ran around it in fascination, playing with the exotic weaponry. Neurion took an interest in a globe of the world, mainly focusing on the other continents. 
 
    Mellara, meanwhile, tapped on Archimegadon’s shoulder. 
 
    ‘I’m going to go and look around for this Ringing Helrem guy,’ she said. ‘What am I looking for, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Well, he was a grubby man with glasses,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘He wore black, was about this tall, and had a kind of flat scarf-hat-thing. It wasn’t quite a hat, and it wasn’t quite a turban, and it wasn’t quite a bandana.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Mellara said, frowning. ‘Well, I’ll see what I can turn up. You know where he lived around here?’ 
 
    ‘Nope,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘He just wandered around saying nonsense to random people.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, I’ll just look around the streets first,’ Mellara said. ‘I’ll check back in after that. Then, if it’s quiet, we should all start investigating houses. With any luck, if he’s indoors, he’ll notice people around and come to us.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Good luck, Mellara.’ 
 
    ‘I make my own,’ she replied, smiling and slipping out the door. 
 
    Archimegadon turned around and threw a glare at Obdo. ‘For heaven’s sake, Obdo, don’t cut yourself with that!’ 
 
    Obdo was trying out the sword with five blades in his left hand, but he had been bad enough at regular fighting with his right hand. ‘Don’t mother me, Sir Mage,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Do as you will, then, but don’t complain if you do anything daft,’ Archimegadon said. He eyed a suit of armour. ‘Here, Tharanor, this looks a bit like that statue outside your old guardhouse.’ 
 
    ‘What statue?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    Archimegadon scratched his hair. ‘Erm, never mind. Is anyone else hungry?’ 
 
    ‘We had lunch not all that long ago,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m hungry anyway,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll go and see if they have any food around in the back.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t frighten Luken if he’s still here,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘I’ll be as nice as I can,’ Archimegadon said. He’d brought them here half-hoping Luken would still be around, but he had the feeling that this place hadn’t been touched in a while now. 
 
    He stepped into the back corridor and looked around. There were a couple of doors leading away from it at either end, and two along the corridor, so he decided to check the nearest one first. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a kitchen, but instead what appeared to be somebody’s study. It looked to have been well-kept, at least, though Luken must have been some sort of religious fanatic to judge from the book titles. It also looked like he’d done lots of writing, given the amount of stationery and papers on the desk. 
 
    Hungrier than he was curious, Archimegadon left the study behind and checked one of the doors at the end of the corridor, but it just led to the latrine. Growing more irritable, Archimegadon checked the other door, only to find someone’s bedroom. Finally he tried the last door, only to find a stairway leading down into darkness – presumably the cellar? 
 
    He returned to the others in a bad mood. ‘Well, heaven knows where the fellow prepared his food,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘No luck?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘None! He must have eaten raw food, or something. Just a bedroom, study, latrine and some cellar.’ 
 
    ‘Some of the people around Market Square were a bit odd,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘That’s an understatement,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Did you say there was a latrine?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed I did,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Door at the end of the corridor to the far right,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Obdo disappeared for a few minutes, only to return with a slightly puzzled expression. ‘Weirdest latrine I ever found, I didn’t bother going. How could you tell it was a latrine when it was that dark?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The latrine,’ Obdo replied. ‘Down the stairs.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you listen?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I said far right, not left.’ 
 
    ‘Ohhh,’ Obdo said. ‘I thought it was a bit weird. Wandered around for ages but couldn’t find anything, so I walked backwards until I hit the stairs.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds a rather odd cellar,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’m going to go and have a peek.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come with you,’ Tharanor said. ‘Maybe it’s just a storeroom, but if it’s dark there might be demons.’ 
 
    Archimegadon lit a torch and together they descended into the cellar. It immediately became clear that this wasn’t just some storeroom, but something else altogether. Tunnels seemed to stretch out into the gloom in two directions. Archimegadon took to lighting torches that lined the walls, while Tharanor’s sword lit the gloom with its eerie green glow.  
 
    They found a series of doors but were drawn on along the passageway by curiosity, wondering just how far it was going to lead. When they came across a set of double doors, though, they decided to check inside there instead. Inside, they found what seemed to be some sort of meeting hall. Chairs had been arranged around the hall, all facing a central platform. 
 
    ‘What was Luken doing here?’ Tharanor said, his voice sounding very loud in the silence. 
 
    Archimegadon shrugged and stepped up onto the platform. He blinked as he saw a plan of the Citadel spread out across the table there, and glanced over a series of papers that had been arranged to either side. What on earth was all this stuff? 
 
    ‘By the Light, Archie, do you realise what this all is?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘This is the Clerics,’ Tharanor said. ‘It’s their plan for the raid on the Citadel. It’s all here, look – a list of all the Clerics, here’s Zarastro, and Valia up there, see? They had it all planned out. All this time, Sordath was running stuff at Market Square. All this time…’ 
 
    ‘Good gracious,’ Archimegadon said. ‘They certainly planned it all a bit more carefully than us.’ 
 
    ‘Wonder if they’d have been so eager knowing it was a mass suicide?’ Tharanor asked, his lip curling with distaste.  
 
    ‘Hmm, quite,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Well, they’re all gone now. It’s just us.’ 
 
    ‘And Marr,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Not for long,’ Archimegadon said, and Tharanor nodded approval. 
 
    They left the Cleric tunnels behind and checked on the others upstairs, and were surprised to find Mellara back already, and with the shabby form of Ringing Helrem, no less. He had perched himself on Luken’s front desk, looking quite cheerful, while Mellara’s expression was grim. 
 
    ‘Good work, Mellara!’ Archimegadon said. ‘That was quick.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it wasn’t hard,’ Mellara said. ‘There were a couple of demons out, but they were easily avoided. This guy, though – he was just sitting out in the middle of the square. The demons weren’t touching him, they just ignored him.’ 
 
    Archimegadon raised an eyebrow. ‘I see.’ He turned to regard Helrem, who smiled back at him. ‘What do you know about the Sideslip, Helrem?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, you haves time for me now, Mage for Hire,’ Helrem said, and his voice had a sharp edge to it. ‘Yes, I know the Sideslip, thats I do. Very well, in fact!’ 
 
    ‘Something about him makes me uneasy,’ Neurion said. 
 
    ‘So you know who I am?’ Archimegadon asked Helrem. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, you woke Marr up whens you came,’ Helrem replied. ‘You brought the staff. We didn’t knows what it was at first, but thens I realised it was the staff and not you that was important when you came to the square the day before the Day of Ruin. So we asked the knight to get it.’ 
 
    ‘Valia,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Wait – are you saying you’re one of Marr’s lackeys?’ 
 
    ‘That I am,’ Helrem replied. ‘He speaks to me, and shows me his wonders. The truth of Ferrina, and the reals world.’ 
 
    ‘I should kill you right here,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Oh no you shouldn’t,’ Helrem said. ‘You need me to go see Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Just how much do you know of Marr?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You should be mores worried what he knows of you,’ Helrem replied, his smile turning nasty. ‘We had trouble finding your house, buts you gave it away with your noisy journey. The demons followeds you home, and the knight did the rest.’ 
 
    Tharanor reached for his sword, but Mellara held his arm and shook her head at him. 
 
    ‘Alright, Helrem,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Gloat away if you must, but I want to know what you know about the Sideslip.’ 
 
    ‘I was telling you when you first arrived,’ Helrem said. ‘You didn’ts want to know then.’ 
 
    ‘Things were different then,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Now I want to go there.’ 
 
    ‘Then you will have to listen,’ Helrem said. ‘Listen for the bells! Ringing to the end of days. Listen, Mage for Hire, and you will find the way.’ 
 
    ‘I need something more than that, Helrem,’ Archimegadon said. ‘How do you get there?’ 
 
    ‘I tolds you,’ Helrem replied. ‘Listen, Mage for Hire. Listen for the bells!’ 
 
    ‘Look, Helrem, I’m not playing games here,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Nor is Marr,’ Helrem said. ‘He knows you are coming. He is waiting for you, expecting you, saving you a seat at his table. He wants me to send you to him. And he knows that even though I’m telling you this, you are going to go anyway. Am I wrong?’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt a shot of doubt, but it was quickly stifled. ‘You are not wrong, Helrem.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure, Master Archimegadon?’ Neurion asked. ‘It’s clearly a trap.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not afraid of Marr,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘If he wants to let me go after him, then so be it. It shall be his own end.’ 
 
    ‘I agree with Neurion on this one,’ Obdo said. ‘We should think about this.’ 
 
    ‘I’m done with waiting,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It’s time for Marr’s end. I am ready, Helrem – tell me how to reach the Sideslip.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you don’t listens, Mage for Hire,’ Helrem said with a sigh. ‘When you hear the bells, you’ll know the way.’ 
 
    ‘I am going to crack your skull open if you insist on this imbecilic nonsense,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Tell me something useful.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told you how,’ Helrem said. ‘There’s nothing more to it.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, forget that for now,’ Archimegadon said, fearing his temper was going to get the better of him. ‘What about the staff? What’s the importance of it? Why did we have to destroy it?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know?’ Helrem asked. ‘What a hero – to quests without a cause!’ 
 
    ‘At least I’ll have a good reason for killing you,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Tell me the point of the staff – and I swear if you talk about bells I will rip your head out through your arse.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no point to the staff,’ Helrem replied. ‘Not any mores. Not after you destroyed it. But now Marr wants to see you instead.’ 
 
    ‘If that’s what he wants, then he’ll get it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I know all about him now… how he cowered in captivity and lost control. How he destroyed himself.’ 
 
    ‘And nows he rules Ferrina,’ Helrem said. ‘Quite the turnaround, don’t you thinks?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had enough of him,’ Tharanor said. ‘Take him away… we’ll lock him somewhere in the cellar. Perhaps he’ll be more willing to talk after some time alone in the dark.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, I’ll gladly get rid of this creep,’ Mellara said, and she yanked Helrem off the counter and pulled him with her towards the back corridor. 
 
    ‘Just remembers,’ Helrem called as he was dragged away. ‘Listen for the bells!’ 
 
    The companions stayed silent for a while, and it was only Mellara’s return that stirred them from their musings.  
 
    ‘Quite the place you found here,’ she said, smirking. ‘It even had its own jail, handy! He’ll have a nice time down there, I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘It seems this was where the Clerics used to hide out,’ Archimegadon told her. 
 
    ‘Oh, wow,’ Mellara said. ‘You never knew?’ 
 
    ‘Not until today,’ Tharanor replied, his eyes dark. 
 
    ‘So what are we gonna do?’ Obdo asked. ‘You really want to go after Marr after what that lunatic said?’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘There’s no point staying out here. Marr will be able to reach us wherever we hide if we just let him build up his power. For good or ill, I am going to find him in his realm and confront him.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we’ll have to listen carefully for a bit for those bells,’ Obdo said, ‘because I don’t think that Helrem guy’s gonna talk for a while.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be a good time to think about this,’ Neurion said. ‘I don’t like the idea of walking into this trap.’ 
 
    ‘At least we know it’s a trap,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘If Marr’s happy to tell us, then it means it’s a good one,’ Neurion said. 
 
    * 
 
    Archimegadon slept restlessly that night. They’d spent the rest of the day going through the Cleric tunnels, and trying to find something in Sordath’s books about the Sideslip, but with no success. Despite feeling stressed out after all of that, Archimegadon had still managed to fall asleep with relative ease. 
 
    He was dreaming about his old adventures again, and this time he was dying in the Throne of Mirrors, and again and again he saw the moment where the mirrors exploded, and Bartell died. Obdo and Neurion ran back in, along with Felick hanging about a short distance away, and then it stopped. They were talking, and then suddenly there was nothing. 
 
    His next memory was of standing on the Central Way, looking at a coin with the face of Vortagenses. How he’d moved between the two locations, he didn’t know. The feeling became more uncomfortable as the dream repeated itself, and over time the events seemed to detach from reality. He imagined Valia watching over him as he died, saw her grabbing Obdo and Neurion in turn and cutting their throats as he watched helplessly.  
 
    In a cold sweat, he woke up. Everything seemed very quiet in the front room of Luken’s shop, where they were all sleeping. Though there were actual beds downstairs, nobody felt at ease sleeping in the chambers of the Clerics, so they’d all decided to hide up here instead, a comfortable distance from the madman Helrem. 
 
    Obdo was snoring, and Archimegadon had trouble getting back to sleep. Slowly, though, his thoughts began to grow hazy, and the floor seemed to become particularly comfy. There was something else, though – some sort of faint sound behind Obdo’s snoring. He listened carefully, and shivered as the sound became stronger. 
 
    It was the ringing of bells. 
 
    Obviously, he’d fallen asleep again. He was thinking too hard about Helrem, that was all. But the sound was clear. Strange, though – he could only really hear it in his left ear, the one that rested against the floor. It was annoyingly faint, though, and he tried to get a stronger fix on the sound of the bells.  
 
    As he did so, he felt the strange sensation of floating, like he had in the central pit when he’d fallen with Sordath. It was like he was drifting down through the floor, towards the bells, deeper and deeper, but that was just silly.  
 
    And yet the sound of the bells came closer and closer, louder and louder, until he felt the sensation of falling, and sat up.  
 
    No, he’d not fallen, and he’d not sunk through the floor. He and the others were still in bed, just as before.  
 
    But the bells were still ringing. 
 
    Archimegadon scratched his beard and considered waking the others, but decided against it. Taking up his staff, he looked around the small room, but everything was exactly how it had been. Exactly how it had been, except for the endless ringing. Had he really been drawn into the Sideslip? 
 
    A dark feeling gripping him, Archimegadon stepped over to the front door of the store, and pushed it open. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two: Beneath the Streets 
 
      
 
    The moment the door opened, Archimegadon knew something was wrong. Light streamed in, and he winced at the brightness of it. After days in the gloom, he’d lost his day vision again, but after a few seconds he could at least open his eyes again, though they noticeably ached.  
 
    He was still in Ferrina, though. The same old buildings of Market Square surrounded him, store fronts and houses lining the streets to either side. However, a heavy mist filled the streets, and it was bright enough to be daytime, certainly more than it should have been inside a cavern city. 
 
    As he looked around, he blinked to see that the stands of Market Square were up and running again. There were even people there, and with a certain amount of trepidation he made his way through the mists towards the marketplace. He’d expected the people to maybe look ghost-like, or perhaps see-through, but as he came closer he saw that they were normal, no different to himself.  
 
    Had Mellara been wrong, then? Was there actually a society that lived in the Sideslip, going about its daily business just like people had in its twin, Ferrina?  
 
    The stands were selling familiar produce, and people bumped Archimegadon as they headed about their daily business. He tried to catch their attention, but nobody would look at him, even when he blocked their way. They just walked around him, staring off to one side stubbornly. 
 
    Growing impatient, Archimegadon reached out to grab someone, only for the entire scene to just fade away, leaving him in the middle of an empty square. All that remained were the mists, hanging in the air like some vast spider web. Archimegadon was reminded of Helrem’s threat about Marr’s trap, and wondered if he wasn’t already snared by the spider’s web. 
 
    ‘Yeah, that sort of thing is pretty common,’ Mellara said behind him, and he jumped with fright. 
 
    ‘Good grief, Mellara, now is not the time to be sneaking up on people,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘You should pay more attention to your surroundings,’ Mellara said. ‘This is Marr’s realm. His agents could be anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘So we’re in the Sideslip?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, we are,’ Mellara replied. ‘Always hoped I’d never come back… never imagined it would be by choice.’ 
 
    ‘So what was all that, with the market?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Who knows?’ Mellara replied, shrugging. ‘Reality is messed up here. You’ll see things and encounter people who are just there, and then gone.’ She cocked an eyebrow. ‘For all you know, I’ll just disappear in a minute.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Not seen any demons so far,’ Mellara said. ‘I’d keep yourself prepared just in case, though. Marr is waiting for us somewhere. Light knows where.’ 
 
    Archimegadon folded his arms and thought about it, and felt a shiver as an unseen force seemed to catch his attention. It tugged at him, like an impatient child pulling his sleeve, and with that sensation came new knowledge, as though he’d been aware of it all along. 
 
    ‘I think… the place of his death. That is where we will find him.’ 
 
    ‘Where Marr died?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘Indeed, the cell in the Citadel,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I can feel something there… a presence drawing me to it. I think that’s where he is.’ 
 
    Mellara shivered. ‘I really hope you know what you’re doing, mage. We only get one shot at this.’ 
 
    They returned to Luken’s store, and Archimegadon blinked as he saw that the windows were boarded up, and the paraphernalia inside had all gone. It was just an empty room with a counter now, and felt huge compared to its former clutter. The others were all looking around with distinct unease, and Tharanor had his sword at the ready. 
 
    ‘Morning, Sir Mage,’ Obdo said. ‘Having trouble hearing the bells now?’ 
 
    ‘I most certainly am not,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The infernal things haven’t stopped since I woke up.’ 
 
    ‘We should go and check on Helrem,’ Tharanor said. ‘I don’t like him, but if we have him with us, it might help in finding Marr.’ 
 
    ‘Archie says Marr’s at the Citadel,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘I can feel a… sort of magical pull from there,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘He’s at the place where he died. I feel certain of it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not too far in the normal version of Ferrina, at least,’ Tharanor said. ‘What’s it like out there?’ 
 
    ‘Misty,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I’ve already seen a vision of ghosts or something, though. We should take care.’ 
 
    ‘Ghosts or no, I think we were going to do that anyway,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’ll go get Helrem, don’t rush off.’ 
 
    As Tharanor left for the back corridor, Obdo lifted his satchel and stretched. ‘I just woke up here – did you all do the same, or did someone magic us here?’ 
 
    ‘I had a bad dream, and after that I could hear the bells,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The more I listened to them, the louder they became, and I felt like I was floating. Shortly afterwards, I seemed to wake up here. A particularly bad dream by all accounts.’ 
 
    ‘A night-Marr, you might say,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘How on earth you’re able to make such a dreadful joke in this sort of situation is quite beyond me,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Sir Mage, I’ve been waiting a while to use that,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘I don’t think we’re taking Helrem with us,’ Tharanor said, walking back into the room. 
 
    ‘What, has he escaped?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘The cellar is gone,’ Tharanor replied. ‘It’s just a wall there. I tried to find if there was some sort of hidden door, but I couldn’t find anything.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Archimegadon said, frowning. ‘Well, I suppose the fellow wasn’t the best company anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Are we going to get moving?’ Mellara asked. ‘I don’t like hanging around here longer than we need to.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s have some food first,’ Archimegadon replied, reaching into his satchel for his bland rations. ‘One should never adventure on an empty stomach.’ 
 
    Once they’d finished their sombre breakfast, Mellara led the way out into the misty streets, and they headed across the empty square. As they made their way, Archimegadon could hear faint sounds of whispering, made all the more indistinct by the gloomy ringing of the bells. Random doors in the buildings around them swung open and closed, and a couple of the buildings disappeared and reappeared. 
 
    ‘Careful,’ Mellara said, stopping them. ‘There’s a demon ahead.’ 
 
    They looked past her to see one of the familiar lizard creatures, but it didn’t seem to be interested in them. A couple of City Watch guards charged at it and one got in a brutal cut with his sword, before the creature’s claws ripped open his stomach. The other guard lost his nerve and ran, but the demon got to him with ease, locking its jaws onto the back of his neck and pulling him to the ground. Suddenly the scene shimmered, and all that remained were the bones of the slain guardsmen, and their damaged armour. 
 
    ‘Another vision,’ Tharanor said. ‘I wonder if that actually happened in the real Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘I hope for the guards’ sakes that it did not,’ Neurion said. 
 
    With growing unease, the group ventured further into the mists, passing more visions of death. No actual demons attacked them, but on more than one occasion demons charged through them to attack another vision target behind the companions, causing them to swing weapons through empty space. Tharanor began to lose patience with it, but Mellara insisted that they stay ready all the same. 
 
    ‘The moment we let down our guard, you can bet the demons will be real,’ Mellara said. 
 
    The demons persisted in being fake, though, and their journey towards the Citadel continued without too much interruption. Archimegadon could feel the pull from the Citadel growing stronger, almost calling him to it. He remembered that Marr was waiting for him, and wondered just what it was that the summoner was after. It was something to do with the staff, of that much he was sure – but nobody had any idea what the importance of the staff had been either, leaving him with no hints. 
 
    The mists seemed to be growing thicker, and after a moment Archimegadon realised that he’d lost the others, and was wandering by himself. He called out for them, but there was no answer. He waved his arms angrily at the mists, trying in vain to clear them, when he noticed two faint figures ahead.  
 
    Stumbling forwards in a rush, he saw that they were not any of his usual companions, but two people he’d not seen for a long, long time. 
 
    ‘Hey there, Archie,’ said Berus, his old friend from the war with Tel Ariel and before. He was dressed in his favourite mix of wine-red shirt and dark brown trousers, and his tawny hair was arranged in its usual casual waviness that made him so popular with the girls in Melethas. 
 
    Next to him was Kalissa, with her long red hair and charming freckles. She smiled at Archimegadon as he stepped towards them, and he stared with wonder at his lost companions. 
 
    ‘Heya, Archie,’ Kalissa said, and she giggled. ‘Look at you! The fancy mage now, just like you always said you would be.’ 
 
    ‘Kalissa,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Berus. How did you end up here?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s a secret,’ Berus replied with a smile. ‘You’ll need to catch up with us if you want to find out.’ 
 
    ‘Catch up with you?’ 
 
    ‘Die,’ Kalissa replied, and Archimegadon felt his stomach tighten. ‘Oh, don’t look like that! I’m kidding with you.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Are you… are you both stuck here, then? Do you know much about this place?’ 
 
    ‘Bits and pieces, old boy,’ Berus replied, and he clapped a hand on Archimegadon’s shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s go to the Citadel.’ 
 
    ‘That’s where you’re going, isn’t it?’ Kalissa asked. 
 
    ‘It is, yes,’ Archimegadon replied, feeling more and more uneasy. 
 
    Berus and Kalissa didn’t appear to notice his discomfort, though, and started off towards the Citadel. Archimegadon hesitated, but as both Berus and Kalissa turned to watch him, he ran to catch up, if only to stop them staring. 
 
    He wished that Mellara was still here, or at least someone, so that he would have some sort of company that was not a ghost. Nobody but his two old friends appeared to be in sight, and he resigned himself to this company for now. 
 
    It was not that he didn’t want to see Berus or Kalissa again. They’d been his firm friends for years, and losing them had been one of the hardest times of his life. He just didn’t feel that this was right – something was off about the whole thing, and given that Marr was the one who ruled here, he didn’t like the idea of being in the company of anything that ‘lived’ in this place. 
 
    ‘Grob for your thoughts,’ Berus said. 
 
    Archimegadon flinched and left his thoughts behind. ‘Oops, sorry. I was just wondering, erm, what you’ve been up to, since… since then.’ 
 
    Kalissa gave him a friendly shove. ‘Since what, Mister Hero?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, you know,’ Archimegadon replied. He tried a weak smile. ‘Malthair.’ 
 
    Berus gave him a cheerful shove as well. ‘What about Malthair, old chap?’ 
 
    Sweat beaded on Archimegadon’s forehead. ‘Well, I mean, what have you been up to after Malthair? Not at Malthair.’ 
 
    Kalissa pushed him again, harder this time. ‘No, come on, Archie, we asked. What about Malthair?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, Kali, look, I just meant…’ 
 
    Berus pushed him hard, and Archimegadon stumbled a few paces. ‘What about it, Archie?’ 
 
    Kalissa barged him. ‘Yeah, tell us, Archie, what happened at Malthair?’ 
 
    ‘Stop it,’ Archimegadon said, but Berus ignored him and nearly hit him, his next push was so forceful. 
 
    ‘Tell us about Malthair, Archie!’ 
 
    Another shove from Kalissa. ‘What did you do at Malthair?’ 
 
    Berus again. ‘Tell us how we died, Archie!’ 
 
    ‘Tell us!’ 
 
    ‘Tell us!’ 
 
    ‘Enough!’ Archimegadon shouted, and without fully meaning to, he sent a wave of energy out that threw back both Berus and Kalissa.  
 
    Without a single noise, both of his old friends seemed to fade away, becoming one with the mists, and all fell silent again. As Archimegadon tried to make sense of what had just happened, he heard footsteps, and in a panic his readied himself to cast another spell. He relaxed a little as he saw Mellara step through the mists, closely followed by Tharanor, Obdo and Neurion. 
 
    ‘There you are,’ Mellara said. ‘What were you doing, running off like that?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t run off,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I think Marr was saying hello.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You all disappeared,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Then I had a vision of two friends I lost many years ago, and they began to attack me. They faded away just before you arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Welcome to the Sideslip,’ Mellara said with a wry grin, though her eyes showed actual concern. 
 
    ‘You said you were stuck here for a month?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Yep, and believe me, it felt like longer,’ Mellara replied. 
 
    ‘I can imagine that,’ Archimegadon said with a shiver. 
 
    ‘Let’s get going,’ Tharanor said. ‘We’re nearly there. Just a little bit further and we can finish this.’ 
 
    ‘Like it’s really going to be that simple,’ Mellara said. 
 
    The mists seemed to clear as they arrived at the foot of the Citadel gates. Overhead, the dark spires of the centre of Ferrina reached up towards the sky, as though trying to pierce the roof of the cavern. Archimegadon was relieved to see that none of the dead were still lying outside the walls, and the gates themselves were wide open, inviting the companions inside. After the meeting with Berus and Kalissa, Archimegadon felt a lot less eager to press forward, but he’d committed himself to this now. 
 
    The sound of the bells seemed to fade as they entered the Citadel, and inexplicably, the sound of an orchestra playing filled their ears. The central hall was exactly as it had been when Archimegadon had entered in search of Teroth – it felt so long ago now! – but directly ahead, he could see the banquet hall was apparently hosting some sort of ball. 
 
    Tharanor stared. ‘What in the name of…’ 
 
    ‘I suppose even ghosts like to dance,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Ignore it,’ Mellara said. ‘Our target is the cell. Let’s get moving.’ 
 
    Obdo shook his head and charged off towards the ball instead. ‘Sorry, miss, but you only get to see this sort of thing once.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, you imbecile!’ Archimegadon shouted, but Obdo didn’t even pause. 
 
    ‘I knew we should have left him at the mansion,’ Mellara said.  
 
    ‘Let’s go and get him,’ Archimegadon said with a sigh. 
 
    Weapons drawn, they advanced on the ball, and at the doors a man with a magnificent curled moustache waved at them to stop. Inside the banquet hall, a wide variety of apparent lords and ladies danced in the middle, while groups of chattering nobles filled the edges of the room. 
 
    ‘Welcome to the celebration,’ the man said. 
 
    ‘What is this?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Have you been asleep for a month, sir?’ the man returned. ‘We are celebrating the coronation. Should I announce who you are?’ 
 
    ‘Never mind that,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘We’re just picking up our friend, and then we’ll be on our way.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you can’t go in if I don’t announce you,’ the man said. ‘I can send someone in to look for him if you like, though.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I am Archimegadon, Mage for Hire, and I am not here to be trifled with,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Ah, I see,’ the herald said. He turned to face the ballroom and lifted a trumpet to his lips. He gave three short blasts of the trumpet and the assembled nobility looked around. ‘Announcing the arrival of – the heroes!’ 
 
    The nobles applauded, but their interest was short-lived, and they all returned to their prior activities. Archimegadon looked questioningly at Mellara. 
 
    ‘Don’t ask me,’ Mellara said. ‘I told you, this place is mad.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope the party disappears soon, then,’ Archimegadon said. ‘We should find Obdo and get going.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you find him first,’ Mellara said. ‘I’ll break his nose for this.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure the result will be any different if I find him,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    They waded through the thick crowd of nobles, who didn’t seem to be particularly interested in the ‘heroes’ despite their previous applause. At one end of the hall, Archimegadon could see the full orchestra assembled, playing a cheerful dance piece that jarred with what he’d heard of the dreaded Sideslip. There was no sign of Obdo at all, and he cursed angrily at the fool for running off like that. They’d probably have reached Marr already if not for this pointless distraction. 
 
    He didn’t notice as he searched, but bit by bit the tight crowds of nobles steadily caused the companions to split up, and it was only when Archimegadon made a wry remark about a noblewoman’s hairstyle that he looked back to see that nobody was there to hear his witticism. 
 
    ‘Oh, bollocks,’ Archimegadon said. Well, amongst this crowd of fancy people, it wouldn’t be hard to find armed men and women, right? 
 
    Of course, there was not a sign of anyone, and he eventually decided that maybe searching the sides of the hall was not the wisest idea. He barged his way towards the dance floor, getting ever more angry with each passing moment. At one point he pushed a nobleman so hard that the fellow tripped onto a nearby table and the entire thing collapsed under him. Feeling slightly better, Archimegadon continued onwards. 
 
    Finally he stepped out onto the dance floor, and looking around at all the fancy noblewomen pirouetting in their beautiful dresses. They certainly didn’t resemble any of his companions, that was for sure. Nearby nobles muttered but he ignored them, trying to see any sign of his damned companions.  
 
    Suddenly he felt a firm hand on his shoulder, and someone spun him around to face them. He blinked as he saw the face of Akarith Kellason, the assassin who had allied with her fellow former heroes to attempt a takeover of Valanthas. She appeared much as he remembered her, with long, sandy hair and sharp intelligence in her eyes. She was wearing a blue ball gown, far different to her usual assassin’s outfit that he’d seen her in previously, but she pulled off the look with ease. 
 
    ‘Hello, Ardon,’ Akarith said, and she took his hands and led him out onto the dance floor. 
 
    ‘Erm, greetings,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Look, you aren’t going to try to kill me, are you?’ 
 
    Akarith smirked and led him in a dance, managing to look graceful despite Archimegadon’s total inability to match any sort of rhythm. 
 
    ‘Long time no see,’ Akarith said as they danced. ‘Enjoying the ball?’ 
 
    ‘Not in the slightest,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I’m looking for my friends.’ 
 
    ‘Well, here I am,’ Akarith said. 
 
    ‘Not to be offensive, but I don’t believe we were ever on good terms,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I suppose not,’ Akarith said, heaving a sigh. ‘Ah, mage, how things might have been different without our struggles.’ 
 
    ‘Different how, exactly?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘You were silly,’ Akarith replied, ‘but I believe we’d have got on. I suspect even Auber might have been friends with you.’ 
 
    ‘Auber was a bastard,’ Archimegadon said.  
 
    ‘Maybe so,’ Akarith said, and then she did an impressive twirl. ‘Power corrupts, remember?’ 
 
    ‘If power corrupts, then I’d surely be the worst of all,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    ‘Oh, now this is why I was saying you were silly,’ Akarith said. ‘You really think you are powerful? I think soon you are going to learn the difference.’ 
 
    Archimegadon swallowed hard. ‘Look, Akarith, I am here on a mission. I do not have time for balls, or dances, or any of this. I need to find my friends and get going.’ 
 
    ‘I’m your last friend before the end,’ Akarith said. ‘Enjoy me while you can.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Archimegadon asked.  
 
    ‘You didn’t really believe that our Lord was going to let you meet him as a group?’ Akarith asked in return. ‘You’re the one he wants to see.’ 
 
    ‘Why, Akarith?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Tell me what he’s after. Why did I have to destroy the staff?’ 
 
    ‘Poor Ardon,’ Akarith said, and she stopped dancing. Her expression actually seemed quite genuine, which only increased Archimegadon’s unease. ‘Finding out is going to hurt you. I am sorry for you. I mean it.’ 
 
    ‘Does nobody speak plainly in this place?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘If I tell you, you won’t believe me,’ Akarith replied. ‘Marr will show you. He is waiting for you now. You should get going.’ 
 
    Archimegadon noticed that the music was dying down, and the sound of the bells returned, and he looked around to see that the assembled nobles had all stopped their activities as well. They were all watching him and Akarith, who were standing in the exact centre of the dance floor. As Archimegadon took in the sight, some of the nobles stepped away from each other, forming a perfect path back to the hall entrance. 
 
    ‘It’s time,’ Akarith said. 
 
    Archimegadon looked back at her. ‘Tell me what I need to know.’ 
 
    ‘It will be painful,’ Akarith said, and she patted his cheek. ‘But it will be over soon.’ 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Archimegadon turned from her and faced the path out of the hall. In spite of himself, he corrected his hair, and shook his robes back into place. Lifting his staff, he strode down the path between the nobles, not deigning to look upon any of them, and reached the doorway. The herald bowed as he passed. 
 
    Archimegadon could remember the way very well. He took the steps up to the door into the strange prison area, noticing as he reached it that the picture next to it was the one of miners. The torches were lit as he entered the maze of corridors, though only the ones along the route to Teroth’s cell. 
 
    Finally he found himself in the last corridor before Teroth’s cell. It might as well have been the Day of Ruin again. This time, though, there would be no Abernoth, no Sordath, no Clerics, no Yuriath either. Marr waited for him, finally, the dark god of Ferrina, the summoner and illusionist, the king of madness. 
 
    Archimegadon opened the cell door and stepped inside, and almost lost his balance, though the room did not appear to be moving. His vision blurred, and he heard a voice shouting: 
 
    ‘My name is Teroth! They stole me from my home and they’re trying to force me to do terrible things! Please help me! I don’t want to do what they ask! I want to be free! I am stuck in the Citadel! Please save me! Please!’ 
 
    Black smoke poured in through the windows, and between the cracks in the walls. Archimegadon tried to raise his staff and cast some sort of spell to block it, or push it away, but the words wouldn’t come to him. The shadows circled his legs and swirled upwards, snaring him bit by bit. 
 
    He yelled for help, but nobody was there to hear him. The shadows surrounded his head, and all faded to darkness. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three: Beyond the Walls Where Music Sounds 
 
      
 
    Obdo felt very confused. 
 
    He wasn’t quite sure what had just happened, aside from that he’d felt such a rush of excitement that he’d blithely run off to the ball without thinking. Now he was surrounded by a bunch of fancy-pants nobles, and he had no idea what had happened to his friends.  
 
    It wasn’t all bad. A lot of the noblewomen were wearing very fetching dresses, and nobody seemed to mind him looking. He wasn’t really there to enjoy himself, though, and after about half an hour he decided it was time to be responsible and find the others. 
 
    After a drink, that is. 
 
    It was difficult to push his way through the crowds, and he didn’t quite have the knack for it that Sir Mage had, but he had a sixth sense for booze, and it brought him directly to a table where drinks had been set out. The glasses were exquisite, surely precious crystal! Or glass. He wasn’t sure what the difference was, on reflection. They were very shiny and you could see through them, so it was one or the other. 
 
    What was less impressive was the bowl in the centre of the table, which was filled with a reddish, opaque liquid. He looked questioningly at the servant standing by the table. 
 
    ‘Oi, sir, what’s this?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘That is the punch, milord,’ the servant replied. 
 
    ‘That’s not beer,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘An astute observation,’ the servant said. 
 
    ‘Where is the beer?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    ‘There is punch,’ the servant replied. 
 
    ‘Well, this is ridiculous,’ Obdo said. ‘What’s the point of having a world of crazy powers if you can’t even make a real drink?’ 
 
    He couldn’t justify not having some alcohol, though, so he quickly poured himself a glass and drank it. It was surprisingly good, and he had a few more helpings. Who’d have thought that Marr could serve such good drinks? 
 
    Obdo shook his head. He wasn’t thinking straight, and it wasn’t just the punch, he was sure. The servant seemed to be waving a hand at the punch, though, and it would be rude to refuse, right? So Obdo poured himself more, and more, until he finally stumbled against the table and knocked over a bunch of the glasses.  
 
    ‘Well, I still say… I still say… should’ve been beer,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Obdo, cease these endless complaints,’ said Archimegadon. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage!’ Obdo said, looking round. ‘It’s you!’ 
 
    ‘Come along, Obdo, we have work to do,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Obdo blinked. The Archimegadon he was looking at hadn’t said that. He stumbled around and nearly lost his balance, only to see Archimegadon was behind him as well. 
 
    ‘Er, well, alright,’ Obdo said. ‘Lead the way, Sir Mages.’ 
 
    He blinked, and noticed that all the nobles were Archimegadons as well. He scratched his hair and looked back at the punch. 
 
    ‘Man, what do they put in this stuff?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Time to move,’ one of the Archimegadons said. 
 
    ‘Wait, this is a damn trap!’ Obdo said. ‘That’s what this is. There aren’t really this many Sir Mages. There’s only one.’ He felt very proud for realising this. ‘Now you get back, or I’ll have to hurt you!’ 
 
    The Archimegadons didn’t seem to fear this threat, and they advanced on him. All of them were wielding the Staff of Antagules, though it had a faint green glow to it. Obdo panicked and grabbed the punch bowl, and lifted it in a rush. In his enthusiasm, he forgot to keep it upright, and showered himself in punch. 
 
    ‘Oh, what a waste,’ Obdo said. ‘Now, now, now shoo, go on, shoo!’ 
 
    The Archimegadons all began to laugh at him, and Obdo threw the punch bowl at the nearest one, and it shattered against the Archimegadon’s face. Obdo slapped himself, but the Archimegadons were still there afterwards. Some dream this was. 
 
    Drawing his dagger, he waved it and charged towards the distant doors of the hall, pushing aside any Archimegadons in his way. Fortunately, he didn’t shatter like the punch bowl had, but as he neared the doors, the herald pulled them shut. Not one to be outdone, Obdo sped up and threw himself into the doors, bursting them open. This was, however, too much speed for the drunken farmhand, and he stumbled two paces into the next room and then fell flat onto his face. 
 
    ‘Ouch, bugger,’ Obdo muttered into the floor. He opened an eye and noticed he was still holding the dagger. ‘Oops. Shouldn’t be running with knives. What would my mother say?’ 
 
    He sat up slowly and looked around. This wasn’t the Citadel. It was a dark room, with grey clouds rushing by through a glass ceiling, while below a glass circle around the floor he saw stars. In the middle of the room was a familiar sinister throne, while around the room a series of mirrors hung on the walls. 
 
    This was Lord King’s place. The Throne of Mirrors.  
 
    What was he doing here? 
 
    Hands seized him and lifted him to his feet. Obdo struggled but the hands were too strong, and after a few more fruitless attempts to break free, he gave up and looked round at his captors. 
 
    They were people in dark blue robes, though only darkness was visible in their hoods. What were the Clerics doing here? Hadn’t they all died summoning Marr’s demons? That was what Sir Mage had told him! 
 
    ‘Here, let me go,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘A sacrifice,’ one of the Clerics said. 
 
    ‘Let Him know our devotion,’ another said. 
 
    ‘Sacrifice yourselves, you damn loons,’ Obdo said, and he tried to break free again. 
 
    ‘Let us do this… the old-fashioned way,’ one of the Clerics said, and he drew a long, sharp knife from between the folds of his cloak. 
 
    ‘Ohhh, no, don’t you dare, no!’ Obdo said, panicking now. He tugged hard at his arm as the knife-wielding Cleric slowly stepped towards him. 
 
    ‘Hold his arm out, if you would,’ the Cleric said. ‘The left arm. His right is no good.’ 
 
    ‘No, I swear, I have… I have powerful friends,’ Obdo said. ‘They’ll kill you. They really will, Tharanor is not a nice man. I’m telling you!’ 
 
    ‘Now,’ the Cleric said, drawing near, ‘this will hurt quite a bit.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Obdo shouted, and he finally pulled himself free of the Clerics and raced towards the throne, no idea of where to go. 
 
    ‘Get him!’ the knife-wielding Cleric said, and the robed figures began to advance on Obdo. 
 
    ‘Oh, balls, Sir Mage, where are you?’ Obdo asked. ‘Where the hell am I supposed to go?’ 
 
    The Clerics had fanned out, and they had formed a line across the entire room. There was no way to the door except through them, and Obdo didn’t want to chance getting grabbed again. So what was he to do? 
 
    Looking around, he saw only mirrors behind him, which began to glow with a bright white light, and probably the punch took over at that point. Taking a deep breath, he gave the Clerics the finger, and charged at the nearest mirror. Swearing in advance of his expected injury, he leaped at the mirror – and fell through it, into a shimmering void. He looked behind himself and saw what appeared to be the back side of the mirror, but slowly it faded away, and then steadily, so did everything else. 
 
    * 
 
    Neurion lost track of Archimegadon and the others fairly quickly in the banquet hall, so he did the only thing that made sense to him. 
 
    He asked the ghosts politely if they’d seen anyone. 
 
    ‘He was wearing a purple robe,’ Neurion said to a grumpy-looking nobleman with a spiky brown beard. ‘His hair is grey, and he looks very wise. He has a staff as well.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ the nobleman said, and he looked away. 
 
    ‘Alright, sorry for the bother, and thank you for your time,’ Neurion said. 
 
    Neurion tapped his foot, feeling a strange sensation of impatience. It was unusual that he’d feel that way, but really, when it came to Obdo, what a bother that man created! Ah well, probably the others would be sensible and go and wait in the entrance hall instead, since it was much less crowded. It would be silly to waste much time going in circles through the crowds. 
 
    ‘Leaving already?’ the herald asked as Neurion passed him. 
 
    ‘I lost the others,’ Neurion replied. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ the herald said. ‘Yes, you have.’ 
 
    Neurion gave the herald a puzzled look but decided not to press the point. He found a clock in the entrance hall and stood next to that, so he could keep an eye on how much time was passing while he waited. It was very tedious, but nobody was coming out of the ballroom, it seemed, so he sat there by the clock, testing whether he had the power to move objects from a distance as he often did when he was incredibly bored.  
 
    After he gave up trying to shift the vase on the far side of the hall, he looked up at the clock again, only to see that just a minute had passed. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ he said. 
 
    Neurion wondered if maybe Archimegadon and the others hadn’t already gone on to Teroth’s cell without him. He decided to go and look for them instead. Hopping up the stairs, he remembered that he didn’t actually know the way in. All he remembered was Archimegadon mentioning at one point that there was a painting of Malthair next to the door that was the entrance to the side wing where the cell was located.  
 
    Unfortunately, the first painting he passed was just some miners, so he continued wandering around the upper level checking every picture. Once he’d done a full check of the paintings up here, he decided to check each door instead. The nearest door seemed to lead outside, which surprised him, and out of curiosity he decided he’d have a peek through here. 
 
    It certainly didn’t look like the scenery outside Ferrina, and suspecting that this was some sort of illusion or trap, he turned to go back into the Citadel when he saw that the door had gone, and he was alone in this wasteland. Looking around, he took in the sight of barren, rocky plains, while overhead the sky was covered in white clouds tinged with light greyness.  
 
    Nearby, he could see what appeared to be a group of men sleeping, so he decided to check there first. What he found, though, was a pile of corpses, all paladins in full armour. He knelt to check them, but he couldn’t find any marks of wounds. What had happened here? 
 
    ‘The Light has lost,’ said a voice, and Neurion turned to see Councillor Abernoth. 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Neurion asked. 
 
    ‘It is gone,’ Abernoth replied. ‘She killed it. The Light has been put out, and it will never return.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Neurion said. ‘Why, I can just…’ 
 
    He tried to call on the Light, but felt a desolate emptiness when he attempted it. Not one to give up on the Light easily, he tried again, and again, but nothing answered him. Abernoth chuckled. 
 
    ‘See, boy?’ Abernoth asked. ‘It’s over.’ 
 
    ‘Did you do this?’ Neurion asked, drawing his sword. 
 
    ‘No,’ Abernoth replied. ‘We are both dead, you and I. This is the end of the world. Without the Light, all will crumble and fade to ash.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe you,’ Neurion said. ‘This is just a vision, a trick. We were in the Sideslip – we were going to kill Marr…’ 
 
    ‘You can no more kill Marr than you can put out the sun,’ Abernoth said. ‘A fool’s goal. When will you learn?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not going to give up,’ Neurion said, stepping away from Abernoth, only to stumble against the dead paladins. ‘The Light is as strong as it ever has been.’ 
 
    ‘That I can agree with,’ Abernoth said. ‘Against Darkness, the Light has always been the weaker force.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll prove you wrong, councillor,’ Neurion said. ‘My faith is stronger than this trick.’ 
 
    ‘Faith!’ Abernoth chuckled. ‘Belief in something does not make it real. Belief changes with facts, and facts do not change.’ 
 
    Neurion clenched his fist and looked down at his fallen fellow paladins. Was this really just a trick? Or was it a vision, perhaps, of a future that Marr ruled over? Would someone, some day, kill the Light itself, and subject the world to this void-like waste? 
 
    ‘Lay down your arms,’ Abernoth said. ‘It is better to die fast, than to live in suffering for an eternity.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t give up,’ Neurion said. ‘I will never give up. Unlike you, I have friends to save, and I’m not going to abandon them because of this illusion!’ 
 
    Neurion thought hard about his friends, Archimegadon, Obdo, Tharanor and Mellara, and then his thoughts turned to Yuriath, who’d given her life to fight Marr. Would any of them just give up like this? No, Yuriath had turned and spat in Valia’s face, even at her lowest point. If only for her, he would keep fighting. 
 
    Light burst into being around Neurion, and Abernoth cowered before him.  
 
    ‘But… what? Impossible! She destroyed the Light! You can’t…’ 
 
    ‘With the Light, I can do anything,’ Neurion said, and as he lifted his glowing sword, the Light illuminated a door that had been invisible before. 
 
    He waved goodbye to Abernoth, whether the man was a vision or the actual councillor, and stepped over to the door. Neurion reached out to open it, but as he drew near it opened of its own accord. Only darkness seemed to be beyond the threshold, but with the Light, Neurion did not fear that darkness. He stepped through the door, and let the darkness surround him. 
 
    * 
 
    Tharanor lost patience with the ball much faster than the others. The moment he noticed that the other companions had all gone, he made his way directly to the entrance. 
 
    ‘Leaving so soon?’ the herald asked. 
 
    ‘Not quite,’ Tharanor replied, and he snatched the trumpet from the herald.  
 
    Ignoring the man’s protests, Tharanor blew the trumpet as loudly as he could, blaring a particularly un-musical sound that seemed to cause the orchestra to come to a halt. As the nobles turned to face Tharanor, the herald chuckled. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, that isn’t going to work,’ the herald said. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘Your friends have gone,’ the herald replied. ‘You’re alone now.’ 
 
    ‘What is this place?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘It’s what you people call the Sideslip,’ the herald replied. ‘You knew this. The end is coming, but you are going to miss it!’ 
 
    ‘Show me where they have gone,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘There’s no use in me pointing,’ the herald said. ‘One place becomes another all the time. Everything shifts and changes.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right about one thing,’ Tharanor said, pushing the trumpet into the herald’s hands. ‘Things are going to change around here.’ 
 
    He strode back into the entrance hall and looked around. The others weren’t here, but if he was going to challenge Marr, then Archie had said to check Teroth’s cell. He could still remember the way, especially since Sordath’s plans had shown the route conveniently marked to where they’d believed the last statue was hidden. Keeping his sword drawn, Tharanor ascended the stairs and threw open the door into the wing where Teroth had been imprisoned. 
 
    It was dark. Even the sword’s green glow didn’t seem to pierce it. Tharanor didn’t hesitate, though, and he stepped into the darkness with his sword held before him. If Marr was planning to ambush him, he was ready for whatever the mad god threw at him. 
 
    As he followed the dark corridor, light steadily began to return to the world, and he found himself surrounded by white mists again. Had he somehow got turned around and walked back outside? The herald had warned that things tended to change in the Sideslip, though, and Tharanor decided that he’d just follow this route and see where it took him before turning back. 
 
    Nothing appeared for several minutes of walking, until finally he saw something… a shadow… ahead of him. What was it? Was it a person? As he drew closer, he could see that it must have been a person, but the mists were getting thicker by the moment. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Tharanor asked, peering at the figure before him 
 
    The mists seemed to clear as he asked, as though some spectral hand was lightly brushing them aside, and the shadow stepped forward into light, and he saw that it was Yuriath, and yet not. Her figure was perfect, perhaps a little more generous in certain areas, and where the real Yuriath’s skin had been lightly freckled, or marked by the beginnings of frown lines, this Yuriath had an unmarred glowing complexion. She was dressed as Yuriath the guard, although possibly a little more tight-fitting than was usual. 
 
    Yuriath smiled. ‘You know who I am, Tharanor, don’t be silly.’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t,’ Tharanor said, feeling his stomach tighten painfully. ‘You are not Yuriath.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but I am,’ Yuriath said. There was a strange glint in her eye, alluring yet dangerous, sharp beauty inviting him to follow into territory where he dared not tread. ‘I am Yuriath, just as you always pictured her – the woman you want to be with, the one who loves you’ – she crossed her hands over her heart – ‘the one who admitted that yes, she really did have feelings for you after all.’ 
 
    Tharanor had nothing to say, but he tried to step backwards, dropping his sword to one side, while Yuriath came close, so that he could feel her breath against his face as she spoke. 
 
    ‘I am the Yuriath you want me to be, Tharanor,’ she said. She waved an arm and Mellara was there smirking, her hips slung cockily off to one side. ‘Lust and passion only, and there for the taking.’ She clicked her fingers and Mellara faded away. ‘But second place to what you can’t have.’  
 
    ‘You don’t know me, spirit,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Do I not?’ Yuriath asked with a smile. ‘I know how you watched me, Tharanor, I know how you stood there dumbly in every conversation we had trying to make that eye contact, waiting for that moment where I would look back into your eyes and hold that look, losing myself in your gaze. I know how you waited desperately for me to make the first step, because you knew that if you asked, I would deny you – because you knew that it was the only way it would have ended.’ 
 
    The clouds swirled about this spirit Yuriath, hiding her momentarily, so only her eyes showed in the darkness, and for a moment they lost their glinting spark and stared wide-eyed, the pupils black pits, focused on everything and nothing. The spell broke; once again she regarded Tharanor knowingly, and the clouds parted to show her in a figure-hugging white dress, and all about shone with a heavenly air. 
 
    ‘But it is different here, my Tharanor,’ she said, and the guardsman found an unpleasant feeling grip him inside his chest, that familiar longing and need, that boy’s hope that he could not let go of, and he found himself stepping forward a pace. ‘I am the Yuriath you know… the one you created. I am the one who has held you all night, who has whispered in your ear…’ She took his hand and held it on her chest, so that he could feel her heart beat passionately against his palm. ‘The one who loves you.’ 
 
    He was frozen, stuck in this moment of longing and need, staring into the eyes of the woman he loved, and just as he had always done, he told himself over and over that he wasn’t mistaken, that this was no dream, and that only his paranoia made him doubt that she felt the same way. His reason was there telling him no, telling him that this was a lie, that he’d created this to hide away from the cold truth, but the thoughts slid off as though rain on glass. His free hand came up and held Yuriath on her left shoulder, and she flinched slightly, blushing at his touch. 
 
    ‘Yes, Tharanor,’ she said, and though he did not see it, the clouds rose about his feet, and where the light about Yuriath grew stronger, the darkness seeped around Tharanor, rising about him almost as though growing from his own shadow. She let go of his left hand and brought her own up to his face, brushing his beard. ‘I always thought you should shave this, silly.’ 
 
    Tharanor frowned, his perfect moment interrupted by criticism, and his brows drew together. 
 
    Yuriath grinned. ‘Yes, there it is… my grumpy Tharanor. Just as you should be.’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t like that side of me,’ he said. 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t try to guess so much,’ Yuriath said. ‘Let your feelings decide, go with them, and come with me instead.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, I…’ Tharanor sighed. ‘You’ve led me in circles.’ 
 
    ‘I wanted to know you wanted me,’ Yuriath said. ‘I wanted you to show you cared.’ 
 
    ‘But I told you,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me, silly,’ Yuriath said. Her eyes glowed red for less than an instant. ‘Show me.’ 
 
    Tharanor found he was holding her arms now, tightly, so much that her skin was reddening, and yet he did not want to let go. His eyes searched her face, staring for that denial, that refusal, that doubt in him that he knew should be there, but he could not find it. She simply stared back at him, breathing heavily, vulnerable and beautiful without her worn uniform. He needed to go that step further and kiss her, bring her against him, make her his at last, after all the waiting, hoping and delaying, and bring it to the happy ending he dreamed of having. 
 
    Yet something wasn’t quite right. As he looked at her face, he couldn’t help but see that final moment where Valia had broken his heart for good – when she’d killed Yuriath, and ended all his hopes of making things right. Of course this Yuriath was false… how could he believe in this? But she was here, and so beautiful…  
 
    ‘Yes, that’s where you’re wrong,’ Archimegadon’s voice came to him. ‘You have to take control of your own life. Stop messing around feeling sorry for yourself and start living properly. Yuriath was a special woman, I know. But you can’t live just for her. You have to have confidence and live for yourself as well.’ 
 
    ‘Ignore him,’ Yuriath said. ‘I am here for you. He has never been here… he tried to make you look a fool.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Tharanor murmured. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. ‘I mean, no, no, this isn’t real. You’re not real.’ 
 
    ‘Reality is what you make it here,’ Yuriath said, holding his arm tightly. ‘The Sideslip isn’t bound the same way Ferrina is.’ 
 
    ‘No, Archie was right,’ Tharanor said, and he pushed Yuriath away. ‘I can’t keep thinking about this. I loved you, Yuriath, but that’s gone now.’ 
 
    He noticed the shadows surrounding him in that moment, and tried to step away in panic, but they just followed him, snaking their way up towards his head. The false Yuriath smiled at him, and suddenly she looked so much like Valia. 
 
    ‘Too late, Tharanor,’ the false Yuriath said. ‘Just like in Ferrina, you’ve failed here. Count yourself lucky you won’t need to see your friends die as well.’ 
 
    ‘No, I will not give in now,’ Tharanor said, and he picked up his sword from where he’d dropped it and charged at the false Yuriath.  
 
    His sword swept through the air, and he closed his eyes as it cut into the spirit before him. He felt a wave of force push him back as the spirit erupted into a burst of dark energy, and then all fell still. The dark tendrils at his feet receded, and a door appeared a short distance away in the void. 
 
    ‘You bastard, Marr,’ Tharanor said into the void. ‘Wasn’t it enough seeing it once already?’ 
 
    No answer came to him from the void. 
 
    ‘You set a trap for us?’ Tharanor called, looking at the door that was waiting for him. ‘Then fine, I’ll spring it. I’m coming for you, Marr, you and Valia, and you will fall!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Mellara did a full sweep of the ballroom in search of the others, but nobody was in sight except for all these pesky nobles. They all watched her suspiciously, and she was half-tempted to scare them by aiming an arrow at them, but given how unpredictable the Sideslip could be, she decided that it would be better not to antagonise this many spirits.  
 
    After failing to find anyone, she figured it would make sense to wait out in the entrance hall instead. If Archie was so concerned about that idiot Obdo running off when they were so close to their goal, then he could do all the searching instead. She walked back to the doors but frowned as she saw none of the others out in the hall. 
 
    ‘Leaving so…’ the herald began, but Mellara punched the man in the face out of frustration and he stumbled back into the wall. 
 
    Mellara put her hands on her hips and looked around the entrance hall. Nobody was here, annoyingly, so she figured she’d go and check upstairs, since the cell was supposed to be the first door on the right. Halfway up the stairs, she noticed that a light was on in one of the other rooms, though, and supposed she might as well check if the others were in there.  
 
    She nocked an arrow and stepped quietly over to the doorway and looked in, but there was no sign of the others. It just seemed to be an old man in here, while a multitude of shelves lined the walls and ran down the middle of the room. It looked to be some sort of library. 
 
    ‘Greetings, madam,’ the librarian said, and he beckoned for her to come in. 
 
    Mellara lowered her bow but kept the arrow ready; it seemed safe, but she wasn’t stupid enough to fully drop her guard in the Sideslip. She ventured towards the librarian, eying the sides of the room and any places where enemies could be lying in wait. Nothing dangerous presented itself, and she reached the librarian, who was standing by a table covered in a variety of ancient tomes. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘I am the librarian,’ the old man replied. 
 
    ‘Illuminating,’ Mellara said, rolling her eyes. ‘Have you seen my friends? Mage, swordsman, paladin and some stupid farm boy.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not seen anybody, no,’ the librarian replied. ‘What is the bow for? Are you expecting trouble?’ 
 
    ‘Always,’ Mellara replied.  
 
    ‘Ah, there has not been trouble around here for an age,’ the librarian said. ‘Why, I remember the stories well. We were at war for so many long years, many indeed, but there’s not been a war for an age.’ 
 
    ‘Great, I’m really pleased for you,’ Mellara said, smiling wryly. ‘I’ll keep my guard up anyway, if it’s okay with you.’ 
 
    She laid her bow to one side and drew her sword, so she could have a look at the books on display quickly. They didn’t appear to be particularly relevant to Marr, though. They seemed to refer to Kings, and Heroes, and some sort of ‘Final War’. The librarian smiled at her as she checked, and he picked up the Final War book as she was about to open it. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, our history,’ he said. ‘Did you ever get taught about the Dark Power?’ 
 
    ‘Which one?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘The one that ravaged the world from the corrupted Palace of Truth,’ the librarian replied. ‘We called it Thorn’argen – the palace, that is. For centuries the Dark Power caused us to make war on each other, until Swordbreaker, bless his name, stopped him.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Marr?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘Marr?’ the librarian questioned. ‘I am not familiar with that name.’ 
 
    ‘Sure you aren’t,’ Mellara said. She took the book out of the librarian’s hands and deposited it in her satchel – this sort of thing was certain to be worth a fortune. ‘If you don’t mind, of course,’ she added with a wink. 
 
    ‘Ah, feel free,’ the librarian said. ‘It is always heartening to see one willing to learn.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s me,’ Mellara said with a snort, and she turned to leave. 
 
    ‘Have you ever heard the story of The Peasant and the Ants?’ the old librarian asked.  
 
    Mellara glanced round and made a face. ‘The what? No, I haven’t.’ 
 
    ‘Let me tell you,’ the librarian said. ‘You might recognise it. Once there was a peasant who worked on a farm diligently, until one day, hundreds of ants began to invade the farm. Everything was covered – the farmhouse, the fields, even the animals! Nobody could control it. 
 
    ‘But the peasant was not to be swayed. He took a torch, and he burned the farm down, clearing out the ants entirely. Of course, though, he burnt away everything else as well, including the farmer and his family, so when he was found out, the local guard tied him to a stake in the burnt fields and left him there to die for his crimes.’ 
 
    Mellara shrugged; this wasn’t one she’d ever heard, no. 
 
    ‘Now, the peasant took a long time to die. But while he was there on the stake, he saw the ants returning to the farm. And he watched from the stake, as he died slowly, glaring down at all the ants taking back the farm despite all he’d sacrificed. He was tied to the stake, and so he could do nothing but wait… wait for someone to come and untie him – or death.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it?’ Mellara asked after the librarian fell silent. 
 
    ‘Why, yes,’ the librarian replied. ‘Do you still not recognise it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t,’ Mellara answered. 
 
    ‘Curious,’ the librarian said.  
 
    ‘Right, well I’d better go and find my friends,’ Mellara said, and she turned to the door again, only to see that it did not lead out into the Citadel. Wherever it was, it was dark, and she could hear the rumble of thunder. 
 
    ‘Good luck,’ the librarian said, but there was a faint undertone of menace to his voice. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four: The Darkness on the Edge of Mind 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon was awoken by the feel of a cool breeze. He blinked twice before he realised his face was pressed against grass, and he pushed himself up to find that he’d been sleeping in the middle of what appeared to be a vast plain. Around the plain stood tall mountains, as though this place was a crater from some terrible disaster. Ahead of him he could see a huge lake, and in the middle was a grand stone pillar of some sort. If he had his perspectives right, the pillar was enormous, and memories began to stir within him. 
 
    He wiped his face.  What was going on again? Oh yes, he was in the Sideslip, in search of Marr. Hadn’t he reached Marr already, though? He’d gone to the cell… and then shadows had consumed him.  
 
    But now he was here. 
 
    Was he still in the Sideslip? He couldn’t be certain, but he suspected that Marr’s realm hadn’t released him just yet, even though there was no ringing in this place. Unlike the rest of the Sideslip, this place was beautiful. The sky was bright blue and cheerful, fluffy white clouds drifted overhead, and the grass shone under the sun’s glow. 
 
    Brushing the grass from his shoulders, Archimegadon lifted his staff and set off towards the lake. Something told him that the answers he was looking for were to be found there. 
 
    As he came closer to the lake, he saw a large, wooden tavern at the lake’s edge, next to a small pier. A boat was tied to the end of the pier, a rather unsafe looking vessel, but it was the only one he could see that would be able to take him to the island.  
 
    His suspicions about the pillar seemed to be correct. He recognised it as the earthy pillar of rock that he’d seen in the vision of the dark castle. In the notes that had been slipped into Iroldar’s journal, he’d written that this place was Talion, though he’d also mentioned that this place didn’t exist. So much for fairy tales… 
 
    The tavern door swung open and he jumped. His mood switched from fear to hatred faster than even he’d realised could be possible as Valia Relassis stepped out of the tavern, still garbed in her dark leathers and green cloak. She folded her arms and smiled at him, and Archimegadon saw that her irises had now become a full, deep crimson. 
 
    ‘Now is that any way to look at an old friend?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘You are no friend of mine,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I swore to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t do that,’ Valia said. ‘You might get in trouble.’ 
 
    ‘I think that stopped being a concern a long time ago,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    Valia laughed. ‘Yes, you might be right about that. I’m actually pleased to see you, though.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘We’ve all been waiting for you, old man,’ Valia replied. ‘It’s been a long, long struggle, hasn’t it? But we’re nearly done.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, we’re nearly done, yes,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But you won’t see the end. I will kill you for what you did to Yuriath.’ 
 
    ‘Hah, that was your own fault,’ Valia said. ‘You should’ve just given me the staff, and then we’d not have needed all this bother.’ 
 
    ‘What is this all about?’ Archimegadon demanded. ‘Staff this, staff that… tell me what Yuriath died for!’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, old man,’ Valia said with a shrug. ‘She died to stop Marr, but there is no stopping this. You’ve come all this way just to lose.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, enough – prepare yourself, Valia,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’ll be honourable enough to give you a chance to defend yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Cool off,’ Valia said with a grin. ‘I’m going to take you right to Marr, you know. If you kill me, you’re just gonna have to find your way there yourself, and I can’t promise the demons will let you.’ 
 
    Archimegadon glared, but he lowered his staff. ‘Fine, Valia, but this isn’t going to last long. I am here to stop you and your so-called god.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you said,’ Valia said. ‘Come on, time to get ready!’ 
 
    She held the door of the tavern open for him. 
 
    ‘Marr is in the tavern?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘No,’ Valia replied, rolling her eyes. ‘You’ll want to smarten up before we go to the palace. Come on.’ 
 
    Archimegadon was suspicious, but he stepped inside anyway. The tavern’s main hall was wide but well-lit, and great long tables filled the centre of the hall, with benches to either side. A group of robed people was sitting at one of the tables, and Valia seated Archimegadon nearby. The figures were all in different shades of colour, none of them blue, and Archimegadon wondered if they were some sort of inner circle of Clerics. 
 
    Snatches of words and sentences crossed the room to him, though their voices were low and he missed most of it. 
 
    ‘…a god of legend…’ 
 
    ‘…the same one that de…’ 
 
    ‘…ker never really won…’ 
 
    ‘Who are those fellows?’ Archimegadon asked Valia. 
 
    ‘Them? Scholars, from the capital,’ Valia replied. ‘They’re here to see Marr as well. You’re up first, though.’ 
 
    She pushed a bowl of cereal towards him, and he stared at it as though it were poisoned. 
 
    ‘What is this?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Food,’ Valia replied. ‘Even the forces of evil eat food.’ 
 
    Archimegadon pushed it away. ‘I’m not having any of it,’ he said. ‘Don’t think acting friendly is going to change me just because we’re in this world. I’m here to kill you and Marr.’ 
 
    ‘If you say it enough times, I’m sure it’ll happen,’ Valia said. ‘But fine, I’ll have it then.’  
 
    True to her word, she ate up, while Archimegadon sat next to her, feeling a strange sense of displacement. It didn’t quite feel real, and he was starting to have genuine doubts about the whole thing. He still had no proper idea of the true nature of Marr, and the mystery of the staff was starting to really wear at him. Why had he forgotten, and what would be the consequences? 
 
    Valia finished her cereal and smiled at him. ‘Alright. Sure you didn’t want anything?’ 
 
    ‘Quite sure,’ Archimegadon replied with a scowl. 
 
    ‘Let’s go and get you smartened up, then,’ Valia said. ‘Come along.’ 
 
    She led him over to a body-sized mirror at the edge of the room, and he hovered to one side. Valia laughed at him and pushed him in front of it. 
 
    ‘It’s not going to eat you, old man,’ she said. 
 
    Archimegadon gave her a sour look, before turning his gaze to the mirror. It didn’t appear to have anything wrong with it – he looked exactly as he expected, his robes a tad messy with grass still down the one side, and his hair stuck up on one side. In spite of his suspicions, he arranged his hair and brushed off the grass, before looking back at Valia. 
 
    ‘How do I look?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Like a true hero,’ Valia replied. 
 
    Archimegadon caught himself losing a hold on the situation. He’d started slipping back into considering Valia an ally, like in the old days, before Aldrack had fallen, and there was no way he was going to do that after what she’d done. Sure, for now he was going to let her take him to Marr, but she’d murdered Yuriath, and that was something he could never forgive. 
 
    ‘Let’s go,’ he said after a moment, his voice coming out strangled. 
 
    ‘As you wish,’ Valia said. 
 
    They left the tavern and followed the short pier until they reached the rowing boat. Archimegadon made Valia get in first to be sure the boat wouldn’t just sink – ‘I’m not that heavy, you know’ – and then stepped on after her. Valia grabbed the oars and they began to make slow progress across the lake, towards the island. 
 
    ‘What is this place?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘His realm,’ Valia replied.  
 
    ‘Is it real?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Valia replied, her smile very faint this time. 
 
    They fell silent again, and the only sound was that of the oars, and the soft journey of the boat as it drifted over the waters. Valia seemed to be lost in thought, and she looked up at him once they were halfway across the lake. 
 
    ‘Do you have a plan?’ she asked. 
 
    Archimegadon shrugged, grinning. ‘I’ll think of something.’ 
 
    After not too much longer, the boat hit land, and the two of them stepped out onto the island. Valia even helped Archimegadon keep his balance as he did so, though he gave her no thanks. Quietly, she led him across the grass, and over to the base of the stairway that led up to the top of the rock pillar. 
 
    ‘This was awful the first time,’ Archimegadon said. ‘What a pain, to have to go up twice.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, first time?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘I’ve seen this place before,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘It was a tad darker that time, though.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you see it?’ Valia asked. 
 
    Archimegadon shrugged. ‘A dream, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Dreams aren’t always dreams, you know,’ Valia said. ‘And sometimes, it can be the reverse.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just go,’ Archimegadon said. ‘This has taken long enough already.’ 
 
    The stairs passed away beneath him as he made his way up, but it wasn’t tiring this time. Perhaps he was simply so set on facing Marr now that mere concerns like weariness no longer bothered him. Whatever the answer, he had no issues reaching the top of the great pillar, and blinked as he beheld the castle. 
 
    No longer was it the ravaged, dark place of his vision. The palace was now built purely from shining white stone, and had golden bordering. The towers around the edges of the platform, previously twisted thorns, were now grand towers that stood majestically upon the edges of the platform, watching over the strangely peaceful valley. 
 
    Banners hung to either side of the doors at the front of the palace, with the design of a featureless face in the middle, with blank eye sockets. It was similar to the design on Valia’s shield, though rather brighter in this incarnation, and without the thorn border. Archimegadon felt very small as the two of them walked beneath the sightless gaze of the banners, and his nerves began to get edgy once they stepped into the palace itself. 
 
    The route was the same as it had been in the dream, blissfully direct, but as he stepped into the final hallway, he remembered just how it had been before. Valia stopped and regarded him with a smirk. 
 
    ‘Come on, old man,’ she said. ‘I thought you weren’t afraid?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I am not,’ Archimegadon replied, and he stubbornly pushed past her and strode towards the throne room. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the visions to hit him again. He saw once more the dead guards at the first warehouse, then Zamire consumed by flames in the guardhouse. The image of Sordath, broken amongst the skeletons in the pit, flashed before his eyes. A succession of scenes of the slaughtered people of Ferrina paraded in front of him, but he pressed on, bowing under the pressure of this mental assault.  
 
    Finally, he saw Yuriath’s dead body in the road outside his house, and even closing his eyes wouldn’t hide the vision from him. He couldn’t bear it… all this death, all for what? For whatever being it was that sat as ruler behind the doors ahead of him, a being of power that he couldn’t begin to understand.  
 
    Words echoed around him, voices from the past shouting against each other, fighting to be heard in this terrible place. 
 
    Some say it is a land of demons. Others have called it the land of the dead. A few have claimed, even, that it is a realm where ancient gods reside. 
 
    Archimegadon took another step. 
 
    On that day, I don’t know quite what it was… an incredible power was emanating from Marr. It was dark, and terrible. He’d never shown that sort of power before. We had misjudged what we were toying with. 
 
    The pain was insane, but he forced himself ahead another step. 
 
    You are not the first to be blessed with this gift… not the first summoner, illusionist, creator, if you will. I believe that not only can you create what I desire, but you can create it tenfold. 
 
    Archimegadon reached out, and turned the handle of the door. With one last burst of strength, he pushed the door open, and stepped into the throne room. 
 
    The throne room was huge, spreading out far to either side and straight ahead, and balconies lined the walls with banners hanging between them. A shaft on the far wall let a beam of sunlight in, which perfectly illuminated the throne in the centre of the room. Beneath Archimegadon’s feet, a carpet of red and gold led all the way up to the foot of the throne, which was raised up from the floor enough that whatever monarch would have been able to look down on any subjects who came to speak with them. 
 
    Valia walked past Archimegadon, looking perfectly happy, and headed straight for the throne. Archimegadon slowly limped towards it, using his staff to help keep him upright. When he finally reached the foot of the throne, he stared up at Valia, who stood at the throne’s side. 
 
    ‘Where is he?’ Archimegadon demanded, his voice ragged. ‘Where is Marr?’ 
 
    ‘Nowhere,’ Valia replied. ‘Haven’t you realised yet?’ 
 
    ‘Realised what, damn you?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘He doesn’t exist,’ Valia replied. ‘It’s all been in your head.’ 
 
    Filled with rage, Archimegadon threw his staff aside and lunged at Valia, grabbing her by the front of her cloak. Her eyes widened in panic, and she grabbed his arms, but he’d lost himself now, and he hurled her at the throne, where she landed awkwardly, catching her head as she fell back. Before she could react, Archimegadon grabbed the sword from her scabbard and pointed it at her, barely able to keep himself from striking the killing blow. 
 
    ‘Ardon, stop it!’ Valia said, slipping in the throne as she attempted to get upright. 
 
    ‘Then stop playing games with me!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Where is Marr?’ 
 
    ‘Ardon, put the sword down!’ Valia said. ‘You could kill me with that!’ 
 
    ‘If you keep lying, then that’s what I intend to do!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘There is no Marr, Ardon,’ Valia said. ‘You’ve been imagining it… all of it! The Clerics, the demons, Marr, you just made the entire thing up!’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt his grip on the sword weakening, and as he dropped it, he saw that the throne room was fading away, and he stumbled backwards away from Valia as he saw that he wasn’t in a throne room at all. He seemed to be in some sort of small cottage, and outside, the sun was shining. Valia wasn’t even wearing armour or a cloak, she was just in a white shirt with tan leggings, and she was crying as she rubbed the back of her head. 
 
    What was going on? He shook his head, but he couldn’t seem to think straight at all. He turned his hands over in front of himself, only to see that he wasn’t wearing robes, he was in a dirty, non-descript set of brown clothes that he’d normally not have been seen dead in. 
 
    He turned to the counter and picked up one of the pans lying there and struck it against the counter, and it resounded noisily. Archimegadon grabbed everything he could, checking it if was all real, and everything there was solid. He threw one of the plates at the wall and it smashed against the stones. 
 
    Archimegadon stared at Valia. 
 
    ‘What is going on?’ he asked. 
 
    Valia stumbled to her feet and backed away from him fearfully. ‘You’ve woken up, Ardon,’ she said. ‘The dream is over.’ 
 
    ‘What dream?’ Archimegadon demanded, stepping towards Valia, who flinched. 
 
    ‘The one you’ve been having ever since Castle Aldrack,’ Valia replied. ‘Ever since Sen shamed you. You’ve gone on and on and on about how you became a hero… how you defeated Bartell, and fought Clerics, and demons, and challenged a god named Marr… but Ardon, it’s all in your head.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I’m not some fool to believe this trick. All of those things happened.’ 
 
    ‘No, Ardon, they didn’t,’ Valia said. ‘You really think you just went from being an unknown Mage for Hire to becoming a hero of the realm? That doesn’t happen!’ 
 
    ‘It did,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It did, and you betrayed me! You murdered my friend!’ 
 
    ‘Yuriath never existed, Ardon,’ Valia said, sinking to the floor. ‘She’s just someone you made up… someone to resemble your beloved Kalissa. And Tharanor – you made him in place of Berus – a failure in love, to make up for how Berus succeeded where you didn’t. And because I’m the only one who tried to make you see the truth, you’ve hated me – cast me as the villain in this deranged play of yours.’ 
 
    ‘You liar,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘I’m not lying!’ Valia said. ‘Don’t you get it, Ardon? The summoner, the illusionist, the madman – all this time, it’s been you, creating this fantasy. There is no Marr.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had enough of this, Valia,’ Archimegadon said, reaching down and grabbing her. He pulled her to her feet, and glared into her tearful eyes. ‘I know what the Sideslip is… I know how Marr is able to create illusions. Iroldar’s journal warned me about all of this ages ago. You’re not going to trick me.’ 
 
    ‘Please, Ardon, you can’t keep living like this,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘Give it up, Valia,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The trick already failed. I know what you’re up to, and it isn’t going to work. You’ve lost. Now take me to Marr and let’s settle things.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, Ardon,’ Valia said, and she wiped her nose as the look in her eyes hardened. ‘Tell me this. How did you break Sen’s curse?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s easy, I…’ Archimegadon paused. ‘Well, I…’ He stumbled backwards and sat down on the nearest chair, and he grabbed his head with both hands. ‘I did… I… when Belias… I…’ 
 
    ‘What, Ardon?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know!’ Archimegadon shouted. ‘I was cursed by the journal! I can’t remember everything!’ 
 
    ‘Cursed by the journal?’ Valia asked. ‘Why would the journal erase your memories of breaking another curse?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Magic acts in strange ways, I can’t explain everything.’ 
 
    ‘What about defeating Bartell, then?’ Valia asked. ‘You were stuck under a mountain and moments from being destroyed when the mirrors exploded. Isn’t that what you said? So how did you escape?’ 
 
    ‘Obdo and Neurion reappeared, and then…’ Archimegadon felt his head strain as he tried to think of it. Just like in the dreams, he couldn’t remember the full story. ‘I don’t know, I teleported or something!’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know how to teleport, Ardon,’ Valia said, her voice gentle, and she rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, Ardon. I hate it when we reach this point, but you have to get through it and accept that Sen defeated you, and you never recovered.’ 
 
    ‘No, I will not accept that,’ Archimegadon said, and he pushed Valia’s hand away, rising to his feet and knocking his chair over. ‘I stopped Sen, and I went on to defeat Bartell. You’re not taking that away from me, Valia. I know what you’re trying to do!’ 
 
    ‘I’m trying to help you,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘No, you’re trying to drive me mad,’ Archimegadon said. ‘It isn’t going to work, though.’ 
 
    ‘But your story doesn’t make sense!’ Valia shouted, frustration lending force to her voice. ‘You say you wanted to destroy your old staff but you never explain why. You left Ferrina and suddenly came back with this amazing mission to defeat this Marr of yours, but there’s no reasons for it. It just happens, and you try to make me and yourself believe it! But you can’t, because it isn’t real!’ 
 
    ‘Shut up!’ Archimegadon said, stepping towards her, and Valia flinched backwards again.  
 
    Seeing her do so made him stop, and he began to question his own thoughts. What was he doing, threatening her like this? She was terrified of him. But that was the trick, right?  
 
    ‘Alright,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Tell me, then, Valia, what happened to Obdo and Neurion.’ 
 
    ‘They live here in Melethas with us,’ Valia replied. ‘We all left the fight with Bartell far behind.’ 
 
    ‘If nobody defeated Bartell, then why is it sunny outside?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Wouldn’t the red dome still be up?’ 
 
    ‘Because Grand and the paladins allied with a hero called Mortimyr to defeat Bartell,’ Valia replied. ‘They went to Aldrack and defeated the supposed heroes, and brought down the dome.’ 
 
    ‘You’re lying,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Why would I even bother?’ Valia asked, sighing. ‘If I wanted to kill you like you claim, don’t you think I could have stabbed you enough times by now?’ 
 
    ‘You want something from me,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Something to do with the staff. But nobody will say what!’ 
 
    ‘That’s because there is nothing!’ Valia said, glaring through her tears. ‘You’re just trying to make yourself important because, I’m sorry, Ardon, but you just aren’t important at all. You had your big chance against Sen, and you lost it. But you can’t keep pretending all these stories are real.’ 
 
    Archimegadon turned away from her and stared down at the tabletop. He had to hold onto reality – he had to remember that he was in the Sideslip, and that it was all a trick. But Valia was right, and he couldn’t remember all the details of his old adventures. Half of his new adventures made no sense either. Why couldn’t he remember what had happened when he’d been in those situations? 
 
    Was it really because he’d invented  them? Was it the result of rushed justification created purely for this comforting illusion of heroism that he could hide behind? 
 
    He needed to find something that would prove Valia wrong, but what could possibly help him? Perhaps the journal of Iroldar! He reached up to his shoulder for his satchel, only to find that it wasn’t there. Not to be thwarted, Archimegadon patted his pockets for anything there, and then felt the familiar coin in his right pocket. 
 
    Archimegadon drew out the Vortagenses reloran and flipped it with confidence.  
 
    ‘Hah,’ he said, whirling to face Valia, whose nose had run slightly in a most unflattering way when she’d been crying. ‘You forgot to get rid of this. This disproves you, Valia. You can drop the act now.’ 
 
    Valia stared at the coin with mild confusion. ‘What does that prove, Ardon?’ she asked. ‘It’s a coin.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t just any coin,’ Archimegadon said, feeling that familiar sense of momentum as he built towards outwitting his enemies. ‘This is my Vortagenses reloran.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    Archimegadon froze. That wasn’t the reaction he’d really been wanting. 
 
    Valia took out a handkerchief and wiped her nose. ‘Ardon, it’s a coin. That doesn’t prove anything.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it does,’ Archimegadon said, but his confidence took a knock as he realised that while he felt it was disproving something, he actually had no idea what. ‘Look at it,’ he pressed, trying to cover his uncertainty. 
 
    ‘So there’s a coin with Vortagenses on it,’ Valia said, shrugging. ‘Ardon, they used to make thousands of those, when Valanthas was first founded. So what if you managed to find one? I bet there’s still a few in circulation.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t get it!’ Archimegadon said. ‘I got this… I got it…’ 
 
    ‘You got it what, Ardon?’ Valia asked. 
 
    Archimegadon grabbed his head as he felt the same tightening of his mind. ‘Arrrrgh, I can’t remember! Damn it!’ 
 
    Valia placed a hand on his shoulder again. ‘Enough, Ardon, it’s okay. It hurts, I know, but we’re going to get you better, alright?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not alright,’ Archimegadon said, pushing her away. ‘This coin… it’s the answer to all of this. It proves that I’m not lying. It’s the key to everything!’ 
 
    ‘So come on, then,’ Valia said. ‘Where did you get it?’ 
 
    ‘I got it from… argh… I got it at… given to me by…’ Archimegadon gave in to frustration and hurled the coin across the room, causing Valia to let out a cry and shrink away from him again. 
 
    He had to think about it carefully, now. What was his mind hiding from him? It was all linked, he was sure. The blanks in his old adventures… the staff, and its importance to Marr… and the mysterious coin, that he knew had a relevance that he just wasn’t remembering.  
 
    Archimegadon knew that his adventures across Ferrina had been real. He’d suffered all those fights, struggles and the loss of Yuriath. Tharanor was real too, not just some conjuration to mirror Berus, his old friend. But the memory blocks had plagued him all the way through the journey.  
 
    He’d woken up with that blank in his thoughts outside the Ferrina docks, along with Obdo and Neurion, and they’d had problems thinking about his old adventures before. He distinctly remembered talking to Neurion about it, in that house on their way to Market Square. 
 
    ‘Please, Master Archimegadon, I think this is serious,’ Neurion had said. ‘Maybe it’s the staff itself. Maybe the staff is killing our memories. Maybe it’s trying to stop us from destroying it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not doing a terribly good job if it is,’ Archimegadon had said. ‘If I were an evil magical staff modifying memories to prevent my demise, I’d probably make people forget to destroy me.’ 
 
    That didn’t help either. The staff modifying his memories to prevent its destruction? How did that answer anything? Marr wanted to use a staff that was protecting itself from Archimegadon? Sure, throw that in with the rest of the false memories. 
 
    No, not false memories. He couldn’t start believing Valia now. 
 
    Or, wait. Was he thinking about it the wrong way? What if it wasn’t the staff blocking memories of itself, but someone else blocking memories of the staff? And what if it wasn’t to protect the staff and Marr’s ambition, but to stop Marr finding something out instead? 
 
    He walked over to the coin and picked it back up, and noticed Valia following him closely. So, if, in fact, the ‘good guys’ had hidden Archimegadon’s memories, then… what was the point of making this silly illusion in the first place?  
 
    ‘Remembered anything yet?’ Valia asked. 
 
    Oh, but of course. Archimegadon gripped the coin tightly. It was a classic double-bluff. To prove Valia wrong, he’d have to break the block and reveal whatever it was he’d destroyed the staff to hide. That was the point of all of this. Marr’s entire plan had been based around knowing that Archimegadon would be too stubborn to fall for this sort of trick. 
 
    ‘The trick’s over, Valia,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to remember,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I understand what this illusion is for, now. If you want to know what’s inside my head, then you’re just going to have to cut me open and look in there yourself.’ 
 
    There was a sudden stirring in the air, and it seemed that Valia had noticed as well, as she glanced up and then shook her head at him. ‘Oh, you idiot. You real, real idiot.’ 
 
    ‘What, disappointed I worked out your plan?’ Archimegadon asked with a smirk. ‘I have to say, though, that was a top-ranked bit of acting! Why, I nearly fell for it.’ 
 
    ‘I am disappointed, yes,’ Valia said. ‘You don’t realise what you’ve done.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Archimegadon asked, getting a sudden bad feeling in the middle of his rush of confidence. 
 
    ‘You just keep turning down the easy options,’ Valia said, reddening with anger. ‘Don’t worry, I said, we can just use the staff instead of him! Okay, staff’s gone, but he can’t remember the witch, looks like they used magic, so we can just trick him this way! Marr was alright with trying those options instead.’ 
 
    ‘What the sod are you babbling about now?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘But you had to be so clever,’ Valia went on. ‘You had to outwit stupid Valia. But you don’t get it, you idiot – I was making it easy on you. If you’d just done it my way, you’d be getting out of this with barely a scratch.’ 
 
    Archimegadon felt a rush of cold air, and saw the walls of the house begin to collapse into dust, and the light seemed to be sucked out of the room. Thunder sounded overhead, and he heard the sound of rain and felt water under his feet as he stepped away from Valia. The illusion was disappearing, and the truth of Marr’s realm was finally being revealed. 
 
    ‘But now, Marr’s going to have to do this himself,’ Valia said, and Archimegadon swallowed hard as he saw genuine pity in her eyes. ‘And my god, old man, you’re going to wish you’d just told me yourself.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five: Marr Endures 
 
      
 
    The beautiful palace had been nothing more than a lie. 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t realise at first, but as the lights faded and he became accustomed to the dark again, he saw that this was the throne room where he’d confronted Valia before she’d tried to trick him. Now, though, the banners that lined the wall were torn and ragged, the emblems on them barely visible behind years of dirt and filth.  
 
    Several of the balconies were in states of collapse, and overhead, towards the domed ceiling, Archimegadon could see gaping holes, through which a torrent of rain poured. Underfoot, the floor was covered in a thin layer of water, and the carpet that led to the throne had rotted from years of damp.  
 
    Ahead, the throne sat under the shadow of a towering statue, which was of that familiar winged figure with the featureless face. One of the wings had broken in half, and the entire statue had gone a sinister shade of green in the constant rain. Vines hung from its head, a mocking laurel wreath for the ruler of a kingdom of decay. 
 
    A figure sat on the throne under the shadow of the statue, and Archimegadon shivered uncontrollably as he tried to make it out. Darkness blotted his vision the more he tried to focus his gaze on it, but he could just about make out what appeared to be the shape of a person, their torso and arms contorted at painful angles. 
 
    Valia stood nearby, back in her usual green cloak now that the illusion had faded, breathing hard as she watched the truth of Thorn’argen come into full focus. Archimegadon grabbed her arm. 
 
    ‘So this is Marr?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘This is him,’ Valia replied, her eyes fixed on the figure on the throne. 
 
    ‘Was it worth it?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Did you get what you wanted from allying with this… thing?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, old man, you think there’s anything to be gained from going against him?’ Valia returned, stooping to retrieve her sword from where Archimegadon had discarded it. 
 
    ‘You stupid girl,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Stay there – I’ll finish this once and for all.’ 
 
    ‘Idiot,’ Valia said, slamming the sword in its sheath. ‘You can’t fight Marr – no one can. It’s impossible!’ 
 
    Archimegadon shrugged. ‘I’ve been through hell to reach this point.’ 
 
    ‘You’re alone,’ Valia said. ‘You barely know any spells, you’re old, you don’t have your friends to back you up – you’re just going to die!’ 
 
    ‘Someone has to have the courage to do it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If I die, at least I’ve seen much of the world. I don’t consider it too great a price to secure freedom for my friends from the tyranny of this man.’ 
 
    Valia laughed wildly, a shrill sound that echoed in the darkness. ‘Man? Marr’s not a man, Ardon, he’s… he’s a god. His power is insane. He can wipe you out of existence in a single instant.’ 
 
    ‘I know that he wants something from me,’ Archimegadon said. ‘As long as he wants it, he can’t kill me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s a relief,’ Valia said, her voice still wild. ‘You have no clue, Ardon, and now…’ 
 
    Valia cut off mid-sentence as she let out a scream and fell to the floor, and she grabbed her head with both hands, writhing in the pool of filthy water. Archimegadon glanced down at her and then shook his head and returned his gaze to Marr, beneath the throne. He still couldn’t see Marr, but he was damned if that was going to stop him. 
 
    ‘Marr!’ he yelled across the throne room. ‘You wanted me? Here I am!’ 
 
    A deranged mage… 
 
    Archimegadon blinked as the voice echoed in his head, and realised that it was Marr. But he was sure he recognised that voice. 
 
    You are surrounded by darkness. 
 
    ‘Perhaps I am, Marr, but you haven’t made me bow yet,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You’ve broken my city and taken my friends from me, but it’s over now. You’ve suffered for centuries, and I am here to end it.’ 
 
    Will you serve me? 
 
    Archimegadon let out a laugh and looked back at Valia. ‘And earn myself that? Earn myself what Sordath and the Clerics were granted? I think not.’ 
 
    Either you will do my will, or you will die here. 
 
    ‘Balls to your will, Marr,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Do your worst – kill me if you must – but you can never break me. And do you know why?’ 
 
    Marr remained silent. 
 
    ‘For I, good sir, am the Hero of Valanthas,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘The Mage for Hire, the Destroyer of Delarian, the Bartell Beater, and now, I am your end. 
 
    ‘For I am Archimegadon!’ 
 
    The figure on the throne shifted, but was still indistinct behind the flickering darkness. Archimegadon waited for Marr to say something – and then the first attack came. 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t realise it at first, it was just a small whine in his ear, and then pain broke out in his head as though someone had rammed a dagger into his skull. Marr increased the pressure, and Archimegadon found he was screaming, and he collapsed to his knees and grabbed onto the ruins of the carpet, but nothing would help. He couldn’t even get a fix on his thoughts to rally himself. 
 
    The pain subsided and Archimegadon took in a grateful breath, hoping it was over, that Marr had tired himself out, but then he heard the whine again, and the other side of his head exploded with pain. He fell to his back, twisting and turning as he tried to withstand the mental assault, but deranged eyes flashed in Archimegadon’s vision and he knew that Marr would not let him go.  
 
    When Marr stopped this time, Archimegadon tried to raise some sort of barrier that would keep the dark god away and out of his head. He understood what Valia had meant, now. Cheated of the ‘easy’ ways of stealing the information from Archimegadon’s head, Marr was now barraging his mind with pure force, seeking to utterly break the Mage for Hire apart mentally. Archimegadon put all his dwindling strength into the barrier and tried to get to his feet. 
 
    He had a horrible sense of inevitability as he heard the high-pitched whine again, and once more his head erupted in agony, his attempts at a barrier useless before the terrible powers of Marr the Summoner. After all his defiance before Bartell, he felt shamed as Marr’s sheer power brought him to his knees a second time now without any of the struggle that he’d put up then. 
 
    Was this to be it, then? Had he come all this way just to be broken apart like some toy doll, by this dark spirit created by Elzar’s fool ambition?  
 
    No. 
 
    Archimegadon pulled himself to his feet, focusing his thoughts on Neurion, Obdo, Yuriath and Tharanor, and after a thought, even Mellara, who’d dared the Sideslip with them. His anger came to the fore, and lent him strength. He stepped towards Marr, pushing himself along with his staff in an almost oar-like fashion. 
 
    ‘You bastard, Marr!’ Archimegadon yelled through the pain. ‘I will not be afraid of you!’ 
 
    The figure on the throne made no reply. 
 
    ‘I don’t care that you lost everything!’ Archimegadon said. ‘Elzar took everything from you, but that doesn’t excuse what you’ve become!’ 
 
    Marr increased the pressure on Archimegadon’s head, and Archimegadon stepped back a pace, before steadying himself with his staff. 
 
    ‘I’ve read the story,’ Archimegadon went on. ‘I saw what Elzar did to you – how he pushed you to do all this – but, Teroth, don’t you see you’re just summoning what he wanted? You are nothing but a hypocrite, a slave to a man you killed centuries ago.’ 
 
    The darkness about Marr shimmered, and then another lance of pain cut through Archimegadon’s head. Archimegadon tightened his fists and took another step forwards, feeling the darkness pushing him backwards. The air seemed to buzz about Marr. Another whine sounded in Archimegadon’s ear, and then another blast of pain. Archimegadon let out a yell and sank to one knee, but he wouldn’t… fall… to both… 
 
    ‘Yet the Vakards are not gone entirely,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You’ve killed the people, broken families and lives apart, done to thousands what Elzar did to you. But you won’t win. We’ll replace you.’ 
 
    Did Marr hesitate at the mention of the Vakard family? Archimegadon didn’t know, but the darkness seemed to weaken, and he pulled himself to his feet and stepped towards the throne. 
 
    ‘Yes, Marr, we’ll replace you,’ Archimegadon continued. ‘You know him, don’t you? You’ve read his mind, and seen his past. Tharanor Vakard, the city guard, is here in Ferrina now, and we’re going to destroy you. And when you’re gone, we’ll put him back on the throne. Everything you’ve tried to do will be undone.’ 
 
    He didn’t know why he was goading Marr with this lie. There was no goodness that he could sense coming from the figure of the throne, though, and he couldn’t imagine reasoning with Teroth’s good side. Equally, Archimegadon was angry now – he could no longer pity Marr for what had happened, and wanted at least to hurt the dark god in some fashion before his death. And if it delayed Marr long enough that Archimegadon could ascend the throne and defeat the god, then so much the better.  
 
    An arm grabbed him round the throat and yanked him back. 
 
    ‘No, you don’t, old man,’ Valia said in his ear. ‘I am not letting you ruin this.’ 
 
    ‘Valia, you infernal pest!’ Archimegadon said. ‘He doesn’t care about you!’ 
 
    ‘He and I are the same,’ Valia said. ‘We both have nothing… and so nobody else will have anything either. Setting everything back in balance… reducing everything to nothing.’ 
 
    ‘If you don’t care about the world, why make the people who do suffer?’ Archimegadon asked, struggling with the knight. 
 
    ‘Jealousy?’ Valia asked with a shrill laugh. ‘Who can tell? It’s over for you now, though!’ 
 
    The whine sounded again, and Archimegadon felt terrible fear before the pain took him again, and he thrashed in Valia’s arms as Marr’s power threatened to break him once and for all. He’d got so close, but it was useless. Valia’s hold seemed to soften, and it almost felt as though she were hugging him, a last pitying embrace before his death. 
 
    As he relaxed, though, the pain gave way to a strange, dream-like clarity. What was happening to his body in the physical world faded as a flood of thoughts hit him, and it felt as though Valia herself were speaking to him at a vastly accelerated speed. He shared her sadness in that moment, a crushing emptiness that had taken all value in life from her. When her family had gone to war and come back as shadows… when her mother and father had been taken by misery and faded away… when all her life, she’d been ignored, unnoticed, forgotten and overlooked… all of it had built up, until finally, in Aldrack, it had all burst apart, and she’d lost control.  
 
    Was this the Low Voice Iroldar had spoken of in his Journal? Was Valia telling him about her suffering, sharing it in a last quiet plea for help? Valia’s grip on him loosened, and he glanced round at her to see confusion and fear in her eyes as she regarded him. 
 
    ‘What are you..?’ Valia asked. 
 
    ‘Was that true?’ Archimegadon asked in return. ‘Do you really feel that way?’ 
 
    Valia took a deep breath and stared at him uncertainly, but then she shook her head and her smirk returned. Archimegadon noticed her eyes flick behind him briefly and turned in panic just in time to raise a vague magical defence against what appeared to be a darkstrike from Marr, a bolt of evil energy that nearly threw Archimegadon to the ground again. 
 
    ‘I should have know that you’d always be a pain,’ Archimegadon said, directed over his shoulder at Valia while he maintained the weak magical shield between himself and Marr. ‘Going to stab me in the back?’ 
 
    Valia stood motionless, hands on her hips. For a brief moment, she seemed to be confused, her smirk giving way to a frown. She looked between the dark throne and Archimegadon several times, before grasping her sheathed sword and slowly drawing it.  
 
    ‘It could have gone differently,’ Valia said. ‘Good bye, old man.’ 
 
    The throne room doors burst open, the sound deafening, and Archimegadon turned to see Obdo, Neurion and Mellara enter. At their head stood Tharanor, his sword drawn, and he raised it and pointed it directly at Marr. 
 
    ‘In the name of the City of Ferrina and the Council, as guardsman of the City Watch, I hereby command you to lay down your arms and surrender into my custody!’ Tharanor shouted. 
 
    Valia stepped out from the space between Archimegadon and Tharanor, and laughed. ‘Oh, you must be kidding, Tharanor!’ she said. ‘You can’t arrest a god!’ 
 
    ‘It’s over, Valia,’ Tharanor said. ‘Time to give it up.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you want to fight Marr?’ Valia asked, splashing around Archimegadon towards Marr. ‘Be my guest.’ 
 
    Tharanor and the others crossed the throne room towards Archimegadon, and Tharanor grabbed Archimegadon’s shoulder and gave him a firm nod. Neurion glowed with radiance, and Mellara had an arrow nocked and ready. Obdo tossed his satchel to one side and stared in wonder at the throne of Marr. 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ Tharanor said to Archimegadon. ‘Don’t worry.’ 
 
    ‘We have to be fast,’ Archimegadon said. ‘He’s trying… to break…’ 
 
    The whine started again, but just as Archimegadon cowered in readiness for the pain, a shield of Light flashed around him. He stood upright and looked questioningly at Neurion, who smiled back at him. 
 
    ‘The Light is with us, Master Archimegadon,’ he said. ‘It guided us all from our nightmares to help you. Let’s finish this now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no you don’t, you’re not turning this around!’ Valia yelled, and she whirled on Marr. ‘Get them! Damn it, forget damn Constella! Get them all! Kill them! All of them! You don’t need magic tricks!’ 
 
    Archimegadon heard the chilling sound of off-key notes play all around, and watched as the shadows at the edges of the throne room began to take on the forms of demons. Marr was abandoning his plan as Valia had advised, and was summoning demons from the shadows to have all of them slaughtered. Would the five of them really be able to stand against an army of demons, even with the Light at their side? 
 
    They must be destroyed. 
 
    The voice of Marr seemed to thunder all around the room, no longer restricted to inside Archimegadon’s head. As they came into being, the demons began to charge across the throne room at the small group of companions huddled at the middle. Tharanor and Neurion intercepted the first couple of demons to get close enough, while Mellara took up her bow. 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know about you, Sir Mage, but I think we need to finish up fast,’ Obdo said. ‘Go and sort out Marr, and we’ll keep these guys away.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know how to do it,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You can’t just leave this all up to me!’ 
 
    ‘Just burn him or something!’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘Go on, mage,’ Mellara said, firing an arrow at a distant demon, which stumbled and fell as the arrow hit it directly in the head. ‘Look how many there are – we have to hold this line. I’ve been waiting for this moment ever since I was first trapped in the Sideslip.’ 
 
    ‘The Light will follow you,’ Neurion said, cutting down the last demon. ‘Go for it.’ 
 
    ‘They fear this blade,’ Tharanor said, hefting his glowing magic sword as more demons began to emerge from the shadows. ‘I’ll hold ‘em off as long as I can.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t do it,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Course you can,’ Tharanor said. ‘You’re the hero, remember? Where darkness dwells, your glory outshines it, right? Now go and outshine him!’ 
 
    Tharanor’s sword cut through the next demon to reach them, but more joined in, and the companions abandoned their encouragement and held steady against the wave of demons. As they did so, light flashed about the demons, which staggered even as they charged, while Neurion appeared to be muttering hurried prayers. Archimegadon opened his mouth to speak, and then thought better of it and turned to face the throne. This was it, just him and Marr again, to decide the fate of Ferrina. 
 
    ThEy mUst Be dEstrOYed. 
 
    Marr’s voice suddenly didn’t sound quite right – the pitch seemed to jump up and down as though he’d lost control of his voice. The buzzing darkness began to fade as Archimegadon stepped up to the throne, and a terrible stench of death hit him and made him stagger. Putting a hand to his nose and mouth, Archimegadon pressed on, waving his hand at the flickering shadows as though to clear them away. 
 
    Finally, he beheld Marr, and began to gain some understanding of what all this had been about. 
 
    Marr endured. 
 
    Not as the omnipotent god he’d had the Clerics believe. 
 
    Nor was he an adult version of the boy who’d been imprisoned in the Citadel all that time ago. 
 
    No, Marr had endured for a thousand years as nothing more than this hideous, scarred figure, burnt out by its own dark magic, and yet, in a cruel twist of fate, kept alive by those same powers. But darkness could not heal these wounds, and so Marr had lived here in agony, a victim of the evil he’d drawn upon, and with jealous eyes he had watched for centuries as Ferrans repopulated the city.  
 
    Archimegadon could now understand the twisted brilliance of Marr’s revenge, pushing Sordath to do what Elzar had demanded of Teroth all those years ago, cooping the people in houses ready for being converted into demons under Marr’s command. Elzar had wanted demons to be created for Ferrina’s rise to power? Then who better than the very citizens of Ferrina itself? 
 
    And here was Archimegadon, who had first brought and then destroyed the Staff of Antagules, the key to his escape from this damned realm. The key to reaching Constella, a realm of power so great that he might use it to finally take away this pain, and so achieve a level of dominance that could never be challenged. The mental blocks of Antagules finally faded away as Archimegadon and Marr joined minds in that frozen moment, and the tortured boy Teroth sighed with relief as he at last, after all this struggle, knew the path between worlds to Constella. 
 
    A light surrounded Marr, and Archimegadon swore as he realised that this was it, that the dark god was going to achieve his aim and reach Constella, and obtain power beyond dreams. In a panic, he raised his staff. 
 
    ‘Flamebolt!’ Archimegadon shouted. 
 
    Marr simply turned his head towards the flamebolt, and it withered away in mid-air, as though ashamed of its own weakness. Marr’s ethereal eyes flashed in Archimegadon’s vision, and the dark god readied himself to swat away this impudent interruption of his goal. 
 
    And then the roving gaze landed on Tharanor. 
 
    Archimegadon noticed where Marr had turned, and he realised with a dark feeling that his gamble in goading Marr about Tharanor’s family was about to backfire, and badly. When Tharanor hadn’t been there, it had seemed like a fine way to anger the dark god, but the last thing Archimegadon had wanted to do was single out his ally for Marr to kill. Marr raised a twisted hand and discordant notes played in the heavy air, and then a bolt of green energy shot at Tharanor.  Archimegadon threw himself towards the beam, but he was too late to block it. 
 
    Keen-eyed Mellara was not, though. At that exact moment she was holding off a demon that had tried to lunge at her, keeping a firm grasp on its throat with one hand, while the other kept its foreleg from gouging her life away. With a strained yell, she shoved the demon into the path of Marr’s beam, and Tharanor shielded himself with an arm as the demon exploded just a few feet from him. 
 
    Marr let out a yell of rage, cheated of his revenge, and Archimegadon knew that he had to make everything count. If they let up now, Marr could escape at any time to Constella. He backed away from Marr, readying himself to cast a flamebolt with all the power he could muster. 
 
     Even then, Archimegadon’s focus was distracted, as he nearly stepped back into Valia. She was just observing now, making no effort to get herself in any danger. She returned his gaze, and Archimegadon could see her uncertainty, and with that seemed to come an understanding of why – on the one hand, she clearly didn’t want to let the companions win again, but on the other she was stuck here with an insane god commanding her, and she wasn’t so blinded by hatred that she didn’t know what an unstable arrangement that was.  
 
    As Archimegadon watched her, Valia looked over towards Tharanor pointedly, and then patted her sword. She then looked over at Marr. Finally, her eyes returned to Archimegadon, and very slowly she nodded at him. As Archimegadon looked at her quizzically, she rolled her eyes impatiently. 
 
     ‘You idiot,’ she said quietly. ‘Tharanor’s sword. Elzar got it just in case something like this happened.’ 
 
    Marr was still focused on killing Tharanor, and Archimegadon felt relieved that the summoner had not yet decided to teleport to Constella. Hoping Valia wouldn’t stab him in the back, Archimegadon unleashed a barrage of flame at Marr, putting every ounce of his magical power behind it. There was still little finesse in Archimegadon’s command of magic, but he made up for it with sheer power, and he shocked even himself at the size of the torrent of flame that burst forth from his hands.  
 
    It was not so easily dispelled this time. Marr snapped his attention back to Archimegadon but he was not able to glare the flames out of existence. A shield of green energy filled the space between Archimegadon and Marr, and just as with Sordath, Archimegadon could tell that his powers were not able to overcome the defences of his opponent. Frustrated, he tried to make himself angrier, but he didn’t seem to have any reserves left. 
 
    Marr regarded Archimegadon silently as the Mage for Hire fell to one knee, drained of all strength. Archimegadon dimly wondered if Marr was considering him as a worthy opponent, though he suspected that the dark god was more curious as to why such an untalented enemy had dared enter his realm. 
 
    Then Archimegadon realised the true reason for the pause. He noticed the vague sensation of whispering in his head, and realised that Marr was extracting hidden information using his command of the Low Voice. It seemed to be working both ways, though, and Archimegadon became aware that Marr knew now about the bluff. Seeing that Archimegadon was deliberately distracting him from reaching Constella, but unwilling to let his hated foe escape, Marr hastily resurrected the slain demons near Tharanor, and then he glowed once again as he began to cast his teleportation spell. 
 
    But it never happened. Marr let out a terrible wail, and the spell faded away. As Marr slouched forward in his throne, Archimegadon realised that the god had used up his last strength summoning and resurrecting so many demons in so short a time, just as Zamire had in the flaming guardhouse, not to mention the many visions he’d created. And just as Zamire had called fruitlessly for Marr’s aid, so nobody was there now for Marr. 
 
    Archimegadon staggered to his feet, and for a moment he checked behind himself to see that Valia was, once again, watching mutely. He turned back to Marr and swallowed hard, before readying himself to cast the final flamebolt to end Marr once and for all. 
 
    Archimegadon heard Valia hiss behind him, and then it finally clicked. Valia was right;  Iroldar had spoken of the ancient weapons that Lord Elzar had gathered in his journal, and the demons had always feared Tharanor’s blade. Was this to be the final revenge of Elzar Vakard, the execution of his backup plan that had failed to save his own life? 
 
    ‘Sorry, old chap,’ Archimegadon said to Marr. ‘You didn’t deserve this before, but history must repeat itself now. Tharanor!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Tharanor called back, standing ready to repel any demons that ventured close. 
 
    ‘Your sword,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Bring it here now.’ 
 
    Tharanor looked unwilling to leave, but the demons Marr had resurrected quickly were not at full strength, and their numbers had dwindled again. Mellara and Neurion appeared to have it under control, and the former gave Tharanor a nod. He rushed over to the throne and stared down at the disfigured god, and he choked with disgust at the sight. 
 
    ‘Oh, gods, is that…’ 
 
    ‘That’s him, yes,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Tharanor raised his sword and the power of the corrupted palace flashed about the blade. Archimegadon understood its nature now, and why the demons feared it. Elzar had no doubt collected these weapons to protect himself against demons if they ever broke out of his control, and now it was time to use one of them. 
 
    Marr’s hand reached out for Archimegadon and grabbed his sleeve, pulling the mage close to him. Finally Archimegadon heard Marr’s true voice, not the illusion that had resounded constantly to Sordath, Valia and everyone else. Taking a pained breath, Marr spoke: 
 
    ‘Marr… Marr en… en…’ 
 
    Tharanor levelled his sword and pointed it at Marr’s heart. ‘Marr ends,’ he said, and Archimegadon could hear the pity in Tharanor’s voice. Time froze, and then finally Tharanor thrust the blade into Marr, and the dark summoner god of Ferrina slumped forward, his dying breath a sigh of blessed release from eternal torment. 
 
    The room gave a shudder, a shadow seemed almost to drain from Marr’s corpse into the dark stone floor, and several cracks split open and spread from the dais all the way out towards the walls. A sound like a thunderclap signalled the demise of the statue that loomed over the throne. Archimegadon pulled Tharanor away just in time to avoid the collapse of the unsettling figure, and Marr’s corpse was buried beneath it. 
 
    ‘Let’s help the others,’ Archimegadon said, rushing over to the battle with Marr’s demons, which was still ongoing. 
 
    Tharanor stood motionless in the midst of the throne room, looking around as the walls trembled and bricks began to shake loose from the suffering castle. Then, finally, he saw what he was looking for. Valia’s green cloak waved as she ran for a doorway at the side of the throne room, and Tharanor took off after her. 
 
    ‘Tharanor, wait!’ Archimegadon called, but the guardsman was not interested. 
 
    ‘Valia!’ Tharanor shouted, and she turned to see him coming after her. She only risked a moment on it, before disappearing through the doorway. 
 
    Meanwhile, the companions continued their battle with the demons, though it seemed the spirit of the demons had been crushed by the death of their master. Mellara danced and weaved about the demons, her short sword spreading death amongst their numbers with deadly accuracy. Obdo favoured a less refined fighting style, throwing himself at the side of one of the demons and stabbing it repeatedly until it collapsed beneath him.  
 
    Neurion’s sword seemed possessed, and one of the demons even turned and loped away from him, only to meet its fate as Archimegadon sent a flamebolt roaring through the air after it. Archimegadon noted with dark satisfaction that the demons were still staying dead, now that their master had been killed, just as Antagules had suspected. 
 
    Once all the demons were dealt with, Obdo slid onto his backside with exhaustion, instantly regretting it as he was reminded how wet the floor was, and even Mellara looked worn out. She wiped her forehead and looked over at the collapsed throne. 
 
    ‘You two did it?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Marr is dead,’ Archimegadon replied.  
 
    ‘I don’t believe it,’ Mellara said. ‘You actually did it. You and Tharanor actually damn did it!’ 
 
    ‘I’d take all the credit, but I daresay you bunch carried me here,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Speaking of rescues, we should probably catch up with Tharanor before this entire place collapses.’ 
 
    ‘He went after Valia,’ Mellara said. ‘Want to follow?’ 
 
    Archimegadon thought back to Tharanor’s failed fights with Zarastro and Mellara, thrown away as the guard lost himself to his anger, and nodded. ‘I just hope we can get there fast enough.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Tharanor had taken no pleasure in Marr’s death. After all this time fearing the god, he’d finally come to see that Ferrina’s destruction had been born out of a past born of misery, where nobody had won. Putting an end to Marr had felt more like mercy than revenge, a sole act of kindness in a realm of sorrow and madness.  
 
    But Valia? Killing her would bring him satisfaction. She’d murdered Yuriath in her service of this evil, and defended the dark god to the end. 
 
    A half-collapsed stairway led up from the doorway Valia had disappeared through, and Tharanor stumbled as the corrupted palace shook, and more of the stairway fell down into what appeared to be a great void beneath it. He could see the dark shape of Valia framed by the doorway up ahead, and he yelled a challenge after her, but she ignored him. 
 
    Swearing, Tharanor stepped around the gaping hole and rushed up the last few steps, and came out onto what appeared to be the roof of Thorn’argen. Rain was pouring down, and he noted with distaste that it made the surface slippery. The platform itself was circular, and filled with enormous towering spikes that dwarfed Tharanor.  
 
    It would be easy for Valia to hide behind any of these spikes, and Tharanor was pondering where to check first when he heard a splash behind him and whirled to see Valia’s sword. He hopped back a pace and brought his sword up to block her strike, and saw with amusement the frustration written across her face, her long hair soaked and clinging to the sides of her face. 
 
    ‘Damn you, Tharanor,’ Valia said. 
 
    ‘I’ll kill you,’ Tharanor said, pushing his sword against hers, but Valia held steady. 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah, sure,’ Valia said, her voice shrill. ‘Hate me, go ahead. It makes no difference.’ 
 
    ‘Killing you will make a difference,’ Tharanor said, stepping back and cutting around at Valia’s side. 
 
    Valia blocked with her shield and tried a stab, but he easily avoided it. ‘You’re not impressing anyone with all this white-knighting, Tharanor!’ she said. ‘Yuriath is dead!’ 
 
    Tharanor snarled and struck out heavily, but Valia’s shield was there to meet his blade. Growing more frustrated, Tharanor struck over and over again, battering the shield with his anger, while Valia backed away. In his rage Tharanor slipped on the wet surface and knocked Valia backwards as well, and once she’d regained her balance she turned and ran into the small maze of spikes.  
 
    Tharanor hefted his sword and ran after her, but he couldn’t see which way she’d gone. 
 
    ‘Valia!’ he shouted. ‘You coward! Face me!’ 
 
    ‘Coward?’ came Valia’s voice, with a scornful laugh.  
 
    ‘You can’t win in a fair fight, can you?’ Tharanor shouted as he crept around the spikes, keeping an eye out for Valia. ‘You murdered Yuriath… hid behind your demons and your so-called god…’ 
 
    ‘You idiot, Tharanor,’ Valia called back, still out of sight. ‘I beat Yuriath fair and square. I could have killed her there and then. But I gave her and you a chance! You’re the reason she had to die! Because you couldn’t just hand over the staff. What were you thinking?’ 
 
    Tharanor felt his anger rising but tried to think back to his talk with Archimegadon. He had to keep control, had to avoid losing himself to rage and throwing things away.  
 
    ‘So the old man gets his victory?’ Valia asked. ‘Fine, I didn’t like Marr anyway. But I won’t let him have all the fun. Just think how he’ll feel when he finds you dead.’ 
 
    Tharanor stayed quiet. Valia’s voice was echoing around, making it hard for him to place where she was, but he didn’t want to give away his own position either. He tried to focus on where her voice was coming from, instead of paying attention to the words. 
 
    ‘Know what I think?’ Valia asked. ‘I think you wanted me to kill her. I think you wanted revenge on her for spurning you. She was the reason you got stuck out here, right?’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Valia,’ Tharanor said, his voice strained. 
 
    Valia let out a giggle. ‘I mean, there’s no other good explanation for that ridiculous trade you tried to make.’ 
 
    Tharanor rounded another spike and barely had the time to raise his sword as Valia’s blade lashed out. Valia hissed with irritation as he parried her strike, and had no time to launch another as Tharanor rushed into his own assault, battering blows down that she struggled to block with her shield.  
 
    Memories of Yuriath’s life flooded Tharanor’s vision as he tried to break Valia’s defences down, from when they’d just met at her old estate, to their early romances, and then their life in Ferrina. All of it ended by this woman who’d made deals with demons, a scheming traitor.  
 
    Valia was tiring. As Tharanor’s assault continued, she began to backstep with greater urgency, stepping away from the maze of spikes and towards the edge of the platform. Tharanor saw it and pushed his attack, seeing that even if she didn’t tire out, she might just back right over the edge, and fall onto the curved dome of the palace which from this height would be crippling if not fatal. Even if she didn’t fall, having that behind her would restrict her movement, making her an easier target. 
 
    ‘Everyone else gets a happy ending, you know,’ Valia said. ‘Obdo, Neurion, Mellara, and the old man. They’ve won, and they go home happy.’ 
 
    Tharanor ignored her and pushed his attack. 
 
    ‘But you – you’ve got nothing,’ Valia went on. ‘You might have killed Marr, but your life is empty. You lost when I killed Yuriath, and you’ll never be happy again.’ 
 
    Tharanor lost control. His strikes became wild, and Valia took the opportunity to circle away from the edge of the platform. Tharanor chased her and swept his sword at her, missing completely, but he was consumed by his anger now and he pressed the assault. Valia wasn’t blocking any more, but just dodging everything he threw at her, and she smirked at him which just made him more furious. 
 
    Valia ducked one wild swing, and Tharanor’s sword passed right over her head and the sword’s magic flashed as it cut right into the side of one of the stone spikes, and then jammed itself there. A smug smile settled on Valia’s face as she lunged, aiming her sword at Tharanor’s stomach while he tried to tug his sword out of the spike. 
 
    At the last moment Tharanor caught himself, seeing himself almost from a distance. The sword wasn’t important. He released it and slipped around Valia, using her momentum to throw her against the smooth but hard side of the spike. She hit it face-first and stumbled back two paces in a daze, and Tharanor’s eyes narrowed as he regarded the killer of the woman he loved. Then he backhanded Valia across the face, and she tottered for a moment before collapsing to the floor, dropping her sword, which skidded across the water and then flew out from the edge of the platform. 
 
    Tharanor grabbed his sword and tugged it hard, and finally it came loose from the spike. He checked the edge and frowned to see the damage it had done, but the other edge was still sharp. Wiping the rain from his eyes, Tharanor stood over Valia and rested the sword edge against Valia’s throat. 
 
    ‘So it ends,’ he said. 
 
    Valia breathed hard and stared back up at him, but she had no snide retorts this time. After seeing the look in Tharanor’s eyes, she closed her own and her face tensed as she awaited the final stroke. 
 
    ‘Tharanor, wait!’ Archimegadon shouted, arriving with the others from the stairway. 
 
    ‘I’ve won,’ Tharanor said, hefting his sword as he prepared for the final blow. ‘It’s over now.’ 
 
    Archimegadon slipped in his rush, but he stepped in between Tharanor and Valia and shook his head, wheezing from having run so fast. 
 
    ‘What are you doing, mage?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘She’s… she’s my fault, Tharanor,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘I saw into her head… she’s not thinking straight. I think… I think there’s been enough death now.’ 
 
    ‘Are you mad?’ Tharanor asked. ‘She killed Yuriath!’ 
 
    Archimegadon didn’t know if he was mad or not. What he did know was that he’d just helped kill the victim of Elzar’s fool ambition, who had been beyond redemption, and now some daft thought had taken him that maybe, just maybe, he could help Valia. They’d been companions once, fighting giant spiders, thieves and demons together, and there’d been some trace of her wanting to help down there in the throne room. And her sorrow at the changes the army had brought to her family had felt so similar to his own sadness after the war with Tel Ariel. 
 
    ‘I know,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I don’t forgive her for what she did… but you’re a guard… we should take her to be imprisoned, at least have a proper trial. We can’t just execute her.’ 
 
    ‘I was a guard,’ Tharanor said. ‘Then she and her god Marr killed most of us. The Watch is destroyed, and so is Ferrina.’ 
 
    ‘Please, Tharanor, I’ll take the responsibility, but I think we can help her,’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘And you accused me of always opposing you,’ Tharanor said. ‘Stand aside, mage.’ 
 
    ‘Tharanor’s right,’ Mellara said. ‘She doesn’t deserve a second chance. You let a person like that live, and they’ll just stab you in the back later.’ 
 
    Archimegadon looked down at Valia, who was watching them all silently, uncertainty and fear written in her eyes. Was he wrong to want to spare her? What she had done was terrible, and even faced with Marr torturing her for her failure, Valia had still tried to stop Archimegadon from killing Marr, up until the balance had begun to turn against her. However, the thought of Yuriath, dead on the lane, flashed in his sight, and he couldn’t help but see Valia dead in the same way, and the thought repulsed him. 
 
    ‘I am going to side with Master Archimegadon,’ Neurion said after a moment. ‘If Valia really is lost and confused, then we should be better than them… we should spare her, and try to help her recover herself.’ 
 
    Tharanor stared at Archimegadon and Neurion disbelievingly. ‘I know she was your friend, once, but think about what she’s done! Think how many people have died because she knowingly aided the unbinding of Marr! All this suffering, this sadness, this ruin – it’s all because of her. Yuriath, the Watch, and the Blade… even Sordath and the Clerics… all these people never got mercy. It is justice to kill her.’ 
 
    ‘I agree with most of what you say,’ Archimegadon said, ‘but you don’t understand. I saw into her mind, and I recognise the sadness that drove her. Everyone in this has been a victim of one man’s choice centuries again. He died, but the rest of us have lived on through all of this, and now we’re at the end… I just want the deaths to stop.’ 
 
    ‘And they will,’ Tharanor said, and his expression softened. ‘But only after she dies.’ 
 
    The palace gave a lurch, and nearby, the side of the dome began to collapse. Tharanor raised his sword, and Archimegadon lifted his staff. 
 
    ‘We’re running out of time,’ Tharanor said. ‘Looks like this ruin is falling apart now that Marr’s dark power is gone. What are you going to do – fight me to save Valia?’ 
 
    ‘If I must,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘You shouldn’t do this, Tharanor. Don’t become like Elzar.’ 
 
    Tharanor snorted. ‘Like Elzar? Why would I do that?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t Lord Diojin mention when he had you imprisoned?’ Mellara asked. 
 
    ‘Mention what?’ 
 
    ‘The man who imprisoned Teroth Marr… the one who instigated all of this, Lord Elzar… he was a Vakard, just like you,’ Mellara replied. ‘That’s why Diojin was afraid of you at first, and then why he blamed you for Marr’s return. Elzar is your ancestor.’ 
 
    Tharanor looked staggered, and his sword lowered. ‘No… I am not him. I hate what he did… believe me. But I want payment for what she did, Archie. You all get to go home and celebrate… I have nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be daft,’ Archimegadon said. ‘You have friends, you fool. People across Ferrina have lost things to this, but they’ll keep on going, and you will too.’ 
 
    Mellara squeezed Tharanor’s shoulder and he glanced at her in surprise, and then heaved a sigh.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he said in a small voice. ‘But that doesn’t change things… Valia has to die.’ 
 
    The platform began to shake, and Mellara’s supportive squeeze turned into a grab for balance, and Archimegadon had to steady himself with his staff. Neurion’s arms flapped as though he was trying to fly, and Obdo stumbled forwards and nearly trod on Valia’s face. 
 
    ‘Pardon me, ladies and gents,’ Obdo said once he’d regained his balance. ‘I hate to interrupt your important discussion, but I want to have a word.’ 
 
    Tharanor shrugged. ‘Alright?’ 
 
    ‘Well, see, I’ve been bumbling around after you for all this time,’ Obdo said. ‘I know I’ve not been much use – I’m not much of a fighter any more. Hey, I wasn’t even when I had all my fingers. But I’ve done all I can, and I came here for revenge – revenge on missy here for helping Bartell do what he did.’ 
 
    Obdo looked down at Valia, who watched him carefully, making no motion aside from her slow breathing. 
 
    ‘But, see, now we have a vote,’ Obdo went on. ‘Looks to me it’s two for killing Valia, and two for saving her. On the one side, we’re voting for the grand purpose of retribution, to punish her for the wrongs she did to Ferrina. On the other, we’re considering the importance of salvation, looking to save her soul and prove that we are the good guys.’ 
 
    ‘Good grief, Obdo, is there a point to all this?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Sure there is, Sir Mage,’ Obdo replied. ‘Now, Obdo here, he’s just a simple farmhand. He doesn’t know all that much about grand causes, and soul-saving, and universal goods and bads. 
 
    ‘What he does know, though, is that this castle is collapsing, and missy here knows how to jump between the worlds, like she did when we tried to catch her before.’ He looked back at Valia. ‘Am I wrong?’ 
 
    ‘I… I can help you cross back,’ Valia replied, nodding slowly. 
 
    ‘And there you have it,’ Obdo said. ‘Obdo’s vote is to save her.’ 
 
    Tharanor rolled his eyes, but he smiled in spite of himself at Obdo’s speech. ‘Fine, you win this one, Archie. But she’s your responsibility, alright?’ 
 
    ‘Agreed,’ Archimegadon replied. 
 
    Neurion reached a hand down to Valia, who grabbed hold and got to her feet, shaking a little. As the companions all held hands, forming a chain, she pulled out her pendant and it glowed with green light. Thorn’argen gave another lurch as more of the castle collapsed, and then the companions faded away. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six: Ashes in the Wind 
 
      
 
    Archimegadon awoke to light. 
 
    He wasn’t back in Ferrina, or Valanthas, for that matter.  
 
    He was standing on a beach next to a glowing ocean, and beautiful palm trees waved in the wind just off the beach. This was like the vision of the Isles of Filikis he’d had before, where he’d spoken to the shade Archimegadon. He tapped his foot, waiting for the copy of himself to reappear. 
 
    It wasn’t the copy that appeared, though, but instead Antagules, who looked uncommonly happy. Once she saw he was awake, she gave a cheer. 
 
    ‘You did it, you old rogue!’ she said. ‘You and your friends. Good work. Damned good work! The best!’ 
 
    ‘Here now, what’s all this praise in aid of?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘I thought you preferred not to make my ego too big.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, never mind that for now,’ Antagules said. ‘I never thought I’d see you bunch survive going back into that place. What a risk we took, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Archimegadon said. ‘The memory thing nearly backfired rather badly.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me, it would have been a whole lot worse if you’d not had it,’ Antagules said. ‘I do apologise for it, though. I know that those things are dangerous business.’ 
 
    ‘Quite,’ Archimegadon said. ‘So that’s it? Marr is gone?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he’s gone,’ Antagules replied with a nod. ‘I peeked into your memories a bit – I’m nosey like that. You were right – Tharanor inherited that sword from Elzar, down generations of Vakards, and it was forged to strike down darkness. It’s Swordbreaker’s old sword, you know, the magic blade infused with the power of the Palace of Truth. Corrupted when the palace was corrupted as well.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said that was a fairy tale?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘It is,’ Antagules replied. ‘But these things are so often based in some fact.’ 
 
    ‘So that valley, Talion, was real?’  
 
    ‘I can’t say for sure,’ Antagules replied. ‘Perhaps it was real, or perhaps Marr made it based on what he’d read. I might have lied a little about the Sideslip – I actually knew quite a bit about it. But you’re too curious for your own good, and I didn’t want you to go in there. As usual, you just had to be reckless.’ 
 
    ‘And just as well I was!’ Archimegadon said. 
 
    ‘Yes, well get on with you, you’ve had enough praise now,’ Antagules said.  
 
    ‘What was Marr?’ Archimegadon asked after a moment. 
 
    ‘Hard to say,’ Antagules replied. ‘He certainly began as the boy Teroth Marr, but he drew on something very dark beneath Ferrina. You and Tharanor destroyed it, though, and I get the feeling that Ferrina’s going to start getting better now.’ 
 
    Archimegadon stretched, breathing in the sea breeze. Even if this place was imaginary, it certainly felt good. 
 
    ‘Was I right to spare Valia?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that,’ Antagules replied. ‘Time will tell on that score, but you can’t save a person like that yourself. She would have to want it as well.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Archimegadon said. ‘If only Yuriath were still here to see what we did. She didn’t deserve to die.’ 
 
    ‘No, she didn’t,’ Antagules said. ‘I can’t soften it, but at least you can be happy that together you stopped Marr.’ 
 
    Archimegadon looked across the horizon, finding it both beautiful and at the same time strangely empty. He was glad that he’d stopped Marr, yes, but he knew he’d always regret the missed opportunity to save Yuriath. Of all of them, she’d most deserved to see Ferrina restored. He sighed. 
 
    ‘Speaking of Marr, why was he so sure he could be healed in Constella?’ Archimegadon asked after a few more moments passed. ‘What is it that’s hidden there?’ 
 
    ‘I told you before, that’s none of your business,’ Antagules replied, looking off to one side. ‘Valanthas isn’t ready for that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Just a hint?’ 
 
    Antagules rapped him on the head with her staff. ‘No! Bad Archimegadon.’ 
 
    ‘Ouch, alright,’ Archimegadon said. ‘So what happens now?’ 
 
    ‘That’s up to you,’ Antagules replied. ‘Ferrina might be free of Marr, but it is not free of his demons. They are, at least, mortal now. Even if you all manage to clear out the demons, it’ll be a long time before order returns to the streets. Cleaning up the destruction alone will take an age, and then there’s the risks of disease, and feeding the people who remain. It’s going to be a long, tough road.’ 
 
    Archimegadon nodded. ‘But there’s no more dark gods, right?’ 
 
    Antagules smiled. ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, what happened to the others?’ Archimegadon asked. ‘Why aren’t they here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m invading your dreams,’ Antagules replied. ‘This is particularly difficult now you destroyed my staff.’ 
 
    ‘You told me to!’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ Antagules said. ‘But I reserve the right to complain. When you wake up you’ll be back in Valanthas, don’t worry.’ 
 
    ‘Can you make me a replacement staff?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Antagules replied. ‘I’m a busy mage, but I’ll see if I can find the time for it.’ 
 
    The beach suddenly shook, and Archimegadon felt a dark feeling in his stomach. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said, ‘this isn’t an illusion, is it? Tell me I’m not still in the Sideslip!’ 
 
    Antagules chuckled at him. ‘No, it’s something much less sinister, old man.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘You’re waking up…’ 
 
    * 
 
    A light chorus of birdsong coaxed Archimegadon into waking up. As he opened his eyes, he thought he’d awoken in the past for a moment, seeing a familiar wooden room where he’d stayed after his first encounter with Sordath and the Ferrina Clerics. He was back in the forest guardhouse outside Ferrina, and blissfully back in the real world. 
 
    His satchel was next to the bed, and he checked through it to be sure it was the one he’d had when he’d ventured into the Sideslip after Marr. Once satisfied that he hadn’t reappeared in the past, he tidied himself up and headed downstairs to the sitting area, where he found everyone else already awake and chattering away. 
 
    Mellara in particular was in an uncommonly good mood, and she was laughing at some story that Obdo was telling her, while Neurion and Tharanor seemed to be talking about swordplay. When they noticed Archimegadon entering the room, they all looked round and smiled. 
 
    ‘Morning, sleepyhead,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Greetings, ladies and gents,’ Archimegadon said. ‘Have I been asleep long?’ 
 
    ‘Just a couple of hours,’ Tharanor replied with a grin. ‘By the Light, it feels good to be back in the real world.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ Archimegadon said. ‘So, have I missed anything?’ 
 
    Everyone looked a bit awkward, and then Neurion spoke up. ‘Crossing worlds caused us all to pass out next to the Central Way for a while,’ he replied, ‘and you for longer than the rest, it seems. Valia was used to it, though… and she ran away.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see,’ Archimegadon said, pursing his lips. He waited for an angry comment from Tharanor, but the guard just shrugged. 
 
    ‘I’m going to trust you on it this time, mage,’ Tharanor said. ‘I’ve decided to go back and help the Watch recover, and when we find her, we’ll take her in and deal with her according to the law. I’m going to do all I can to help Ferrina recover from Elzar’s evil.’ 
 
    ‘I see!’ Archimegadon said, feeling very surprised indeed. 
 
    ‘She did leave you a note, though,’ Neurion said. ‘I guess we must have passed out for a quite a bit if she had time to write it.’ He rushed over to Archimegadon and pressed it into his hands, and then gave Mellara a dirty look. ‘Some of us wanted to open it right away – but it has your name on it.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm, alright,’ Archimegadon said, feeling nervous as he unfolded the small bit of paper.  
 
    Valia’s handwriting was very neat, and she seemed to like adding little flourishes to the ends of letters. It felt very odd to see it, in comparison to her wild shouting in the throne room of Thorn’argen. 
 
    Ardon, 
 
    What am I going to say here? I don’t really know. I’m angry, confused, and lost. Do I regret what I did? No, I don’t. You don’t understand it now, but perhaps in time you’ll come around to see why I did what I did, and what it was all for. 
 
    I give you my thanks, though. I don’t know why you chose to save me, and I don’t promise that things will change. One does not simply change one’s beliefs overnight. 
 
    I should let you know, though, that you forgot to clean up part of the Clerics in your rush to tackle Marr. Didn’t you realise that they were being helped by someone? It wasn’t just bad luck that made the Commander of the City Watch leave them alone, and it certainly wasn’t chance that caused the Citadel to be unguarded on the day of the parade. 
 
    But you’ll hear more about that soon, don’t worry. 
 
    Anyway, good luck with your life. Maybe you’ll even get to be Mage Supreme soon!  
 
    (That’s a hint, old man) 
 
    Love, Valia 
 
    Archimegadon looked up from the note with an expression of confusion on his face. 
 
    ‘What does it say?’ Tharanor asked. 
 
    ‘She said we forgot one of the Clerics,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘The one who stopped the Watch investigating the Clerics, and who messed up the guard orders on the Day of Ruin.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, damn,’ Tharanor said. ‘Of course, and it must be someone high up as well. What are we going to do about that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘She says we’ll hear more about that soon.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds ominous,’ Tharanor said. 
 
    ‘So what are we going to do now?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Beach holiday?’ Obdo asked. 
 
    Mellara rolled her eyes at him. ‘I’m going to go demon-hunting, Archie. Now they can die, it’s going to be a whole lot more fun.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it going to be rather dangerous?’ Archimegadon asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, it won’t be all that bad,’ Neurion replied. ‘We went to the city gates while you were asleep and it looks like reinforcements have started arriving.’ 
 
    ‘The Royal Army?’  
 
    ‘No, paladins,’ Neurion replied with a smile. 
 
    ‘Oh, good grief,’ Archimegadon said. ‘I thought you said it was good news!’ 
 
    Neurion looked crestfallen. 
 
    ‘Not so sure what I’ll do,’ Obdo said. ‘Not that I think anyone cares!’ 
 
    ‘Oh shush, you,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘But since I’m on the subject, I’m wondering if the Fallen Blade are recruiting,’ Obdo went on. 
 
    ‘We’re not recruiting you, that’s for sure!’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, I can be a fearsome mercenary,’ Obdo said. 
 
    ‘No, not a chance,’ Mellara said. 
 
    ‘Sir Mage, tell her,’ Obdo said. 
 
    Archimegadon folded his arms. ‘Obdo, you have about as much chance of being a fearsome mercenary as I have of becoming King.’ 
 
    ‘Please, no,’ Mellara said.  
 
    ‘I’d make a fine King, though,’ Archimegadon said. ‘But in the absence of my coronation, I suppose I’ll help you fellows rebuild the City Watch.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck with that,’ Tharanor said. ‘I doubt we’ll even have the money.’ 
 
    ‘What about the Council?’ 
 
    ‘If there’s one thing I really don’t have faith in, it’s that bunch,’ Tharanor replied. 
 
    Archimegadon reached into his pockets. ‘Well, I tell you what, I’ll get you all started with a donation.’ 
 
    He flipped the Vortagenses reloran across the room, and Tharanor caught it. 
 
    ‘You sure, Archie?’ Tharanor asked. He scratched his hair sheepishly. ‘I think I cheated you out of enough money when we first met.’ 
 
    ‘Quite sure,’ Archimegadon replied. ‘Some coins are more trouble than they’re worth.’ 
 
    * 
 
    A cloaked figure snuck along the beach in the darkness, straining under the weight of the bag he carried on his back. A seabird called out and the figure froze, before realising what it was and shuffling on across the sand. He hissed as a lantern glowed ahead of him, illuminating a small boat and the man standing next to it. Off shore, a ship was waiting, barely visible in the night’s gloom. 
 
    The figure virtually dropped the bag once he reached the boat, and gold coins and some treasures spilled out onto the sand. There was a sharp intake of breath as the man with the lantern saw it all, while the cloaked man knelt to push it all back into the bag. 
 
    ‘Carrying quite a haul there,’ the man with the lantern said, scratching his bushy white beard. 
 
    ‘Quiet,’ the cloaked man said. ‘And put out that light, people will be able to see us from miles around.’ 
 
    ‘Cool yer britches, yer lordship,’ the lantern man said. ‘I’ll turn it out.’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ the cloaked man said, breathing hard from the strain of carrying all his treasures across the beach. ‘How soon can we leave?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be far from land by the time the sun rises,’ the lantern man replied.  
 
    ‘Good, thank you, mister… erm?’ 
 
    ‘Name’s Jim, milord,’ the lantern man replied. 
 
    ‘Alright, Jim, you take all this,’ the cloaked man said, lifting the bag and pushing it into Jim’s hands. ‘Have it – all of it. Just get me out of here.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you worry, milord,’ Jim said. 
 
    ‘Don’t call me that!’ the cloaked figure said. ‘Gerus Porsen, as we agreed.’ 
 
    ‘Righty ho, Mister Gerus,’ Jim said, hefting the bag over one shoulder. ‘We’ll be on our way soon, money well spent, aye?’ 
 
    The cloaked man bent double as he tried to catch his breath. ‘Quite, yes, yes, get in. You’re blocking the way.’ 
 
    ‘Alrighty,’ Jim said. ‘Come along, yer lordship.’ 
 
    ‘Gerus!’ 
 
    ‘Right, come along Master Gerus,’ Jim said, and he set the bag of treasures down in the middle of the boat. ‘Impressed you carried this so far, yer Gerus-ship. Where’d you get it all?’ 
 
    The cloaked man hissed with impatience. ‘Never you mind it. Hurry up!’ 
 
    Jim paused in the middle of stepping aboard and looked around at the cloaked man. ‘Now lookie here, Mister Gerus, I’m captain o’ this here ship, an’…’ 
 
    The cloaked man frowned at Jim as he paused mid-sentence. ‘And what?’ 
 
    ‘Here, the agreement was for one passenger,’ Jim said. ‘You can’t have guests now.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Gerus whirled and stumbled backwards into Jim as he saw a figure walking across the beach towards them. 
 
    As Jim lit the lantern again and raised it, the newcomer came into focus, and Gerus relaxed. 
 
    ‘Ah, Valia, it’s you,’ he said. ‘I thought you must have died.’ 
 
    Valia flashed him a smile. ‘I’m a survivor, you know that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid there’s only room on board for one passenger, though,’ Gerus said. 
 
    ‘Now hang on a minute,’ Jim said. ‘We might have room for the lady aboard.’ 
 
    Valia glared at him. ‘Thanks, but no.’ 
 
    ‘What are you here for, Valia?’ Gerus asked. ‘Is it the pardon you wanted? I have it back in my chambers in the Citadel, but I don’t believe my signature will be worth much soon.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ Valia said. ‘I was here to see you off, Orgus.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t call me that!’ Orgus Alhamis said. ‘Is it gold you want, Valia? I have plenty here.’ 
 
    ‘You said it was all mine, yer lordship,’ Jim said. 
 
    ‘I’m not here for gold,’ Valia said, and she drew a dagger.  
 
    Before Orgus could so much as utter a word, Valia stabbed him in the heart, and the Mage Supreme of Valanthas collapsed onto the sand at Jim’s feet. Jim himself panicked and stumbled backwards, falling into the boat, which shifted loose and began to drift away from the shoreline. 
 
    Valia knelt at Orgus’s side and checked the man for a pulse, but it was over. The benefactor of the Clerics, who’d managed to keep his private funding secret even from Bartell and Delarian, was dead. She wondered for a moment if the captain would tell people who had done it, but she supposed it would be for the best anyway. 
 
    Drawing her cloak around her, she left the shoreline behind, and disappeared into the shadows of the forest. 
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