
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    Chapter: Ascen Changes 
 
      
 
    Anthony dropped from where he had been standing in the air. Trials were continuing across Ascen, through the capital and the surrounding land. Chains were struck off the slaves as people from the different races looked up with fear, with excitement. Most looked around in disbelief. Some stood there, thinking it was a trick; others fled. 
 
    Anthony looked from the top of the tower, seeing the chaos in the streets, the hundreds who were called to trial, the chains that wrapped them up. 
 
    “Just how far have we fallen?” He couldn’t keep the sadness out of his voice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Aila watched as Anthony landed. 
 
    “What he said about Laisa, is that true?” Tommie demanded, his eyes wide and disbelieving. 
 
    “Not even the Drafeng can lie to a Guardian,” Anthony said. 
 
    “We need to go there now!” Tommie turned for the door. “What are you waiting for?”  
 
    Seeing that despondent look on his face, Aila’s heart twisted. 
 
    “We need to stabilize Ascen first. The trials will judge the people here. We need to stop the fighting. It will take us nearly a week to reach Laisa and the attack has already happened.” Claire’s voice was dull and tired, as if she had seen and been in this situation before. 
 
    “We’re just going to give up on him?” Tommie yelled, his pain turning to anger. 
 
    Anthony put a hand on his shoulder. “We didn’t say that, but we need to come up with a plan.” 
 
    Tommie didn’t know how or couldn’t express himself. He let out an angry noise and turned around, throwing Anthony’s hand off. 
 
    “What now?” Anthony looked at Claire. 
 
    “We need to stabilize Ascen, wake up the Guardians and bring this war to an end,” Claire said. 
 
    “Well, if you and Aila stay here to stabilize Ascen and then wake the Guardians, Damien, Tommie, and I can head to the south to start working our way through the war front,” Anthony said. 
 
    Claire moved her lips. “Fine,” she spat, stepping into the air and using her Fly spell to go to the top of the tower. 
 
    “Damien, Aila—let the people of Ascen know what is going on, calm them down. Find Tommie and tell him we’ll be heading out tomorrow.” Wings extended from Anthony’s back and he went after Claire. 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” Damien said, his voice dull. 
 
    Aila just nodded as she followed him, looking out at the Guardian Tower, which was rebuilding itself. Chains were pulling the bridges back into place. The white flames at the bottom of the tower had more than tripled in size and were purple now. Proof that the Guardians had returned. 
 
    Aila and Damien looked out of the doors of the Church of Light, looking at the people gathered there. 
 
    They were followers of the Church of Light. They had seen the people of the church dragged out and the truth pulled from them. There were those who were innocent, just misguided. 
 
    Most of them weren’t bad people; they were just forced into a bad situation. 
 
    Seeing those lost eyes, Aila felt a deep sense of responsibility. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Anthony walked into what had been his and Claire’s quarters. She stood inside the doorway, her back to him. 
 
    “You said that we would be together for our entire lives but you ran off, against my orders, and got yourself killed. Now, centuries later when I have just got you back, you’re running off again!” Claire howled. The air around them crackled with mana. She turned around, her face twisted in anger. 
 
    Anthony could see right through her, knowing her anger came from her love for him. 
 
    He walked forward and pulled her into a hug. “You were there with me the entire time. I’m sorry for the time I wasn’t there for you. It’s our duty. You might not have the emblem but you’re more Guardian than me.” Anthony’s voice was soft and low. 
 
    Claire slumped. The power in the room deflated as she did. She put her arms around him, wrapping him up tightly. 
 
    “You know how to make the Guardian Flame enchantments. Using the saints and the guilty to carry them across Radal and place them into the cities will speed up the process of restoring and protecting Dena.” 
 
    “While you head to the war front,” Claire said. 
 
    “I’ll head straight for Laisa, get in contact with the elves, then push through the war front,” Anthony said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “That’s something I’ll figure out as I go,” Anthony said. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll stay here for two weeks, then I’m going to head to where the other Guardians are and see if I can do anything to raise them,” Claire said. 
 
    “How can we raise them?”  
 
    “That’s something I’ll figure out as I go.” Claire looked up at Anthony. 
 
    Anthony felt her heart twisting and his own twisting emotions. He wanted to just carry her away from this all, to find Todd healthy and fine and that this was just all a weird dream. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Still nothing from the group that went down to Laisa?” General Fysher asked. 
 
    “Nothing. They should have reached the city last night,” Vice General Spiros said. The two men looked at each other.  
 
    Fysher let out a tired sigh. Or they were too busy “cleansing” the village to send a message. 
 
    General Fysher looked out of the tower and over the battlefield, pulling out a gnomish telescope to survey the battlefield. 
 
    A small trail of dust lifted up into the air behind the human armies as they moved forward with their large siege weaponry. 
 
    The legions based between the different beast kin fortresses had at least half their number ready and waiting. 
 
    “It should be soon,” Spiros said. 
 
    “Now,” Fysher said.  
 
    Along the lines of the advancing humans, familiars appeared. The regular soldiers tossed off their outer robes, revealing them as familiar riders. They shot forward, forming up into their units. The beast kin units were alert but seeing half of the enemy army now mounted and charging them was an alarming sight. They started to use their ranged ballistas and their trebuchets launched attacks at the charging human mounted force. 
 
    The ballista aimed for packed groups of the riders. The large spears stuck out of the ground, or pierced through familiars and humans. 
 
    “Looks like they’re using Orcahlium metals, killing familiars like that,” Spiros said. 
 
    Fysher looked at a rider whose mount was hit. The man screamed out as his familiar bond was severed, going limp as all the power in his body was drained. A trebuchet rock smacked into him, killing him. 
 
    “Looks like it.” Fysher turned his eyes to the remaining half of the force that was moving forward. They ran forward, using their familiars to prepare positions in the ground, while other familiars were used to increase the speed that the army moved forward. 
 
    “The Lord of Light’s work will be completed sooner or later.” Bryce’s voice came from behind.  
 
    Spiros half swore underneath his breath. “Sorry, Father. You scared me, as stealthy as you are.” Spiros chuckled. 
 
    “All the better to catch those who need to be cleansed unaware.” 
 
    All the better for you to sneak up on children, babes, and scared farmers. Fysher was studying his lines as he saw it: a movement from the human fortress as several of the Church of Light armies charged forward. 
 
    “Seems that the Church of Light has taken to the battlefield?” Fysher asked. 
 
    “We are always at war, General Fysher,” Bryce said in a severe tone of an elder lecturing a junior. 
 
    I wonder how far the Lord of Light would let you fly before you hit the ground. Fysher kept his thoughts and emotions off his face as he looked at the Church of Light rushing forward. The beast kin legions were deploying and moving forward. One of the castles was fighting on as familiars grabbed onto the walls and cried out in pain. Ladders and hook ropes were deployed; attacking familiars were released, distracting the defenders and allowing some of the attackers to try to establish a foothold. 
 
    He saw a particularly large elephant kin on the walls. She held a staff, looking unaffected by the chaos around her as she controlled the flow of battle. 
 
    Fysher pulled the telescope from his eye and looked at the battle unfolding and the clear path of the Church of Light to the beast kin fortress. 
 
    “Gnome telescope? Those tools are the work of Agents of Darkness,” Bryce said lightly. 
 
    “Best to use the tools of darkness against them,” Fysher said.  
 
    Bryce smiled darkly and pulled out an elven dagger. “It’s poetic, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Commander Tysien looked out into the distance, seeing the new cavalry charge. 
 
    “Looks like those church freaks are joining in,” Raul said from her side. 
 
    “Yes, seems that they thought it would be fun to join in.” Tysien forced her muscles to relax as she moved around and turned her head to survey the rest of the battlefield. 
 
    “Looking weak on the south side. Get ready to disperse that familiar powder,” Tysien said. 
 
    An aide nodded and headed off. 
 
    “I hate being up here,” Raul said. 
 
    “Afraid of heights?” Tysien asked as she kept on scanning. 
 
    “They’re pushing around to the east side,” Raul said. 
 
    “If they surround us, then they’ll make nice targets for the legions.” Tysien looked at the group of bedar riders approaching from the two closest legion camps that were deployed between the fortresses. 
 
    “Looks like two armies from the church coming our way,” Raul said. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question—fear of heights?” 
 
    “Nope, just hate how you can see around instead of be in the fight,” Raul said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the curse,” Tysien said. 
 
    “Aren’t those two armies a problem?” Raul asked. 
 
    “They’re from the church—they might be sneaky shits. Their saints might be powerful, but they’re not a real army,” Tysien said. 
 
    “What the?” Raul muttered. 
 
    Tysien looked over again, about to tell Raul to stop staring at the Army of Light when she frowned and then her eyes went wide. 
 
    “Purple flames,” she said under her breath. Isn’t that the same color as the purple power that Guardian Anthony used? 
 
    “What the hell are those things?” someone yelled out as among the ranks a beast appeared, expanding. Those around it started to attack. It cried out in pain, and attacked those around it. It had four limbs that contained great strength and a mutated head; its body glowed and flashed randomly with light that illuminated it from inside. 
 
    The creature killed dozens as several other beasts appeared and attacked those around it. The human army saw what was happening and retreated in fear. 
 
    “Cut them down as they run,” Tysien yelled, coming out of her shock. 
 
    Her legionnaires responded, using their bows, getting the ballistas and trebuchets back into action. 
 
    The Church of Light was in disarray. Their white-covered mounts lay across the ground, dead lying with them. 
 
    They killed the creatures, but their shameful charge… How readily they had fallen apart, one even leading a beast back to a camp. 
 
    At least they’re not on our side. Tysien sneered. 
 
    “What the hell is that, some new weapon from the Church of Light?” Raul asked under his breath. 
 
    “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it went wrong for them,” Tysien muttered and turned to a messenger and waved two more forward. 
 
    “Each of you write a report on what you saw. Do not talk to one another. You will write for ten minutes. Understood? Not a missed detail.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” The three pulled out their writing materials, writing what they had seen. 
 
    “Once they’re done, send them back to headquarters with the report. I’m going to check on our people and the camp,” Tysien said. 
 
    “Commander,” Raul grunted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: The Divided Humans 
 
      
 
    “Be good now,” Anthony said to Ramona’s little ones Ryan and Rachel. Ramona let out a mewling noise, wanting to come along. Rachel and Ryan turned their best sad eyes on Aila and Tommie. 
 
    Tommie pulled out a snack and gave it to Rachel. She snapped it down with a pleased expression and nudged him with her head. Her head was nearly as big as Tommie. 
 
    “We’ve almost gone around the world with them—some well-traveled beasts.” Aila scratched Ryan’s scales just right, making him lean into her hand as his back foot kicked with her scratchings. 
 
    “From the Deepwood to Ascen—maybe the next time we come back, we can take them back down to the Deepwood again.” Anthony rubbed his hand on Ramona’s back. She had grown big and strong while carrying his heavy armored ass around. 
 
    He put his head against hers, closing his eyes. Their bond still remained between them. He released his part of the bond and opened his eyes, stepping back. 
 
    She looked to him, blinking as she felt the bond weaken. 
 
    It would just take a thought from her and the bond would be broken. 
 
    She touched her head to his chest. The bond didn’t break but was stronger than before. 
 
    “You…” Anthony patted her neck and scratched it. 
 
    There was a twinkle in her eye as she let out a pleased snort. 
 
    “Look after them,” Anthony said to Aila. 
 
    “Always. See you soon,” Aila said. 
 
    Anthony and Tommie said their last good-byes and then climbed up toward the roof of the tower. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry about what I said the other day,” Tommie said to Anthony. They stood on the roof of the Guardian Tower. Above them, the purple flame stood above the city. 
 
    Ascen was quiet. The people of the city had their sentences handed out. The emperor and his family had been cleared out of their ancestral home and were now paying penance for their actions. 
 
    They now worked in the fields to produce food for the people they had allowed to be enslaved. They taught people how to read and write. Others were transformed into other races and sent out across Dena. 
 
    The whole city was stunned; in a night, it had transformed. People were still scared. Claire had sent out word to her people along the coast. More Guardians as well as people from Epan and Ilsal would arrive soon. 
 
    “You were angry and you didn’t know if you had lost your father or not. That isn’t an unreasonable reason to get angry,” Anthony said. 
 
    Tommie gave a weak smile. 
 
    Anthony raised his arm. In a golden light, Dave appeared in his dragon form, much larger than before. 
 
    “I’ll help you with those.” Damien helped Tommie with the supplies and boxes that were off to the side. 
 
    Tommie nodded. He didn’t think that they were worth bringing; Anthony and Damien were stronger than any technology he had. 
 
    Aila had made him take it. She knew how much it meant to him. 
 
    Anthony and Claire walked away from the group, talking to each other. They hugged before Anthony returned to them.  
 
    They had everything stowed. 
 
    “Let’s get going,” Anthony said. 
 
    Damien and Tommie mounted up behind Anthony. 
 
    “Stay safe,” Claire yelled. 
 
    “Don’t destroy any cities while I’m gone, without good reason!” Anthony replied. 
 
    “One time!” 
 
    Anthony laughed as Dave flapped his wings and dropped, coiling around the Guardian Tower before his wings snapped out. 
 
    Tommie held onto Dave’s back, terrified. His stomach dropped and then flipped as they shot over Ascen. 
 
    He heard people yelling and pointing up at the dragon above. 
 
    Dave flapped his wings, raising them higher and going faster. The ground appeared distant as they shot through the clouds. 
 
    Tommie closed his eyes, trying to not think about how tilting to the right or the left too much might cause him to drop hundreds of meters to the ground. 
 
    A shiver went through his body but he was determined. This was the fastest way back to Laisa, back to his father. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Aila had been able to find somewhere to sleep. When she woke up, she followed the sounds of building. She found golems bringing materials into a work room. Inside, Claire had several more complex golems carving into metal plates that were brought into the room and assembling different components together to create enchanted metal plates. 
 
    Claire checked all of them over as they were completed. 
 
    Claire looked up from her work. 
 
    “Have you slept yet?” Aila asked. 
 
    “Lich—don’t need to sleep.” Claire threw another enchanted Guardian Flame. A golem grabbed it and headed out. 
 
    “What are these?” Aila asked. 
 
    “Guardian Flame enchantments. How did settling the people down go?” Claire asked. 
 
    “People don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to tell them to do.”  
 
    “Summon a trial from the Guardian Flame at the base—have them organize the city. With the power of the Guardian Flame here, they can stay around for a long period of time. They can switch out and have those who were leaders step forward and start to get things organized,” Claire said, checking another enchantment. 
 
    “I thought that you can’t use the power of the Guardians?” 
 
    “I can’t but that doesn’t mean I can’t make enchantments,” Claire said with a slight smile. 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    “These are passed to the people of the church lining up outside. They will write a name on the wall, saying where they will go to. They just need to put it down on the ground in a central location inside the city. Then it will take a few moments or days, connecting to the ley lines that run through Dena. Using that power, they will activate, creating a Guardian Flame.” 
 
    “Like the one inside the tower? What does a flame do?” 
 
    “They will create a link to the tower. They can be used by Guardians to pass information to one another, or information broadcast through all of the flames. They increase the rate that Guardians can recover their power by being close to it. It can create a barrier around a village to assist in defense, though its most important aspect is that a Tribunal can be summoned to test people to turn them into Guardians, or it can be used to pass trial on people who are brought forward. It serves to bolster a city’s defenses and give the people hope.” 
 
    “Huh,” Aila said. 
 
    “It sounds simple on the outside, but these were created halfway through the war and their effect couldn’t be denied,” Claire said. 
 
    “Who made them?” 
 
    “A gnome, a dwarf, and me,” Claire said. “We have visitors.” 
 
    “Hello?” A voice called out into the tower.  
 
    The church’s edifices had been destroyed. The new tower had its four Guardian eyes looking over the land. Its purple fire flickered gently above the tower and on the main floor. Stones and dust covered everything, needing to be cleared out. 
 
    “Do you want to…?” Aila asked. 
 
    “My appearance will freak them out and I’m not a Guardian. This is your house now.” 
 
    Aila couldn’t read Claire’s expression or emotions as she looked at the next enchantment that appeared in front of her. 
 
    Aila smiled lightly. “Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    Claire let out a grunt and Aila turned around and headed out into the main area. She was on the third floor; she jumped off, falling on two bridges before she dropped to the main floor. 
 
    There was a mixed group of several people from different races. They flinched back at her sudden arrival. 
 
    “How can I help you?” Aila asked, making sure her hands were out and clearly visible. 
 
    “Uh, are you a Guardian?” the beast kin woman who was part of the goat clan asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Yes, I am. My name is Aila.” 
 
    “I’m Lola,” the goat clan woman said. 
 
    Aila looked at the group of people behind her. There were three other beast kin, four gnomes, five dwarves, and another elf with a despondent look in his eyes; a hobgoblin held onto his arm and had her hand on the elf’s back. 
 
    Looking at them, Aila didn’t know what they had been through; she couldn’t fathom it. As she looked into their eyes, she tried not to shiver. “What can I do to help, Lola?” 
 
    “We don’t want to be slaves anymore.” Lola screwed up her courage to speak up. 
 
    “Your chains were broken and you were deemed innocent by the Guardian’s Judgement. You are free to do as you wish. I would suggest staying here until we can stabilize the rest of Radal and then Selenus,” Aila said. 
 
    “Will you do to the other cities what happened here?” A gnome woman with flaxen hair stepped out. 
 
    “Something similar, but it will take time,” Aila said. 
 
    “Can we become like you?” a young man from the cow clan asked. He was still just a calf. 
 
    “You can, but you will need to undergo a trial that is not easy.” Aila’s voice dropped. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” the hobgoblin holding up the elf said. His eyes stirred as he looked at her. 
 
    “Do not lose yourself for me, Mizzi.” 
 
    “Who said anything about you? I am doing this for me. I saw as all those who killed my goblins were placed on trial. They will serve their lives paying for their crimes. I wished them dead for so long. Watching those trials, I learned something. If they were killed, then they would just leave another nameless tombstone on the land. With them working and helping others for the rest of their lives, they will never be able to pay for their crimes, but at least they might save others from the same fate or help out others who are in tough times.” 
 
    The elf looked at her as she patted his back once again and stepped forward. 
 
    Aila turned to the Guardian Flame and cast the activation spell. 
 
    The flames grew larger and then sputtered a bit. 
 
    Aila tried it again, and it failed again. She went up to the flame. “Damn thing.” She kicked the ground and cast the spell again. 
 
    The spell ignited and the flames grew brighter. Motes of purple power spread out and created a courtroom, filled with all of the races. 
 
    “Guardian Aila?” The dwarf judge then looked behind her. His eyes fell on the dwarves. Aila held her words as the judges looked at the people in front of them, their descendants. 
 
    “Life has not been easy for you.” A sad smile appeared on the elven judge’s face. There was a motherly quality to it. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to take the trial to become a Guardian, Mizzi?” the hobgoblin asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “I might fail, I probably will, but at least I will have tried.” Mizzi stood straighter and the shaved-down nubs of her teeth just poked up over her lower lip. 
 
    “Okay.” The hobgoblin raised his staff. Purple power flowed through the floor to a circle on the ground. Around it, the Guardian eye appeared. 
 
    “Step onto the podium,” the hobgoblin said. 
 
    Mizzi did so. 
 
    Her eyes and the eyes of the Tribunal closed as they tested her. 
 
    Aila saw the lives she had lived while she had been tried, the truths she had found out about herself. 
 
    Mizzi opened her eyes some time later. Tears fell from her eyes. “Thank you.” She smiled to them all and bowed before she left the podium. 
 
    “You didn’t become a Guardian this time, but in the future you might,” the human on the Tribunal said. 
 
    The group tensed up and then relaxed slightly. 
 
    It will take them some time before they can interact with humans without fear. 
 
    “Judges, I have a favor to ask. I am just one Guardian and I can’t run this city by myself. Could you help me?” 
 
    The judges all squirmed in their seats. 
 
    The elf judge rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You’re staying—what else do you have to do? Sleep?” 
 
    They had awkward expressions on their faces. 
 
    The elven judge turned to Aila. “We will assist in helping to stabilize the city. There are plenty of those who are guilty who have work to be done to pay back for their crimes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Aila bowed and sighed. 
 
    The judges stood. Their court disappeared as they stepped on the ground and headed out of the tower. 
 
    “All right, names, please. Strengths and weaknesses. Residence or location where you are staying. Wounds, or other issues?” a diminutive older monkey kin asked the group. A sheet of paper and a piece of charcoal appeared in their hand as they adjusted their spectacles with the back of their hand. 
 
    On the fourth day since Ascen’s trials, the purple figures appeared once more. This time, instead of judging, they looked to build. 
 
    With the church’s massive treasury, they were able to make sure that people were paid a fair wage for their work. Some were put to work in the fields that underwent an upgrade to improve the working conditions. Slavery markets were destroyed, and residences built. Guardians of old appeared in the training spaces of the troops who lived within the city. They started to train people how to fight. It didn’t matter their race as they were all pushed into different units, recreating the United Army that had fought beside one another centuries ago. People, finding that they were free to go, started to leave Ascen. Merchants fled; with them were people among their group carrying Guardian Flames. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We must head to Ascen to remove these defilers! They have attacked the heart of the church! What does this war matter if the church is lost?” Bryce yelled. 
 
    “If we leave, then the beast kin will come over the border, attacking our camps, our villages and our people as they wish,” Fysher said. 
 
    “Dammit, are you not human!” Bryce slammed his hand into the table, causing it to creak. The green power of his familiar started to appear in his eyes. “Are you not of the church?” 
 
    “Is it not said that the church does not need a building—it just needs to be held in the hearts of the people? We still don’t know what happened in Ascen,” Fysher said in a calm voice.  
 
    “Are you in league with them?” Bryce hissed and pointed a finger at Fysher. 
 
    The room chilled. 
 
    Fysher raised an eyebrow. “If I was, then I would not have this position.” 
 
    “I think that we have been too relaxed in rooting out the corruption within the army!” Bryce sneered as he saw the generals and officers squirm, gaining control of the room. 
 
    “I agree.” Fysher’s words caught Bryce off-balance and made the others in the room look at him. “If the church was to fall, the heart of our religion, doesn’t that mean that there must have been people assisting them from the inside?” 
 
    “That is—” Bryce started but he was cut off. 
 
    “Was it not your forces that had creatures of the darkness in its ranks? Saints, your most powerful warriors, turned into those creatures. The stain of their power made the rest of the armies’ blood run cold. Then your people led them back to the camps. As if it were a plan to weaken our forces. We had to stop our plan that would have secured our southern line and allow us to attack through the north. Now the enemy know our first plan and we need to come up with another. They might be beasts but they learn how to adapt,” Fysher said. 
 
    “The Army of Light is a divine power and not under your control!” Bryce said. 
 
    “Then use them to take back Ascen. We do not need the power of darkness that lurks within your army weakening the army of Radal, of humanity!” Fysher slammed his hands into the table as the moving eyes on his armor focused on Bryce. 
 
    The room turned against Bryce. 
 
    Pushed yourself into a corner with your threats—if you remain, then all of the commanders here are liable to have their commands purged. If you and your army is gone, then we don’t have to look over our shoulders. Instead of wasting our lives to gain the church back. 
 
    “As you said, is it not your duty? Or has the Army of Light started to forget their vows?” Fysher’s words were the last nail. 
 
    “The emperor was attacked as well!” Bryce yelled out, standing there imperiously. 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing we thought of contingencies.” A simple-looking officer took off his helmet and pulled out a token. 
 
    The token marked him as a successor to the emperor. 
 
    “The emperor knew that if he died that the military would need to continue on and put securities in place. I am Third Prince Markos Bouros. I hold my mother’s name so that it is hard for any spies to find out my identity. I know that the emperor had full support for General Fysher. We will hold the line as the Army of Light leads the successful liberation of Ascen. With us in place, the Army of Light will not need to fear an attack from the rear. As the church rises once again, we will have regained all of our strength and more—clearing out the defilers that hide within our cities.” 
 
    General Fysher turned and dropped to his knee to the commander. 
 
    The other officers in the room did the same. 
 
    “We are yours to command,” General Fysher said. 
 
    “We will indeed secure Ascen and clear out the Agents of Darkness!” Bryce growled like a vow, turning and leaving the meeting room. 
 
    “Rise,” the third prince said and everyone stood. “General Fysher, what is our next move?” 
 
    “We need to find out what is happening in our rear. In the meantime, we should defend. The army is uneasy. As word passes through the ranks, it will destroy morale. Our attacking strength will falter. Once we know what is happening in Ascen, then we can act accordingly. If everything is fine, then we can continue with our plans. We will lose more people in the initial stages, but there should be no issue with the second phase,” General Fysher said. 
 
    The third prince held his chin, his eyes distant before he nodded. “Very well, General Fysher. You command the armies of Radal.” 
 
    “Thank you for your faith,” Fysher said. 
 
    “Call me Third Prince Bouros. I believe my father is still alive,” Bouros said. 
 
    “Yes, Third Prince Bouros.” Fysher bowed his head slightly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: Gnominator 
 
      
 
    It was the second day of traveling and it would take just another day to reach Laisa. In the distance, to the east, they could see the line of camps. Below was the largely untamed land of Radal with cities and villages that had appeared with time. 
 
    They were flying lower over the land so they wouldn’t get spotted on their giant golden dragon. 
 
    Everyone was quiet. To calm his nerves, Tommie tinkered with a small collection of parts. Working them together, he was able to make a simple bot. 
 
    It doesn’t have a power source, and it is too small for a person to pilot it, though if Aila were able to animate it, then it would just be a mana power cost. I wonder how I can reduce the mana required on her part. 
 
    “What’s that?” Damien pointed to the ground. 
 
    “Looks like—crap!” Anthony yelled as a powerful formation activated below them. The forest twisted and changed, corrupted by the power of the spell formation hidden in the forest. A beam of power shot up and another formation activated around the first, nearly five times the size. 
 
    “Mana disruption!” Anthony yelled as the spell of focused chaotic power covered Dave, Damien, and Tommie. 
 
    Dave shimmered, losing substance, and then disappeared. 
 
    Tommie was falling, losing his tools as he screamed out. 
 
    “No!” Damien yelled. 
 
    The formation below locked onto Damien and Anthony and started to draw them toward the formation below. 
 
    Anthony and Damien started to gather their power as it seemed to be stunted and then stopped. Their familiar tattoos disappeared and they went limp. 
 
    Tommie saw it and fear filled him. 
 
    The only other things in the air were the boxes for his Gnominator that were tied together. 
 
    Fear gripped him. He was going to die. 
 
    He didn’t know what he did or why, but he aimed for the boxes and pulled his arms in close, heading for them. He opened his arms and legs at the last second and snatched onto the boxes. He went into a spin as he fought blacking out. He forgot the distance to the ground and put his hand into a hole in one of the boxes. He turned something and pulled. The boxes fell apart and wires shot out of the different blocky metal components. They hooked into one another and started to come together.  
 
    Tommie spread his body open. The components fit together, locking into one another. Gears clicked and the wires pulled the parts together, fitting around Tommie. A large sheet appeared behind Tommie, a parachute that jolted Tommie. His head hit the metal bars framing his head as his legs and arms rotated into place. The Gnominator started to come alive; its heart started to rotate and pick up speed, powering all of the limbs and the gears. 
 
    Steam hissed out over his shoulders and across his body. He looked at the ground. His speed had been greatly slowed but he found a flaw of the parachute. 
 
    I can’t guide this damn thing. 
 
    He covered his face with the Gnominator’s arms. 
 
    He crashed through trees, feeling them slamming into his masterpiece. After some time, he came to a stop. He moved his arms that were covered in parts of the trees he’d crashed through. He looked down at the ground below. It was another ten meters. His parachute had been caught up in the trees. 
 
    He reached up and positioned his arm in the right place and checked the ground below. He pulled on a lever near his pinky. A sword swung out of his arm and cut the wires above. 
 
    Freed, he dropped to the ground. He took the impact with his legs and rolled, coming up unharmed. 
 
    Tommie breathed heavily, starting to clear his head. 
 
    I need to find Damien and Anthony. This has to be some kind of trap—someone had to plan this out. The formations were made to counterattack their weaknesses. 
 
    Tommie moved around and pressed the different levers inside his Gnominator, checking that everything worked. 
 
    He started to jog toward where the formation had been. He stumbled a bit. He had finished the Gnominator but he hadn’t tested it completely. 
 
    Getting his feet underneath him and gaining some more control, he started to speed through the forest, as fast as a stallion in the open fields. 
 
    He saw a light appear in the sky and altered his path toward it. It was farther than he thought it would be. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gerald looked at the two “creatures” that had slammed into the ground just a few seconds ago. He and other groups of chaotic agents had been sent out into the forest to create several trap formations. They had worked day and night, completing them in record speed. 
 
    He pulled out a flare gun and shot it into the sky. 
 
    “They dead already?” Rosaline came out of the trees with him, looking at the landscape that had been twisted and mutated. 
 
    “They said that we need to use the power given to us to completely destroy them,” Gerald said. 
 
    “Why don’t we kill them before the others get here?” Rosaline asked, her eyes dancing with different colors. 
 
    “They said to wait for us to all gather before attacking. You saw his familiar, right?” Gerald hissed. 
 
    Ever since she took on the power of chaos, her mind has been changing faster and faster. Gerald looked up at the sky and turned his head side to side. A sadistic pleasure emanated from deep within him; he wanted to bury his blade in their backs. 
 
    That power, how strong must they be—how strong would I grow from absorbing their power? 
 
    The heady rush made him take a step forward before he let out a powerful breath, recovering his senses and opening his eyes. 
 
    “We wait, grow the power of our cause,” Gerald said. 
 
    Rosaline twisted her head side to side, letting out a groan at being stopped from letting her desires take over. 
 
    The others didn’t take long to appear. Using their powers of chaos, they were able to transform into different creatures that were much faster than humans. 
 
    They arrived in twos and in groups until they were all there. They looked at one another, growling or complaining in their various ways toward Gerald. They transformed, taking on half-human forms. If they were in their chaotic forms for too long, they could lose their reasoning and the backlash could leave them as powerless as a newborn. 
 
    Gerald gestured forward. They all rushed across the ground toward the duo from every direction. There was forty or so of them. 
 
    A yell came from the forest as they reached the depressions that the two broken knights laid in. 
 
    Their heads turned to the side, some of them stimulating the chaotic power in their limbs. 
 
    Gerald sensed more than saw metal objects landing among the group. Lightning arcs covered the ground. The Agents of Chaos, all packed together, started to transform rapidly. The lightning bombs went off, making those half humans affected yell out and then drop in a smoking mess. 
 
    Explosions followed them, killing those who were stunned and wounding others nearby. 
 
    A machine exploded from the trees. Its left arm dropped explosive balls from its bicep that were launched by a slingshot that ran from the machine’s elbow to its hand. 
 
    The right arm changed; four arrows appeared and two metal arms appeared on either side. The arm rotated; the four arrows hit with such force to kill in one blow, or to pass through the chaotic agents and kill the ones behind them. 
 
    A chaotic blast hit the machine as it ran forward. The Agents of Chaos that were surviving and able to fight, just over a half dozen, charged forward, turning into their chaotic forms. 
 
    The left arm changed and went off in an explosion. A blast of shrapnel tore through them, clearing an area in front of the machine, killing three more and wounding another two. 
 
    Gerald’s body changed and he tore through his clothes, forgetting the two on the ground as he rushed forward. 
 
    The machine was hit a few more times. The hits caused it to stumble. A chaotic agent missed their mark and raked their claws on the machine, leaving glowing marks on its shoulder and back. 
 
    The machine hit the ground, pushing up dirt, stones, and roots as it crashed through a tree. It turned on its path, face up; it started to get up, coughing coming from inside. 
 
    Gerald unhinged his jaw, using his arms to pin the machine. He saw the small head inside. He snarled and bit at the head of the machine and the man inside. He used his arms and legs to tear at the machine, pulling off its armor and ripping into it. 
 
    Suddenly, there was pain. Gerald coughed as he shook the machine and tried to get away from the pain. 
 
    Then it appeared in his other side. 
 
    Gerald saw the two arms with blades that were stuck in his side, ripping through him with every movement. 
 
    His strength was draining away as the machine tossed him away. 
 
    The machine shot to his feet. Several other chaotic agents, nearly all of them sporting some kind of wound, jumped on the machine, leaving ragged, glowing cuts in its body. 
 
    It didn’t care for its wounds. A shield appeared on its left hand, slamming a beast to the ground as his sword tore through them. Claws cut their back, taking off metal and gears with it. 
 
    The machine stood. Its shield didn’t close fully as the sword along the same arm swung out in the path of a beast, catching them in the throat. In their death throes, they clawed at the machine but it tossed them away. Its strength was greater. 
 
    Blasts hit the machine, causing it to fall back. There was just one chaotic beast left. 
 
    The Gnominator charged forward, blocking its head with an arm and crashing through a tree.  
 
    Rosaline, in her chaotic beast form—a creature with four legs and five tentacles along her back—shot more blasts at the machine, a pleased smile on her face as she advanced. 
 
    The machine turned and rolled. Gerald saw a smile on the gnome’s face as its left arm launched a ball right into Rosaline. 
 
    Gerald closed his eyes, coughing. Everything was getting dark. 
 
    Defeated by a gnome. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tommie panted as he stared at Damien and Anthony. Once he killed the group of attackers, he had grabbed them both, and ran away as quickly as possible. 
 
    He had no idea how far he had run or where they were as he put them down. 
 
    Now that the adrenaline had worn off, the fear came in. 
 
    What if without magic they can’t come back? 
 
    “Ahh!” Damien kept screaming and kicking, but he found he was on the ground. “What the hell happened?”  
 
    Power was sucked into Anthony as his familiar tattoos glowed once before settling down. “Magic trap!” He jumped up on his feet and looked around, finding Tommie. “Badass Gnominator! I didn’t know you had finished it.”  
 
    Tommie had a rueful smile on his face, remembering how he didn’t want to tell them, scared that they would look down on or think less of his Gnominator. He shook those thoughts and memories away. 
 
    “There were these assassins—well, like, people, like the ones I heard about in Skalafell, people who changed when they used their power. They were sucking power from you and then I killed them and we escaped.” 
 
    “Agents of Chaos?” Anthony’s expression turned serious. 
 
    “Yeah, like that elf? Legi, Lead…” Tommie muttered. 
 
    “Leadio,” Anthony said in a dark voice. “Damn, there must have been more of the Drafeng that had a way to send a message. If they told these Agents of Chaos about us and knew that we were going to Laisa, then they might have told the other Drafeng. We need to tell Aila and Claire, warn them. Damn, we need to tell everyone.” 
 
    Tommie had never seen him this stressed. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “It means that they could move up their schedule to attack Dena,” Damien said in a grave voice. 
 
    “We can head back to Ascen,” Tommie said. 
 
    “We’re just a day’s travel from Laisa. The Deepwood is right there and most of their cities have a Guardian Flame, or did at least. With it ignited again, then the fires should be lit again. We can use them to communicate with Ascen and every city that has a Guardian Flame,” Anthony said in a firm voice. 
 
    “We’ve got a long distance to cover,” Anthony said. Red and gold wings appeared behind his head, disturbing the ground. 
 
    “Crap.” Damien got up and turned around. 
 
    Anthony grabbed onto the back of his armor and the back of the Gnominator. 
 
    “What?” Tommie yelled out as he was lifted up into the air. 
 
    He was unable to say anything else. His head was plastered to the rear of the cockpit as wind howled through the Gnominator as their speed almost doubled. 
 
    I need to add a damn covering for my face next time! I think my eyelids are going to be stuck to my forehead for the rest of my life! I can’t feel my lips. That was a bad idea. Don’t open your mouth in mid-flight! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: Changes Across the Land 
 
      
 
    Lord Dion Lemar looked over Skalafell. When he had fallen sick, he didn’t know what was happening around him. When the fever broke and he woke up, his world had changed. The man he thought was his brother had used a plague to try to take his power. 
 
    His wife had died; his daughter had grown up—overnight, it seemed. 
 
    The people of Skalafell came together in a way he hadn’t seen before. The Black Rags not only took up residency in Skalafell, they spread to other cities as well. At first, people thought that they were up to no good, but with them around, people worked together more; the economies and the running of the cities took a turn for the better. They turned to bounty hunters, clearing out the criminals and seedier elements of the cities. 
 
    Bounty hunters on one day, volunteers on the next. 
 
    Keze made a noise as she looked over Skalafell, learning geography and also city planning. “What is that out there?” She pointed beyond the wall. 
 
    Dion smiled. Clearly she wasn’t paying attention to her studies, yet again. 
 
    The tutor sighed and Dion raised his hand, moving up to his daughter. He saw her face screwed up in concentration. 
 
    He smiled and looked in the distance, wondering what she had found interesting. His smile fell away. 
 
    “Alert the guard.” Dion grabbed a telescope and looked at what Keze saw. 
 
    “It looks like a distortion. That’s not a mirage, is it?” Keze asked, embarrassed. 
 
    “No, little one, that is a convergence of mana, which means that either something has disrupted the mana in the surrounding area, an elemental is being born, or someone is trying to summon something,” Dion said. 
 
    A guard was already running off as the tutor started to use the telescopes to see what it was. 
 
    “Send word to the closest cities and to the training camp,” Dion said to another guard. They nodded and ran off on all fours for best speed. 
 
    The training camp only has recruits in it now that the war has started with the humans again. Maybe Camp Commander Jaclu will have an idea of what to do. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Anthony slowed down as they got within range of Laisa. 
 
    There were earthen works being built up around the town. There were signs of broken buildings and Anthony could see fresh cremation piles in the cemetery area. 
 
    There is a Guardian Flame here. Maybe with us igniting the Guardian Flame, this one activated? 
 
    Anthony slowly headed toward the village. 
 
    They walked up the road, greeted by the human army, led by a powerful woman. 
 
    “Who are you?” the woman demanded. 
 
    “You sense that?” Damien asked as he released his hammer. 
 
    “What?” Tommie asked, ready to fight. 
 
    “They’ve been judged already,” Anthony answered Tommie and raised his voice. “I’m Guardian Anthony. Move aside.” 
 
    They moved to the side, a look of confusion on their faces. 
 
    Anthony walked forward. Damien followed. Tommie was hesitant, his face dark. Anthony felt an itch behind his back, feeling that everything and anything could go wrong in the next few seconds. 
 
    It passed as they got away from the group and went toward the wall, when crossbows and arrows were pointed at them. 
 
    “Richard! It’s me—Tommie! Where’s my dad?” Tommie yelled up at the defenders. 
 
    “Tommie, is that really you? Did they turn you into that?” Richard yelled back. 
 
    “No, that’s Anthony, the tree knight, and his friend Damien. They’re Guardians,” Tommie said. 
 
    There was some talk up on the wall before another face appeared. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s them. Let them in!” Wemtic said. 
 
    The gates opened and they walked forward. 
 
    “Guardian Anthony,” Wemtic greeted him. His voice turned heavy. “Tommie, you should come in.” 
 
    “Is there a Guardian Flame here?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “A purple flame that looks like your magic appeared in the southern part of the village,” Wemtic said. 
 
    “Go tell Aila and Claire,” Anthony said to Damien. 
 
    “Got it.” He jogged off toward the fire and people moved out of his way. Humans, gnomes, and goblins looked at him. 
 
    Hob and head boomer Gixai stepped forward with more burns and a few new wounds. 
 
    “Head boomer Gixai, it has been a long time,” Anthony said. 
 
    Gixai nodded to Anthony and leaned on her staff. Anthony turned to the side, as she looked up at Tommie in the Gnominator. “Words to be said Tommie.” 
 
    Anthony felt the atmosphere become tense. 
 
    “Adventurers, friends of father, left through south gate, heading Deepwood. Nasty light humans attack and kill many.” She gestured with an open hand to Wemtic. “Power within him, ignite purple flame, bring trial that friend Anthony bring before. Light people flee, some captured, some running to the south survive, make it to the forest. Do not know about your father.” 
 
    Tommie was stunned, his Gnominator keeping him upright. Those around him lowered their heads. 
 
    “We don’t know if he’s dead, though, right?” Tommie grasped onto hope. 
 
    Gixai shook her head. 
 
    “We need to go to the elves and find him.” Tommie looked at Anthony. 
 
    Anthony nodded. “Take some time to work on your Gnominator and repair it. We’ll head out tomorrow.”  
 
    Tommie nodded and headed off to his home. 
 
    Anthony indicated to Wemtic and left the group. “What happened with the fire?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “I could hear voices calling to me. Once I saw the Army of Light and knew what they would do, I dug up that formation plate. It was kind of working. Then the voice told me how to fix it. I carved it new and then gave it some of my blood—gnome blood is powerful—and it started the enchantments. The fire started but it wasn’t fast enough to save many.” Wemtic hung his head down. 
 
    Anthony patted him on the back. 
 
    As he had been flying in, he had seen familiar buildings. They were like the winter growing houses that Wemtic had designed. Now they appeared around the village in the new spring. The whole village was growing. 
 
    Damien slid to a stop as he saw them. “Anthony, you need to come with me.”  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I sent a message to Ascen but Claire and Aila have set out for the Guardian crypt. Then I sent a message to the elves in the south. I didn’t get a reply after messaging some of the flames; then some elf called Cecilia sent a reply. You’ll want to hear this yourself.” 
 
    “Cecilia?” Anthony saw the watcher in his mind merging with his memories from centuries past. 
 
    He left Wemtic behind, following Damien to the Guardian Flame. People were looking over and there was an anxious-looking elf created by the flames. 
 
    “Cecilia, you get yourself into trouble again?” 
 
    “So it looks like you have your memories back. I hope you have your power. Doomsday gates are opening across Dena,” Cecilia said in a rush. 
 
    Anthony’s joy at seeing an old friend faded. “Already,” he said to himself. 
 
    “I have reports from across the Deepwood, sights in other lands and such. They haven’t materialized completely, but it will only take them a few days,” Cecilia said. 
 
    “They had to have a second way to contact home,” Anthony hissed. 
 
    “What did you do to bring the Guardian Flames back to life?” 
 
    “We took back the tower and cleared out the Church of Light. Claire is back in Ascen, sending out Guardian Flame enchantments to be placed across Dena. Do you have a clear sense of where these Doomsday gates are?” 
 
    “Remote locations, or in places close to cities but in advantageous positions to launch an attack from. They’re a lot more pre-planned than they were the last time.” 
 
    “Which doesn’t mean anything good for us.” Anthony sighed and held his helmet. “Cecilia, could you do a favor for me? We are looking for a gnome from Laisa, name of Todd. Could you see if he is alive or dead? He and his friends were fleeing to the south.” 
 
    “I can do that. What will you do?” 
 
    “I’ll put this army to some use. I’ll head up through the camps and the villages to the north, place them on trial one by one, and create Guardian Flames, passing information on how to defeat the Drafeng and have the flames telling people about the history of the land,” Anthony said. 
 
    “Should fill in some gaps and get them ready for what is about to come,” Cecilia said. 
 
    “I don’t think that anything will get them ready for what’s about to come,” Damien said in a deep voice. “If you need help, I am sure that Epan and Ilsal will do what they can to assist you. They’ll need to clear out their own gates first, though.” 
 
    “With the flames lit, there are a number of elves who have undergone their Guardian trials. We should be good on our own for some time. It will be hard to get anything like unity between the different races, though. This fight is upon us too soon,” Cecilia said. 
 
    “Well, it won’t matter if we’re all dead. We need to do what we can.” 
 
    Cecilia let out a sigh and nodded. They could only try now. 
 
    “Laisa is now clear of the humans but they don’t have any fighters here.” 
 
    “I’ll send some people to protect them and train those willing to learn. We haven’t forgotten the strength of the United Army and there aren’t only elves in the Deepwood,” Cecilia said with a wry smile. “The third, fourth and seventh United Armies have been mobilized already. We’ll sweep the Deepwood, then coordinate with Epan and Ilsal to sweep through Selenus. We know how to make the Guardian Flame enchantments and can lay those down in the cities we visit. I’ll push those out in advance.” 
 
    “Good. We can coordinate through the Guardian Flames as we advance,” Anthony said. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “And you, too, Anthony. Let’s go on an adventure once this is all over.” Cecilia smiled and then disappeared. 
 
    “Still a troublemaker,” Anthony said, feeling his smile from before. 
 
    He turned to Damien. “Round up the members of the Church of Light, that saint and her people. The others will stay here, but they will be our ticket into the other villages and cities along the border. I’ll go and find Tommie.” 
 
    The two of them split apart. 
 
    Anthony’s wings spread out and he flew to Todd’s tavern, the Gnome’s Stumble. 
 
    The building had been cleared in a hurry. There was food and beer across the main room, creating a stink. Someone had opened the windows to clear out the smell. Anthony went back outside, looking at the attached stables where he could hear someone working. 
 
    He walked into the stables to see the Gnominator standing upright, with wires supporting and holding it up. 
 
    Tommie had pulled off its armor, repairing the gears and machinery underneath. 
 
    “I should be done by tomorrow morning,” Tommie said as he saw Anthony and kept working. 
 
    “We talked to the elves in the south. They are looking for your dad and they’ll send information as soon as they know anything about him.” 
 
    “I sense a but.” Tommie looked up from his work. 
 
    “There are Doomsday gates that are appearing across Dena. We need to head to the north, clear out the camps and villages, and use Guardian’s Judgement to re-establish order. Only when we all pull together and we don’t have to worry about a weakness in our rear can we deal with the Drafeng. We can meet up with the woken Guardians and start to pull people together, and push the Drafeng back.” 
 
    Tommie lowered his cutter, his body relaxing. He waited some time before he looked up. “I’ll come.” He looked at the metal in front of him with new determination. 
 
    “You can still look for your father,” Anthony said. 
 
    “He would understand. And with you two, you need someone who’s sane to make sure you don’t get into trouble. I’ll finish my repairs and take the trial,” Tommie said. 
 
    “You want to become a Guardian?” 
 
    “You’re a good poster boy—let’s just say that,” Tommie said. 
 
    Anthony let out a laugh and smiled. 
 
    “Keep your armor on,” Tommie warned. He seemed to have a flashback as he shivered. “Go do what you need to. I’ll finish this up first. I’ll do the trial in the morning and sleep while we’re traveling. 
 
    “I thought you hated sleeping on beasts?” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I can’t do it when I’m drained,” Tommie said, not looking at Anthony as he kept shaping the metal in his hands. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Claire had not slept or done anything but create Guardian Flame enchantments before they left Ascen. 
 
    She had to have created hundreds if not thousands of the devices. People from Epan and Ilsal had secretly entered the city. Guardians that Anthony and Aila oversaw as they took their trials appeared, assisting in settling down the city. 
 
    The judges all worked together to help give the city direction. The lands around the city were all modified and crops were grown upon the soil. Merchants hesitantly arrived in the city. There were all kinds of goods for sale; the Guardians had cleared out the nobles and their ill-gotten gains. Selling off their useless junk, they gathered money to pay people, food to feed them, weapons and armor to ready the United Army that was being trained up. 
 
    Guardian Flames were starting to appear in other cities, assisting in cleansing the corruption and giving rise to the oppressed. 
 
    “I didn’t think that the corruption ran so deep,” Aila muttered to herself as they were riding Ramona and Ryan. Rachel was trailing behind, carrying their supplies. 
 
    “Corruption is not something that takes over in a short period. It can take years or generations for it to infiltrate a society, but once it is in place, it is incredibly hard to remove. It is easier to just give in than to try to go against it. 
 
    “Once it is removed, it is easy for it to take root once again as there are more gaps left in the system afterward. If we just needed Guardian’s Judgement, then we wouldn’t need the Guardian Flames. We wouldn’t even need that many Guardians. Just one trial—boom, done.” Claire laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “Guardian’s Judgement is just a tool, not a solution. The Guardian Flames connect everyone together with instant communication across Dena. People can be dispatched in hours or days instead of weeks and months that it would take a messenger to reach the other party and then for them to travel to the location needing aid. Once the corruption is removed, if it is deep, just like we saw in Ascen, people need to step in the way of that corruption coming back. What would have happened if after those trials we just left?” 
 
    “Then there would be a lot of judged people helping out the innocent. The…” Aila frowned as her imagination painted a dark picture. 
 
    “The former slaves might turn on their masters, gathering the courage to kill or hurt them. Meaning that another Guardian’s Judgement would be needed to convict them. People would start to look at how they could avoid judgement and carry out their crimes. They might even figure out a few ways to do it.” Claire shrugged. “People don’t need to just be saved; they need direction as well. So with the city in a period of growth, giving people jobs, allowing trade to continue, building more fields, this expansion takes their mind off the past and look toward the future. With the judges, the Guardians, and the people we brought over, they can start to create an administration to run the city, bring people in from all areas of Ascen.  
 
    “We didn’t give them a clean slate; we gave them one that is covered with cracks and marks. It will take time for them to come back. If done right, they will be stronger than ever. If not, then it will regress again. Order, peace, whatever you want to call it. Like corruption, it takes time for it to grow, but once it grows and spreads, then it is hard to be destroyed. Someone smart once said that the peace of today was paid for by the blood of yesterday, today, and tomorrow. To have peace, there need to be people who give what they have for the society they care for—serving the whole, joining the military, joining the Guardians, the administration and leadership.” 
 
    Claire’s words left Aila thinking as Ryan continued to carry her onward. 
 
    With Laisa, Anthony not only removed those corrupt officials, he placed new ones who would change the path of Laisa. In Skalafell, he left the Black Rags. In the Deepwood, once he found that leader and reported it higher, they dealt with it and he didn’t do anymore. He didn’t do anything in Epan and Ilsal as there was already a system in place. In Ascen, didn’t he leave Claire and me with the  Guardian Tower to establish control? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tamarra walked into the command center. At this late hour, there were still people working. 
 
    “Doomsday doors have been seen across the islands,” the overseeing general said. He was a gruff-looking hobgoblin. 
 
    “Send out the closest units to destroy the doors before they fully materialize. Make that our top priority. Activate all of our military units. We are now on a war standing. Unveil the lit Guardian Flames across the islands,” Tamarra said. 
 
    A human communication mage came over to the duo from the side and held out a piece of paper. “Top priority message. One of the gates seems to have materialized already on Yelling Atoll. It was missed due to it being in barren lands,” the communication mage reported. 
 
    Tamarra looked up at the general. “Focus on destroying the gates that are not established already. Spread scouts across the islands with sensing spells to track every damn gate. Move the allied fleet to attack and bombard the location from the sea and move forces from Epan’s middle cities to the south. Make sure that they destroy any doors they find along the way or else they could be flanked,” Tamarra ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” The hobgoblin started to yell out orders as the allied forces of Epan and Ilsal went to work. 
 
    “There is a message from the elves,” one of the judge liaisons said, stepping forward. 
 
    Tamarra looked at the message from Watcher Cecilia. “Damn.” Tamarra put the message on the table. 
 
    The general finished giving his orders and communication mages started to send them out to relay stations across the islands that would pass the information to the necessary commanders. Others went to the Guardian Flames and started to relay information to different cities. 
 
    Thankfully Claire made a ton of the Guardian Flame enchantments in her time here. With them, we can know what is happening across the islands in real time. 
 
    “We aren’t the only ones seeing them—sightings from the elven side as well.” Tamarra pointed to the letter that the hobgoblin picked up and studied. 
 
    “Inform Watcher Cecilia of our situation and pass her information on to the other groups we are in contact with,” Tamarra said. 
 
    “The Watcher also says that she has activated her armies to clear the doors in her lands and hopes to work with our forces to sweep into Selenus. She has sent agents into the beast kin lands to place Guardian Flames but she needs more.” 
 
    “Use our channels to give them half of our stockpile,” Tamarra said. 
 
    The liaison nodded as one of Tamarra’s aides moved away to talk with them. 
 
    “Seems that it has started.” Tamarra looked at the map in front of her. Claire told me about what would happen. Still, a part of me thought that it would never happen again. Now that it’s here, Tamarra took a deep breath and rubbed her face, I don’t think that I’ll be getting much sleep in the coming days. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: Weight in one’s eyes 
 
      
 
    Tommie made sure that the last of the boxes holding the Gnominator were secured. The horse looked strained already with the weight. 
 
    “I miss Rachel.” He sighed as he stepped before the Guardian Flame. 
 
    “I want to be a Guardian,” Tommie said before he could think his words over more. 
 
    The flame created a trial as the different judges looked at Tommie. 
 
    “Let’s see how worthy I am,” Tommie said. 
 
    The judges of the Tribunal didn’t waste any words. The eyes appeared around Tommie and his eyes closed, his head slumping forward. 
 
    He opened his eyes a few minutes later but in his eyes, he seemed to have aged years. He looked at the Guardians with a new respect and bowed his head to the judges. 
 
    He didn’t feel as wound up as before. Not only was he more confident having learned about himself, he felt as if his mind had been opened to a new world. He had been focused on his Gnominator, but down the different paths in his life, he had used dwarven rifles and pistols, human swords and beast kin hammers, goblin explosives. There were a lot of explosives. A slight grin stole on his face as a goblin-like twinkle appeared in his eyes. Elven arrows and even elemental magic: he had used it all. The tools didn’t matter; it was the user. 
 
    If my father died, then I will mourn and preserve his memory. If he did not, then I will hug him and tell him of my travels. Spending my time here—I will only regret not going with my friends. 
 
    Tommie had found his truth and his path. 
 
    He looked up, waiting for them to tell him he had failed. 
 
    “Do you agree to carry out the duties of a Guardian, sworn to protect this Dena, its people, whether human, beast kin, gnome, dwarf, goblin, elven, or elemental?” 
 
    “I do,” Tommie coughed out, choking a bit on his own spit, surprised. 
 
    A few among the trial tried to hide their smile. The gnome gave a wink and a thumbs-up like a proud grandmother, making Tommie’s face heat up. 
 
    “Repeat after me, the Guardian Oath,” the hobgoblin wearing a backpack filled with explosives said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Tuckered ’lil guy,” Damien said. 
 
    The group was headed north out of Laisa, following the half-dirt road. Their mounts ran at a pace they could maintain. They had a long distance to cover and they needed them if they wanted to get into the other cities. Arriving on a dragon would be a bit of a giveaway. 
 
    Three more people tried to become Guardians, but were denied the test and given the status of acolytes. They would need to train up before they could take the test. The Guardians did not want young people searching for glory or power; they wanted people who had lived a life, who had learned along the way. Tommie was young, but he had seen a great amount of the world; he had gone through his own tests and tribulations, through highs and lows. 
 
    “Easier to disguise him as a bunch of supplies that way.” Anthony looked back at the pack horses. One could hear snoring from one of the sacks. 
 
    He looked to the others in the group with them. There were several warriors from the Church of Light, the saintess, and two priests. 
 
    “Defilers,” the saintess said under her breath. 
 
    “Well, this will be a lovely journey,” Damien commented. 
 
    Anthony pulled off his helmet. 
 
    A few of the Church of Light people screamed as Anthony grabbed his skull and turned it around, facing them. He cackled and snapped his teeth together. The group went pale. 
 
    Damien pulled his helmet off as well. “Undead isn’t a good look for you—you look absolutely bat shit.”  
 
    “I was having fun,” Anthony complained. 
 
    Damien rolled his fiery eyes. 
 
    Anthony shrugged and grabbed his head. As he tried to put it on the right way, he went over a bump, juggling his head around. He yelled, before he caught his head with his foot. 
 
    “Are you having fun playing head ball?” Damien tilted his head as Anthony worked to grab his head off his foot. 
 
    “Really.” Damien snorted. “Put your foot in your mouth.” Damien couldn’t hold back anymore and he laughed and slapped his leg. 
 
    Anthony winced, seemingly in physical pain, as he retrieved his head off his foot and put it on his spine. 
 
    “Too good, too good,” Damien said, starting to regain his senses. 
 
    “You need your head checked,” Anthony muttered. “Weren’t you taught to be respectful to your elders?” 
 
    “Well, the way I see it, you were sleeping that entire time. So like you weren’t really living, right? I was up and running around, so that makes me your senior,” Damien said. 
 
    “I was born before you!” 
 
    “And asleep for like centuries!” 
 
    “Hey, sometimes you just need to take a nap!” 
 
    There was a noise of annoyance. As if by reaction, Tommie’s hand appeared out of his sack and threw a spare part at Anthony. 
 
    Anthony and Damien winced at each other and looked back at the pack horse. Tommie was already asleep again. 
 
    “Did he even wake up?” Damien asked in a low voice. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Anthony held the spare part. He put it into his saddlebags, noticing the looks that he was getting from the other members of their group. 
 
    “They look gloomy,” Anthony said with a thumb. 
 
    “What does it matter what they look like? They’re a bunch of dumb pricks who followed the Church of Light, slaughtering and murdering innocents for their own sadistic code of honor,” Damien spat. 
 
    “We cleansed the lands in the name of the Lord of Light! You undead creatures of darkness!” the saintess yelled out. 
 
    “Letanya, you’re the one who betrayed Tysien, right?” Anthony said. 
 
    Letanya seemed shaken up with Anthony’s words. 
 
    “Seems that you do remember her. I wonder, did you let her escape?” 
 
    “Yes.” Letanya’s bindings flared up and she let out an angry growl, snapping her reins. 
 
    “Interesting. So you, the person who killed an entire village, a village that was probably not unlike your own, let one of the people you despise live,” Anthony mused aloud. 
 
    “She cared for you so deeply that you cut her deep—not with a blade or weapon. She devoted her life to the military, to defending the people. She is probably on that bloody battlefield right now, fighting for the people around her and the people in the villages behind her. Did you know that because of you, she hates all humans? Kind of ironic, isn’t it?” Anthony laughed but it contained only chilling anger. “You slaughtered a village like yours—did it feel good, killing innocent people, mothers and fathers, daughters, sons, brothers and sisters?” 
 
    “I only killed one person,” Letanya hissed. 
 
    “Oh, one person? Why?” 
 
    “I had to. They would have sounded the alarm,” Letanya said. 
 
    “Had to? How many other people did you have to kill? How many people died in that village? If it wasn’t for you, none of them would’ve. You are not people of the Church of Light—you are just broken tools that worked for the Drafeng.” 
 
    “The Lord of Light will cleanse Dena and your foulness!” a priest yelled. 
 
    “Oh.” Anthony held out his hand. A spark of white power appeared there, forming into a ball. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the sound of their hooves. “I bet you didn’t know, but I was a knight of the Order of Light. We were a small group of people looking to heal and help. A group of healers.” 
 
    Anthony let the ball disappear and they kept on going. 
 
    “Seeing as we have the time, you should understand what is going on,” Damien said. 
 
    “About five hundred years ago, Dena was filled with chaos. A bunch of people banded together, the races working together to create something together instead of apart. Made the Guardians—people to go out, help people and have the power to do it by themselves. Found that a group was behind most of the issues that were cropping up. They called themselves the Agents of Chaos. Nice name. Well, these people of Dena from across the globe were linked to these groups. We traced them back to these creatures called the Drafeng. Well, not me—I was a little young at the time. I was just training up.  
 
    “Anyway, these Drafeng didn’t use mana like we do, where it’s a transference of energy. They consume it to power themselves. They were all over the place, stirring shit up. As we’re dealing with that chaos, these doors start to appear. We thought that it was just random. Few days later, Drafeng and their chaotic beasts start rushing through, killing people across Dena. The armies were forced to fight together to push back the Drafeng. They needed help working together so the Guardians helped. Lots of people died, but we pushed back the Drafeng. People were working together—it was a great time.  
 
    “Underneath our eyes, the Drafeng, Agents of Chaos leaders, they hadn’t stopped. While we were focusing on the frontlines, they got into the population and the people. We recovered; they attacked. They took control aggressively. The Guardians were all over the place, trying to settle the people, deal with their plots. Perception of Guardians changed: people saw us as the reason for this pain, put the blame on us. The Order of Light changed to the Church of Light and together with the new emperor they attacked the Guardians, broke the tower and doused the Guardian Flame. Guardians were killed as they tried to help others.  
 
    “People fled back to their homelands. The Drafeng played upon species and race divides, distracting and creating infighting among one another. People started to fight each other, until the humans invaded the beast kin. There were no Guardians left. They had been all killed now as war raged between the people of Dena. 
 
    “I’m not saying that the Drafeng caused all of the violence in Dena. No, they didn’t need to—they just created the spark—the us and them divide—and that was all Dena needed. The lines reappeared and the divide became larger than ever before. Below these lands, people from all species and races are buried together, died for one another. 
 
    “Above it, people were killing one another over their differences.” 
 
    “We just came from the Guardian Tower, what you call the Church of Light in Ascen. Did you happen to see any humans in their upper echelon, Damien?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Nope. Looked like they were all Drafeng commanders—though, you know, those people they called saints were a little different.” Damien looked at Letanya. “Seems that they had the power of Dena poured into them, called the power of Light, covered up the corrupted power at their core that truly powered them and corrupted their minds.” 
 
    Damien didn’t need to ask anything as he looked into Letanya’s eyes. “Nothing but battery packs for the Drafeng to consume when they enter Dena.” 
 
    “You are the start of the invasion—the Agents of Chaos, the Church of Light, the bandits, the corrupt officials. Not all of the church is bad. There are many people who truly believe in it and the values of the order. Hopefully they will be able to recreate that same order,” Anthony said. 
 
    The rest of the ride was silent as they continued to head north. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: Phoenix and the Dragon 
 
      
 
    Saintess Letanya walked her horse forward, the priests behind her as the two undead wore their robes and the gnome hid in a sack. 
 
    She didn’t need to say anything as the doors to the city opened ahead of her. 
 
    “Bayham town greets the saintess and Church of Light.” A man came out, bowing his head as if a chicken. She had seen it so many times before, sneering and looking down on these people who stayed back, hiding in their homes instead of charging out to defeat the defilers. None of them were worth a passing glance. 
 
    She had thought that they were in awe of her strength, overpowered by the sight of her and her fellow members of the church. 
 
    Now she could only see the fear in his eyes. She looked to the people lined up. The fear was in their eyes as well as they waved to the church. 
 
    It suddenly felt all very fake. These people she would have thought were devout believers who were cheering them as they entered the gates of the town—they weren’t devout: they were scared into submission. 
 
    They fear what we might do if they don’t keep up this appearance. I would have never had these thoughts before. Is this because of the chaotic power being removed from within me? 
 
    She gritted her teeth, seeing some people pale or put in more effort to give them a hero’s welcome as they advanced into the town. 
 
    They stayed in the lord’s residence. At night, Letanya and the others remained in their rooms with Damien. Anthony had waited with the beasts and the gnome, Tommie. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening?” one of the elven rangers asked. Several mages were attacking the faint mirage hanging in the air. 
 
    Grand Elder Allynna looked over as it started to fluctuate. “Ready yourselves!” She started to gather power from the forest around her. The Deepwood responded; elves who had been resting or waiting in the trees or on the ground around the gate prepared their weapons. Staffs were gripped tighter and mana streamed in toward the casters. Bows were strung and pulled back. 
 
    The mages working on the gate worked harder. The gate shrunk slightly. It had gone from being wide enough to fit four carriages through side by side to only being able to fit one carriage and it was suspended a few meters off the ground. 
 
    The hazy circle had a spot of black appear in it. Like blood in water, it spread and rapidly reached out to cover the door. 
 
    A whistling noise filled the Deepwood, as if Dena were being drawn into that dark mirror. 
 
    A roar came from the other side as a beast clambered through the door. 
 
    “Is that a chaotic beast?” one of the elves near Allynna asked their partner. 
 
    “First squad!” Arrows and staffs were employed, hitting the chaotic beast and tearing it apart as the mages around the doorway worked quickly. 
 
    Two more beasts pushed through, using the first as a shield. They were killed with arrows and magic. More came through behind them. These spit out a beam of power that made Allynna’s skin crawl. As it struck trees and plants, it would cause them to fade and die. 
 
    Elf mages created barriers to stop the attacks from hitting their fellow casters and rangers. 
 
    The chaotic beasts pushed out like a horde in one direction, making progress. They pushed forward. Some were trying to move to the edges and killed the mages there. 
 
    The door shimmered and shook. Then, with a sound of cracking glass, it shattered and the chaotic beasts that were in the doorway were cut apart by the closing doorway. 
 
    Allynna pulled out her mirror of communication. “Watcher Cecilia, the chaotic beasts have started to come through the doorways.”  
 
    “We have cleared most of them from within the Deepwood. Keep working,” Cecilia said. 
 
    “Yes, Watcher.” Allynna made to put the mirror away. 
 
    “Stay safe, Allynna,” Cecilia said. 
 
    Allynna looked at her mother and smiled. “I’ll do my best, Mother.” She might be hundreds of years old, but she was still her mother’s daughter. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Anthony walked through Bayham. People lowered their heads to him in passing as he wore the robes of the Church of Light. He reached a square. Most of the people were asleep or made sure not to stare at the knight of the Church of Light. 
 
    So much fear. Anthony felt the weight on his shoulders. It was supposed to have been years left to prepare for the Drafeng to appear. 
 
    Instead, there were already doors appearing across Dena. 
 
    It feels like everything is spiraling out of control already. 
 
    Anthony drew his sword and leaned against a pillar in the middle of the abandoned marketplace. Remainders of letters and advertisements rippled in the wind. 
 
    Anthony pushed his sword into the ground, using his body and Church of Light cloak to hide what he was doing. He directed power through his sword. 
 
    Light appeared around his sword as the stone started to change and transform. 
 
    The light dimmed and there were lines and runes carved into the ground. Anthony removed his sword and sheathed it. 
 
    He didn’t see the purple light that started to fill the enchantments. He had barely made it to the end of the square when the enchantment activated. 
 
    A fire burst out, covering the square in a purple glow. 
 
    Anthony increased his pace before he heard a voice. 
 
    “The distortions that you see are actually doorways to another place, another planet that is hostile to Dena. To destroy the doorways, you will need to pull apart the spell creating it or land enough physical attacks on the doorway to break it. Be aware—these doorways have started opening, allowing chaotic beasts and Drafeng into Dena! The chaotic beasts…”  
 
    Anthony watched the flames as Watcher Cecilia stood there, telling people about the doorways, about the Drafeng. 
 
    “Pull everyone inside the cities and towns. The Drafeng now wander our lands. Destroy the doorways that you can. It is the only way we can slow down this invasion.” 
 
    Anthony was running; he didn’t hear the last of her words. His eyes turned green as he used Bruce’s strength. He reached the place where the others were staying. He ignored the others as he made it to the noble’s house. 
 
    Anthony opened the door into the house. “Damien!” 
 
    The house woke up and the Church of Light members gathered together. 
 
    Damien jumped down the stairs, slamming into the floor. He rolled over with his war hammer in hand. 
 
    Tommie pushed up his sack, revealing him in a woolly jacket to stave off the spring night’s chill. 
 
    “The doorways are opening. We need to accelerate,” Anthony said. 
 
    “Well, if you’re okay with revealing our presence—dragon?” Damien asked. 
 
    Tommie shuddered but nodded. 
 
    “What about them?” Damien pointed to the Church of Light people. 
 
    Anthony turned his eyes onto them. “They will only be allowed to speak the truth. They will not be able to attack anyone, only to defend themselves if someone seeks to enact violence against them. You will all stay here, doing your best to train the military or be trained yourself. When there is a call for people to join hands and fight the Drafeng, you will come. You will fight beside all of the races; you will learn how to heal and care for others. You will wear the Church of Light robes so that everyone knows who you are. You will care and look after people of Dena, no matter their species. You will fight beside other races.” 
 
    The Church of Light members looked on with horror as their bonds glowed as their new sentences were agreed to and more terms were added by the judges. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Anthony headed out of the residence and the other two followed him. 
 
    Tommie reached out and put his hands into the wooden boxes. 
 
    Anthony summoned Dave and Penelope. 
 
    Penelope stretched, making Damien drop his hammer at her beauty, his jaw half coming off. 
 
    “What took you so long, Anthony?” Penelope complained. Seeing Damien, she winked and gave him a wave. 
 
    Tommie’s boxes fell away as the different sections locked together. Gears connected to one another and the different systems came online. Clamps locked into place and screws tightened while bolts were secured. 
 
    “Needed more mana—we have some work to do.” 
 
    “You know how she doesn’t stop complaining.” Dave pointed a thumb at Penelope. 
 
    “I do not!” She stomped her foot as the heat around them increased. She moved her hands from her hips, crossing her arms. “I am just bringing up my concerns! And possible issues!” 
 
    Tommie stood up, now nearly two times Anthony’s height. There were still signs of battle on his armor. Smoke hissed out of his armor as the last connections were made. 
 
    “You know how uncomfortable that is?” Dave complained, pointing at Tommie. 
 
    “You know how terrifying it is riding you?” Tommie rebutted. 
 
    “Just grow wings! Damien isn’t that scared!” 
 
    “Well, I can’t die from a fall—annoying for the bones a bit, though,” Damien said. 
 
    “Penelope, you take Damien to the smaller towns and villages. Damien, you use Guardian’s Judgement to clean them up. It won’t be thorough, but Guardian Flames will reach them in time. Then organize them to defend and attack the doorways—get them to create a binding contract with you.” 
 
    Penelope transformed in a haze of red light, growing into her proud phoenix form. Dave increased in length, wrapping over himself within the small courtyard, his eyes as big as Anthony’s helmet. 
 
    “I will go on Dave. I will drop down into the large cities and use my sword to leave Guardian Flame enchantments. Solomon!” 
 
    A fog seeped from Anthony’s body and a pale man wearing a butler’s outfit appeared. 
 
    “Master.” Solomon’s voice was deep. His face seemed rigid but there was mischief and mayhem in his eyes. 
 
    “Have one of your doppelgangers with Damien, another with me. You and Bruce.” Green light lit up Bruce’s familiar tattoo; he seemed to grow from the ground. He wore his robes and held a thick staff marked from constant battles. 
 
    “Solomon, move across the land; find the bandits and the criminals. Bruce, assist Tommie.” Anthony turned his eyes to the Gnominator. “You will need to incapacitate them. Use Guardian’s Judgement—send them to the villages and the cities with the Guardian Flames. They will train up with others to create United Army units, trained up by the Guardian judges.” 
 
    Tommie nodded and then looked to Bruce. The two of them shared a look. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Anthony jumped up. He landed on Dave’s back as he uncoiled. Dave grabbed Tommie and Bruce with his talons. Solomon dispersed into fog. A faint haze attached to Damien, Anthony, and Tommie’s shoulders; the rest of him spread out over the land, heading to the north. 
 
    Penelope tilted her wing. Damien put his war hammer on his back and climbed up. With a screech that woke everyone in the village, she flapped her wings. Dust flew and flames appeared around her body, creating a fiery comet that appeared in the heavens. 
 
    Dave let out a roar that shook the foundations of the village. He took off into the skies, Anthony riding atop as Tommie yelled underneath. They headed slightly west while Penelope and Dave went slightly east. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Group of bandits holed up in a small encampment in the hills.” Solomon’s voice whispered in Tommie’s ears. 
 
    Dave got lower to the ground, shooting over the trees. 
 
    Bruce expanded and looked to Tommie. “Feels good to put these old bones to work.” Bruce’s eyes shone. 
 
    “See you in the north!” Anthony said from above. 
 
    Damien cut into the wind, slowing their speed as he released Tommie and Bruce. They dropped, hitting the ground and rolling. 
 
    Tommie rose up and shook the dirt off him, making sure everything worked. 
 
    There was a golden flash followed by a boom as Dave and Anthony took off, heading for the nearest city. 
 
    Tommie looked at Bruce, his blades swinging out of his arms and back in. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” Solomon guided them forward. 
 
    They reached camp, which was a series of tents that had been erected in the forest next to a small natural stream. 
 
    Tommie didn’t care about being quiet; they needed speed. He ran into the camp. People yelled in alarm, not expecting a metal monster to appear in the middle of their camp. 
 
    Tommie pulled on the Guardian power within his body. His eyes turned purple and a hammer appeared in his Gnominator’s hand. 
 
    He smacked it down and a small courtroom appeared. Chains flew out from the courtroom, latching onto the people around. Bruce ran around outside, using his staff to stun and throw people back into the range of the courtroom. 
 
    The strike happened too quickly for the bandits to realize what was going on. 
 
    “You got this?” Tommie asked the court. 
 
    “It will be a busy night for you,” the dwarf said. 
 
    “At least I was able to nap ahead of time,” Tommie said. 
 
    A few had a sliver of a smile on their faces. 
 
    “Go. We will take care of this here,” the elemental said. 
 
    Tommie nodded as he checked the compass inside the Gnominator and then started running off toward the north. 
 
    “There is a caravan under attack—turn to your right,” Solomon said. 
 
    Tommie and Bruce plowed through the forests, across the roads, moving faster than the beasts that lived in those places. 
 
    Purple light appeared across the roads, plains, and forests as Tommie and Bruce followed Solomon’s guidance, purging the wildlands between the different safeholds. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dave disappeared and Anthony dropped from the sky. He slammed into the ground, creating a crater. People screamed out, running away, or looking over from their different rooms. 
 
    The dust dissipated, showing Anthony with his sword in the ground. Purple flames appeared within his body and dove into the enchantment, speeding up its activation. A purple fire appeared at his feet and he jumped up into the sky. A courtroom appeared as the guards reached the square. 
 
    Chains reached out and a barrier formed around the city, closing all inside. 
 
    Golden wings appeared on Anthony’s back. He sped off toward the next target. Then he dove toward the ground, leaving a crater and a Guardian Flame behind before he shot off again. 
 
    Purple flames appeared in cities, in camps and villages, as people talked of a golden knight with wings. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The city guard looked up at the line of fire shooting across the skies. 
 
    “Is that some kind of comet?” one of the guards asked. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be—it’s too big,” an older guard said. 
 
    “Is, is it getting bigger?” the first guard asked. 
 
    “It—” The older guard narrowed his eyes at the fiery object and then they widened. 
 
    As he was just about to yell out a warning, the fiery object banked to the side and something slammed into the middle of the small village. 
 
    A purple courtroom appeared in the middle of the village. 
 
    “Is that a bird?” The first guard was still focused on the fiery object that circled the village. 
 
    The older guard turned to see. The second, younger guard grabbed him and brought him to the ground. 
 
    “Down!” 
 
    He was about to yell at the younger guard when he felt the rush of air overhead. 
 
    They got up, seeing a knight being carried away in the phoenix’s claws. 
 
    The older guard got to his feet and a chain wrapped around him. He let out a yell as he was dragged from the wall. He appeared with a number of guards in front of the court. 
 
    “All right, we don’t have much time for this, so, what crimes are you guilty of, and what criminal activity do you know of, or you think you know about?” a human made from purple light asked. 
 
    “I once stole a pie from Miss Hodgkins up the road. It was smelling so good and I didn’t need it, but I was a young boy,” the older guard started to say. All of the guards spoke at once, the court quickly filled with noise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: Movements Unknown 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean we’ve lost contact with the cities to the south? Have the camps been overrun?” General Fysher demanded from the man in front of him. 
 
    “The camps are still there and manned, but the forces are saying that they are no longer capable of fighting the enemy. A number of them have been seen talking to the enemy and there are groups that are training in the middle of the line. We don’t know why,” the man said, subconsciously cringing. 
 
    Fysher fought to regain control. The Church of Light had led their armies away, in the middle of the day yesterday, clear to all of the army and to the beast kin on the other side of the line. Morale was lower than ever and he could feel the beast kin were preparing. He didn’t know what for and he didn’t have any solid evidence, but if he were them, he would be preparing to attack his weakened and defenseless opponent. 
 
    “What do we know?” Fysher asked. 
 
    “There were some lights in the air last night. People said that something dropped out of the sky and then disappeared. Happened in different towns, villages, and cities. Afterward, we lost contact with a lot of them. There have been reports of odd happenings.” 
 
    A new messenger ran up. “We have reports of some of the places having purple fires in close to the middle of their cities. Said that a man dropped out of the sky, stabbed the ground and then wings appeared on his back and he flew away.” The messenger read directly from the small scroll that had been attached to a familiar, panting between words. 
 
    “Purple flames, like the ones in Ascen?” Fysher frowned, feeling as though the ground were shifting beneath his feet. “Just what happened in Ascen?” 
 
    The messengers stood there, waiting. 
 
    “Yes, though there are conflicting reports of a man appearing with a phoenix and using a hammer to summon a court. A metal man and beast kin appeared in the middle of criminal camps and used a hammer to call a court down on them. People with purple bindings are training to fight; others are heading out into the fields to raise crops. Nobles have been removed from power.” 
 
    “Well, is there anything else about these flames, or the places they’re located?” 
 
    “Some appeared last night, others this morning, randomly. A court appeared and started questioning people—charged some with crimes, others were let go. Some tried to destroy the flame, but they were apprehended. Also, there was some information on the shimmering lights that some of the camps are seeing. The flame turned into a human woman who started talking about a war in the past, that these doors are passageways to another planet. That a race called the Drafeng will invade through them. That we need to destroy them.” The messenger looked around and then passed a second message to Fysher. 
 
    He read it, his eyes going wide. 
 
    They say that they have reclaimed the Church of Light as their own Guardian’s Tower, that the flames are to protect the people and that the Church of Light was a group created by the Drafeng to weaken Dena. That the Drafeng have been working for centuries to weaken Dena and draw them into chaos. 
 
    Fysher looked up at the messenger. “Have you said anything to anyone?” 
 
    “No sir,” the messenger said. 
 
    Fysher rolled up the piece of paper and put it away. Do I even need to destroy it? This information is being passed across Dena now. Is this some kind of ploy by the beast kin? The elves? The islands? Is it true? 
 
    Fysher shook his head as his thoughts led somewhere dangerous. 
 
    “Okay, we need to destroy these enchantments and regain control over these cities. Order the camps along the line to send out forces tonight to do just that,” Fysher said. 
 
    “Understood.” The second messenger hurried back. Fysher waved to the first and they headed off. 
 
    Fysher looked out of the window but didn’t look across the line. 
 
    Where is the line now? What is happening in Ascen and across Radal? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are the legions ready?” A large beast kin looked at the table in front of him. It was made of shifting sands that would move to form different groups across Dena. 
 
    “Yes, my emperor!” Five high generals, each of them in command of two legions, saluted in a beast kin manner. 
 
    The emperor was battle scarred. He looked to be a mix between a bear, badger, and lion. He was from the Boret clan, a race that was defined by their mixed bloodlines and their nightmarish eyes that seemed to see through people and could be used to control or distract others. 
 
    They were some of the strongest warriors in the beast kin lands and had quickly risen into power, holding many positions based upon their fighting ability. 
 
    Emperor Kalyn was the strongest of his bloodline and generation. His body glowed with a black and a red clan spirit, unheard of within the clans. 
 
    “We are sure that the Army of Light are heading deeper into the human lands?” Kalyn asked, looking for a ploy within the shifting sands. 
 
    “Yes, my emperor. It is said that Ascen has been lost. Though the army stands ready on the lines.” 
 
    “If they retreated to Ascen, they know that we will follow them. They cannot leave. It doesn’t mean that their morale is high.” Kalyn looked to the letters and the images that had been drawn out in front of him. Of men and women who wore scraps of clothes, turned into skinny beasts that glowed from within. 
 
    “We do not know what happened among the Army of Light. We cannot confirm what is happening in Ascen. Our information network is falling apart. There are shimmering items that appear within our borders every day. The islands are fighting a battle on their islands and the Deepwood is showing signs of fighting. A purple flame sits atop the Church of Light and purple flames have started to appear in our cities, with the ancestors appearing and putting people to trial. Yet there is no information on any of this? Just vague rumors?” Kalyn slammed his hand against the edge of the table, cracking the stone. Sand poured at his feet. 
 
    The room was silent as the leadership of the military and the nation were quiet. 
 
    “Shall we halt our attacks?” Kalyn’s subordinate and fellow Boret clan member Mortas asked. 
 
    “No! We have been given an opportunity to charge the enemy’s camps and castles while they’re weakened. We continue with the plan, but we must gain a greater control over our land and find what is happening in the rest of Dena,” Kalyn hissed, looking around the room. 
 
    His eyes landed on the legion’s high generals. “Carry out my orders.” 
 
    “Yes, my emperor!” They headed out of the room. 
 
    Kalyn turned and left the room. Mortas glowered at those in the room and followed after him. Guards snapped the doors open for them as they left the command hall, marching down the corridor with their boots hitting on the polished stone beneath their feet. 
 
    “There was talk of another purple power,” Mortas said. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Skalafell—that knight,” Mortas said. 
 
    “Was it for good, or bad?” Kalyn muttered. 
 
    “What was that, Emperor?” Mortas asked, unable to hear him. 
 
    “Make sure that people entering and leaving cities are checked. These flames are clearly being brought in by someone. Also, I want reports from our people in the cities where these flames are. What do these flames do? Get a talking mirror to the lord of Skalafell, and find me that knight!” 
 
    “Yes, my emperor.” Mortas saluted and Kalyn continued to march off, deeper into his residence, his sworn knights following after him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: Sneak Attack 
 
      
 
    Anthony didn’t know how many cities and villages he had gone to in the last two days. He had just moved his way north, dropping into camps and fortresses along the way, disrupting the war. It wasn’t a permanent solution, but it would force the two groups to train together. 
 
    They were still enemies but it was much harder to kill someone you had been forced to eat with and sit with, to sleep beside. It was a half measure and Anthony knew it. They would need commanders who didn’t care whether they were one species or another, who cared about winning against the enemy. Otherwise, the units and groups would start to fall apart. 
 
    Solomon stirred on his shoulder. 
 
    “The beast kin have launched an attack on Radal. Some of the camps were overthrown. Others were defended. They got past the line and are within Radal now, attacking anyone they can.” 
 
    Anthony’s emotions twisted, followed by rage and despair. He let out a yell and stabbed out with his sword. A ripple of power shot out from his sword. 
 
    He panted as his wings continued to carry him. 
 
    How many died in their sneak attack? How many? What if I left the camps alone—would they have been able to stop the beast kin? Would there have been more dead? 
 
    Anthony presented a carefree attitude, but now the fire in his eyes was cold and devastating, instead of filled with laughter and smiles. 
 
    “Contact the others. We end this shit now. Penelope will take Bruce and Dave to the camp with the leader of the beast kin. Then head to Bracegar, the beast kin capital. They will clear out corruption there and command the clans. With their power and support, we can assimilate Selenus. Tommie, Dave, and I will head to the camp with this General Fysher.” Anthony said the last part to Dave as he altered his course and banked to the west. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Su and Gus were on the wrong side of the line. They were part of the supply caravan passing out supplies to the legions that had attacked in the deep of night, taking two camps and pushing into Radal’s south. 
 
    Rain came down on them all, making the road a muddy and slow affair. 
 
    Gus jumped up onto the caravan that Su was leading. 
 
    “Little Tommie—he was from Laisa, right?” Gus asked. 
 
    Su felt his stomach drop. “Did it—?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Sounds like there was a purple barrier around it, just like there was around some of the other large cities and villages,” Gus said. 
 
    Su let out a grunt. He felt dirty. He felt that this was wrong. “Are they still attacking those barriers?”  
 
    “Yeah, looks like they want to make an example of them. Higher-ups want to know just how powerful they are,” Gus said. 
 
    Both of them were lulled into a sullen silence; they didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “I used to think that defeating the humans was the only way we could win,” Su said. 
 
    “I did, too. Just, now, I don’t think that they’re all bad, that there are people on their side, just like on our side, who are just trying to live their lives.” 
 
    The two old warriors’ blood was cold in their veins as they sat there in the rain, the weather reflecting their disposition. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: A Guardian’s Wrath 
 
      
 
    Line General Gheta was from one of the side ram clans. She was smaller but there was a sturdiness to her. Her horns were covered in clan tattoos that ran down her back. Even with her diminutive stature compared to the rhino clans and the bear clans, none of them dared to look down on her. 
 
    She stood at the shifting sand command table of Haerton Keep. It was one of the oldest and largest defensive fortresses that defended Selenus against the humans of Radal. 
 
    Its five walls stabbed forward at Radal. Twenty-meter walls stood in defiance, scarred from previous battles and wars. Still, they stood as a testament to the tenacity of the defenders. It was said that the mortar was more blood than clay now. Countless men and women had died over the years defending this location. Through it one could pass through the low lands to Bracegar and into the heart of Selenus. 
 
    “High General Turguit reports that they have advanced ten kilometers into Radal. They are sieging three different fortresses. He wants to know if he should keep sieging or push to attack the smaller villages,” a messenger asked. 
 
    “Tell him to hold. He holds the right flank, High General Orsa will hold the left, and Zanali will push forward. Tell her to prioritize attacking the smaller locations. It seems that they do not have these new defenses of the humans.” Gheta’s voice rose in volume so all could hear her. “I want to know the capabilities of these barriers. I want reports on the forces that have left their fortresses. When will our policing forces reach them? My line has become a mess in two days. I want to know just what or who is causing this!” 
 
    Her voice came out in a growl and she snorted in anger, tossing her horns. 
 
    Suddenly it felt as if she had been punched in the gut as she felt a powerful bloodline resonance. 
 
    Everyone in the room felt it as well. They looked out of the command tower’s small windows. 
 
    A phoenix appeared in the sky. 
 
    “That’s—!” someone hissed in surprise. 
 
    The phoenix that has flown across the skies, dropping off a knight with his purple hammer. 
 
    “Raise the defenses! Sound the alarm!” Gheta forced out. 
 
    Two men fell from the heavens; one wielded a staff, the other a hammer that was as big as his giant frame. 
 
    Arrows and javelins were hurled up into the air. 
 
    “Seems like they look upon us kindly,” the armored one said. 
 
    “Who is he?” Gheta hissed as she looked at the man—no, beast kin—beside him. He let out a snort and smoke appeared around his nose. His staff whirled around. The arrows and the javelins were knocked to the side as he descended, calmly, but there was a fire in his eyes. Gheta and the others with a higher evolved bloodline could feel the energy in those eyes—the boundless desire to fight, to prove his strength. 
 
    The man with the hammer spun and he let out a snarl. His armor started to contort as if something were trying to get out. 
 
    He swung his hammer, extending it with one hand. He smacked weapons away. A few arrows and bolts struck him, but he didn’t seem to care. 
 
    The two landed in the middle courtyard. 
 
    The beast kin clan spirit walked out of the dust. He held his pole in one hand as he smacked away the arrows and weapons before the beast kin realized that they were shooting at a clan spirit. 
 
    They halted their fire, not sure what to do as a monstrosity came out beside the beast kin. 
 
    “Werewolf,” one of the commanders said. 
 
    The man’s armor had purple veining and his hammer now looked more regular sized in his hands. His body was covered in armor but the werewolf shape was easy to see. He stood nearly four meters tall. He put his hammer on his shoulder and reached out with his other. 
 
    His voice was deep and powerful, rolling through everyone’s feet and stomach, making them grip their weapons tighter. “I, Damien All-Hammer, of the werewolf clan, ask the Guardians of Dena to judge those here.”  
 
    People felt the hairs on their scalps rise. 
 
    Wasn’t the werewolf clan wiped out as people didn’t know if they were on the sides of the humans or the beast kin? This clan spirit—it must be some kind of mistake! 
 
    Purple threads of power wove together around his hand into the shape of a smaller hammer. He struck it on the air and behind him, a purple courtroom started to appear. 
 
    I need to kill them before they kill my people! Gheta let out a yell as she used her own clan spirit to take over control over her body. She slammed through a wall, drawing her twin sabers as she dropped down in front of the clan spirit. 
 
    “Remus.” The clan spirit spoke in a dark tone. 
 
    Gheta felt as though her world were collapsing and her legs were weak as she charged forward. 
 
    Others followed with her, charging the spirit. 
 
    “That is enough!” He smacked the base of his staff into the ground. The noise seemed to resonate within the entire hold and everyone froze. 
 
    Behind him, the courtroom resolved and chains shot out to those nearest. 
 
    “Tell us, what crimes have you committed and what crimes do you think others have committed?” the beast kin, a werewolf clan spirit, said as he stood there. 
 
    Gheta couldn’t move as the clan spirit walked closer. 
 
    “Remus.” He said that name again and Gheta felt her clan spirit super-impose over her body. 
 
    “Bruce, what do you mean by this?” Remus said, standing above Gheta. 
 
    “You attack a Guardian doing their duty?” Bruce asked, his voice firm. 
 
    “Guardians? I see a half…” 
 
    Three different werewolves super-imposed over Damien—one green, one black, one red. They looked at Remus before they resolved into familiars that stepped around Damien, all of them five meters tall. Their colors traveled to their eyes. 
 
    “Kin slayer,” the red-eyed werewolf said. 
 
    “I wondered how the beast kin got dragged into this war. Why they were also evicting people who were not beast kin? After all, aren’t we a race of many? A group of all, yet we are banning people? I thought I had heard wrong when I awoke.” 
 
    “To your humans’ slave master,” Remus growled, balling his fists as he glared at Bruce. 
 
    “Though when the trial of the Drafeng in the Church of Light was going on, I found out that there was a secret deal. See, there are many different spirits within the beast kin. There are different kinds and factions. There are the factions that want to build, others that want to wage war, those that want to have peace and others that want to make sure we don’t forget the old ways. There were a great number of spirits that came from those that wanted to wage war. After the last war, they wanted to have peace. The leaders of the war faction didn’t like this, did you, Remus?” 
 
    A chain wrapped around Gheta and super-imposed upon Remus as he was dragged forward in front of the courtroom. 
 
    There were several judges talking already to others who they had picked up, making notes. A spell from the elf quieted them and made it so that everyone could hear Remus and Bruce. 
 
    “We didn’t,” Remus said. 
 
    “What did the war faction do?” 
 
    “We made a deal with some people. We didn’t know who they truly were or where they came from. War makes our race stronger. If we are not fighting, then we are growing weak. We could increase our strength and become the alphas of Dena. They had a way to limit the strength of the different clan spirits and divert their strength. We took their offerings as our own, reduced the power that they had so that they couldn’t leave their grounds to pick out new inheritors. At that time, the Church of Light was on unsteady footing so we started to attack them. They were saying that we were defilers. We crushed their forces and then they created their saints to counteract our champions. We did this for the people—the greater our strength, the greater our people’s abilities!” Remus’s eyes shone with a crazed light. 
 
    A purple light shot through the chain. Gheta felt a pressure being removed from her mind as Remus screamed out. He turned black but there was a flickering of another power within him, hiding in his depths. The purple flames searched through him and burned it out. 
 
    It went on for a few minutes. 
 
    “You allowed corruption into the line of spirits!” Bruce yelled. Gheta dropped to all fours as Bruce’s anger washed over them. 
 
    “Come!” he hissed as others with clan spirits dropped to the ground and their spirits came out. Chains wrapped around them and purple flames burned them from inside as they screamed out. 
 
    The screams died down and they looked up weakly at Bruce. 
 
    “You-you—” He shook with anger. “You attacked your kin! You attacked your people. You took offerings for others that were not your own. Did you not think to check those offerings! See that they were tainted with the power of chaos, you foolish children!” 
 
    Bruce stomped his foot, unable to fully vent his rage. “This war will come to an end. Those who were trapped will be released. The Guardians judge all who walk across Dena.” 
 
    Gheta felt Remus shiver in fear and for the first time she felt ashamed to have such a clan spirit. Now the pressure was removed from her mind, she remembered times he had influenced her into decisions she wouldn’t have made. 
 
    Remus looked down at her. Their link allowed him to feel her emotions. 
 
    “Not of my clan,” Gheta, under all that pressure, was able to say with a terrifying look on her face. 
 
    Remus, a clan spirit of hundreds of years, recoiled as he could see all of her thinking, all of her anger. He could understand her feelings of anger, of despair, sadness and how violated she felt. 
 
    “Gheta,” Remus said, taking a stern tone. 
 
    “I have ordered the deaths of hundreds, if not thousands. I was influenced but it was my crime. I have sent people to kill civilians, the innocent, and the unarmed to draw in the enemy for an attack. I have sent people across the line to attack small villages so that I could draw the human army’s attention away. Prisoners would be too much of a problem. I thought it would be easier to kill them there, instead of bringing them back here. Looks bad when we have slaves, and if we have prisoners, people complain about how much it costs to have them on our soil,” Gheta said, feeling a weight lifting from her. 
 
    “Seems that the younger generation might have hope,” Bruce said. 
 
    There was a cry from above as the three werewolves went back into their host, who returned to his large human form. The phoenix descended from the heavens and grabbed Bruce and Damien, heading off to the east. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What is that noise?” Fysher said in the middle of the meeting. He held up his hand and all of the people in the room tilted their heads, trying to hear what he was hearing. 
 
    Suddenly, someone pointed out of the castle as someone yelled. 
 
    There was a black object approaching from the distance. It was using all fours and looked as though it were made of…metal? 
 
    Something passed outside the window. 
 
    Fysher backed up in alarm and he looked down, seeing a man with golden wings. Underneath his feet, in the early morning sun, purple flames appeared. He turned and looked up at the tower; his eyes turned from gold to blue. 
 
    Fysher had stood on battlefields for most of his life, but now, his heart trembled as he looked at the demon in the middle of this fortress. Several courts appeared around him and chains shot out, grabbing people. 
 
    Chains shot through a window as Fysher and the other generals yelled out, trying to activate their familiars but being unable to do so. The command center turned into a scene of panic. 
 
    Fysher was brought in front of a courtroom that floated in the middle of the air. Stiff-faced men, women, and creatures looked at them. 
 
    A sense of disappointment and anger pervaded the air as they opened their mouths. 
 
    “What are your crimes and what are others’ crimes that you know of?” the human judge said, as if they wished there was anything else that they could do. All of those gathered started to talk as one. 
 
    General Fysher went through his life, from the time he had been a scared man, fighting to survive, to when he had been part of a slaughter, how excited he had been to get slave money for capturing a few. He had risen through the ranks and the joy of coins started to dull compared to the losses that he saw on the battlefields. 
 
    He had become older, tired, and wiser. He saw the forces at work behind it all. He would turn his eyes to the side so that he could have more forces to fight the day after tomorrow. Allow the sale of slaves so people could support their families. 
 
    “You will lead the United Armies, fighting beside those who had their family members killed by you, or those who you commanded. If you ever make it back from that war, you will spend your days working any job that you can find that will assist others. You will build homes, you will grow crops, you will never own anything in your life again. You will never touch armor or a weapon except in the defense of others. You will never stay in one land for more than one year, moving across all of Dena, seeing the world, knowing others,” the gnome judge said. 
 
    Fysher was drained. It had taken all day. The metal creature walked over to Fysher and knelt. He looked up, seeing the Guardian symbol on his chest. 
 
    “General Fysher. Time to stop this war. Dena’s fight for survival has started.”  
 
    General Fysher might have looked down on gnomes his entire life, but looking at this one inside his machine, General Fysher felt as if he were the small, defenseless one. 
 
    Fysher lowered his head, feeling sad for himself. 
 
    The gnome grabbed General Fysher and picked him up. “Come on, murdering others and sending the orders for a genocide is easy. Why should calling for peace be harder?” 
 
    General Fysher looked the gnome in the eye, squirming. He wanted to argue it, but he knew it was right. He had just admitted it. His brain was coming up with all kinds of defenses and reasons, but none of them left his lips. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Fysher said. 
 
    “That’s the first step. Then you need to get everyone together and stop these doorways from forming completely. The longer you wait, the more people will die.” 
 
    Fysher was about to ask which people as he balled his fists, angry at himself, angry at his own response that burned more than anyone else’s words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: The Stoha Mountains 
 
      
 
    Aila and Claire reached the barren mountains that marked the northern line between Selenus and Radal. 
 
    Claire led the way to the mountain. She walked into a cave that was hidden within the mountains. She pressed a hidden mechanism. There was a clinking noise but nothing happened. 
 
    “Well, how did you get in?” Claire asked. 
 
    “Uh, I think the entrance was over that way?” Aila pointed to her right, guessing. 
 
    “Magic it is.” Claire cast Stone Shape and the rock wall rolled open. 
 
    “Let me go first.” Claire went down the hallway with a mana barrier around her. Different traps activated; arrows and darts hit her barrier before a swinging axe smashed against her barrier. 
 
    There were flamethrowers, ice spears, and a spiked ball that shattered on impact. 
 
    Claire got to the end of the hallway. Destruction lay behind her and before Aila, who looked at it all with wide eyes. 
 
    “All right, that should have got most of it. Just run across now,” Claire said. 
 
    Aila took a breath and looked at Ramona and her young ones. They seemed to be giving her an apologetic look. She shook her head and ran forward before she could think about it. 
 
    She heard the machines that Claire hadn’t activated go off behind her, but she ran too fast for them to get her. 
 
    She stopped next to Claire, who had an odd expression on her face. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t think that there would be quite that many traps left still.” Claire shrugged and led the way down another corridor. 
 
    “What?” Aila yelled. 
 
    Claire didn’t turn the corner into the maze-like area but warped the wall. 
 
    “Why is there a passage back here?” Aila asked, following Claire. 
 
    “’Cause I hate having to walk that far. You know how much caves can wear out your shoes—plus I left that to the dwarves to make. Who knows what they added in there.” 
 
    It wasn’t long until they reached the massive cavern. Aila looked at the tombstones and the faint markings on them. She hadn’t known what they had been before. Now she touched her own Guardian emblem, looking at the rows upon rows of Guardians who had fallen. 
 
    The duo walked through it all and headed toward the temple in the middle. 
 
    So much has happened since I was last here. I was running from Church of Light enforcers. 
 
    “As much as I hate it, at the end of it all, I was the highest ranked Guardian. With me losing my position, Anthony would have been next, then Tairlyn and Troga Kagan.” Claire led the way into the temple, past the different warriors who stood along the walls with their Guardian symbols. 
 
    In the center, a broken tomb lay open and a shattered knight statue stood in front of it all. 
 
    Behind him there were two tombs. Claire patted them as she moved past and reached a statue along the wall. She pulled the torch holder next to it. There was a click before the statue swung out, revealing stairs. 
 
    The two of them stepped onto the stairs. They circled the temple’s main area and reached the top. From the outside, it looked normal. Inside, it was covered in enchantments that ran across the dome’s ceiling, down the pillars around it, and to a series of magical circles that appeared on the floor. 
 
    Claire pulled out a circular piece. She lined it up with the enchantment on the ground and dropped it into place. 
 
    The enchantments flared to life and power started to flow through them. The entire area was lit up as enchantments across the temple started to come alive, reaching out and connecting to the tombs of the fallen. 
 
    Aila looked out from the temple. She looked around, seeing enchantments light up around all of the tombstones, outlining where the Guardians had been put to rest. 
 
    She couldn’t see through the fog all of the tombstones before; now they were all illuminated with power. The cavern started to shake as power was drawn in. Aila had never felt such a concentration before. Aila grabbed onto a pillar as the power pulled on her robes. 
 
    Claire stood in the eye of the storm, pouring out her own power into the enchantment. The glow increased and the dust was cleared from the Guardians’ resting grounds. 
 
    Mana started to appear in its different colors, coming together in a whirlpool of color that spiraled down into the central piece that Claire had added. 
 
    Aila couldn’t hear or yell hard enough to be heard as she held onto the pillar. 
 
    The Guardian eyes on the tombstones flashed and their glow increased in power. 
 
    “Come on!” Claire yelled as she poured in more power. 
 
    Mana crackled; different attribute mana collided with one another, fighting for dominance before coming under Claire’s control. 
 
    It went on for several minutes. The tombs started to leak mana and a mana fog appeared in the cavern. 
 
    The last of the power pouring into the temple dried up and Claire deflated. 
 
    Aila looked around, trying to make sense of all that had happened. “Did it work?”  
 
    “Does it look like it worked?” Claire snapped viciously as she looked at the enchantments. 
 
    Aila stood there awkwardly as Claire inspected all of the upper room and then traced the enchantments through the walls. 
 
    Aila took a seat, looking out over the cavern and looking at the rows of Guardians. 
 
    Claire used her necromancy powers and was able to revive everyone here. Would I be able to? Though I would lose my position as a Guardian, isn’t it for the best if I can do that to help all of Dena? 
 
    A day or two went by as Claire finished up checking all of the enchantments. 
 
    “I’m sorry I snapped earlier. All of the enchantments should be working, but—” Claire sighed in frustration, deflating. 
 
    “If I was to—” 
 
    “Don’t think about it, Aila Wranoris. There are still more options,” Claire snapped, seeing through her. 
 
    “As a last resort,” Aila said. 
 
    Claire let out a breath through her nose and held her words. 
 
    “Come, there is a dwarven outpost not far from here. It was made to protect the Guardians as they rested. It has been manned for all this time.” 
 
    “We’re going to leave?” 
 
    “We have tried one thing. We can make more attempts in the future. In the meantime, we need to get Dena organized instead of wasting our time down here.” Claire turned and started to walk out of the temple. 
 
    “You need to contact your clan and get their help with defending Dena. We will first head to see the dwarves, create a Guardian Flame, and see what is happening within Dena.” 
 
    Aila felt a mix of feelings as Claire talked about her home. 
 
    She followed behind, out to Ramona, Rachel, and Ryan. 
 
    Aila had been taking care of them and they had been foraging the last few days. 
 
    They secured their gear and mounted up, once again heading out into the cutting winds. It was green and lush in the plains below, but up here in the mountains, they were still a season behind. 
 
    Claire led the way as they climbed across the mountainous and barren region. 
 
    They dropped down onto a snow and ice-covered road that weaved through the mountains. Aila saw a road in the distance that went to the east; the road they were on went to the west. 
 
    It stopped at a squat mountain. 
 
    Aila studied the mountain in greater detail. It was rough in places and smooth in other places. 
 
    “Is that—?” 
 
    “Welcome to Shivernsin Keep, the northern stronghold built to cut off the northern lands from the rest of Dena and to protect the Guardians. It was only a small stronghold when I was last here. Now it has become a true city built for war.” Claire rode her beast forward as Aila stared at the massive creation. 
 
    There were several levels to the keep. The mountain that had once been there had been turned into a blocky home that faced the north, east, and west. 
 
    Only a little smoke rose from it, making one think it was an abandoned city. 
 
    They reached the gates to find dwarves looking at them with crossbows and rifles. 
 
    “Hey, hey! Aila W-something—you were with that guy that fell down a cliff.” A voice came from the parapet. 
 
    Aila looked up, frowning as she tried to see who was talking. “The—you mean you were one of the dwarves in that caravan?” 
 
    “Yeah! Oh, wait a minute! Put your weapons down.” The gruff voice came from inside and the weapons were pointed in a different direction. 
 
    It wasn’t long until the great doors creaked open to reveal several dwarves. 
 
    “Krosem?” Aila asked. 
 
    “Remembered my name—who is this?” Krosem asked. 
 
    Aila looked to Claire, who had hidden her face in her cloak. 
 
    “Show him your emblem,” Claire said to Aila. “We’re here to see the stronghold leader.” 
 
    Aila moved her cloak to the side and showed her Guardian emblem. 
 
    Krosem’s face turned serious when he saw the emblem. 
 
    “Tell him that the Guardians are back and we are in need of his services,” Claire said. 
 
    “Please come in. I will send a message to him.” He looked to one of the people with him. They hurried off and they entered the stronghold. The area behind the main gate was open with covered bridges reaching overhead to connect the outer wall to the blocky pyramid-looking stronghold. 
 
    Krosem got onto a boar and led the way. “So, where is that knight?” Krosem asked. 
 
    “He should be to the south right now, looking for our friend’s father,” Aila said. 
 
    “The south is chaotic right now—talks of Guardian Flames appearing all over the place, the beast kin have apparently invaded, there are doorways to the Drafeng opening. We have war bands out destroying the doorways we can find.” Krosem hesitated for a second. “With the humans blowing up the passages in the north, it has blocked us off from the northern plains, where the Drafeng main attack came from. We are clearing passages into the land to destroy any doorways that might be there.” 
 
    “It has created a natural barrier?” Claire asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “I would bet that they are up there. Smart—using the humans to create a blockade and defenses for them,” Claire said. 
 
    “Still, while we are blocked off, if they want to enter Selenus or Radal, then they will need to come through us. Still, we haven’t confirmed it, though,” Krosem said.  
 
    They entered through massive wooden gates, entering the stronghold. 
 
    It was warm inside. The heat here was trapped inside, warming the entire stronghold. She looked up, seeing the bridges that ran across the different floors. It made the inside feel open, but without losing its homely and rough feeling that made one feel as if nothing could ever stop the stronghold. 
 
    They headed deeper into the stronghold. There were four open areas at each corner, with a large inner stronghold and supporting walls. 
 
    As they entered the inner stronghold, Aila saw open areas that led into the depths. 
 
    “Dwarves might build homes on the surface, but their strength is underground. One-fifth of their building might appear above the land. It is why no one should underestimate a dwarven hold or keep,” Claire said. “If needed, the battlefield and the surrounding area can be destroyed, then the complete Shivernsin Keep can be revealed.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about our keep,” Krosem said. 
 
    “Well, I helped to build and design it. I know that there were a number of your dwarves who went to the islands for training to be judges. How are they doing?” 
 
    Krosem looked at Claire in alarm, unable to see through her hood. “They have kept and maintained the peace of Shivernsin for generations.” 
 
    “I heard that you recently had a group of gnomes join you. Gnomes, goblins, dwarves, and even some humans, beast kin and dark elves,” Claire said with approval. 
 
    Krosem cleared his throat. 
 
    “You see, they don’t want to tell anyone else about the races that live here. The Church of Light hate them already, but the defenses here are too strong to assault. The beast kin don’t care; it is one less place they have to fight to defend or attack. Though if there were beast kin here, then they might lead a crusade to make sure that they weren’t slaves. Even if people came out and said that they were not slaves, they wouldn’t stop till they won.” 
 
    “I knew that there were dark elves who would travel to the south to trade with dwarves. I guess you are one of those groups?” Aila asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Krosem dismounted. “Your mounts will be cared for. Follow me.” 
 
    They left Ramona and her pups behind. They reached a wooden platform. The platform started to go higher and Claire and Aila looked around. 
 
    “I don’t sense any magic,” Aila said. 
 
    “Technology? Pure technology?” Claire turned the statement into a question as she looked over to Krosem, who had a pleased smile on his face. 
 
    “Well, when we were going to the south, the princess made friends with a group of gnomes. They were technick types. They had created something called a steam engine. We agreed to house them here, support their research, and they have been making these engines. With the heat of Shivernsin, we boil water, and the hot water pushes gears and machines, giving them life. We just need heated stones, which are easy enough to enchant, and we can create a lot of power. We are adapting it to everything. I heard that there are even steam-augmented weapons.” Krosem’s eyes shone as he talked. 
 
    “Tommie would love this place,” Aila said wistfully. 
 
    “What is this called?” Claire asked. 
 
    “This is an elevator—uses counterweights and a steam engine to raise and lower us. There are several on different floors now. Experimentation with the steam engines has exploded to every area. The dwarves have entered the age of steam!” 
 
    Their ride came to an end and they stepped off the elevator. 
 
    Aila was still intrigued by it as they passed through the center of the higher floor. There was a large hall with a familiar flame. 
 
    “Guardian Flame,” Aila said. 
 
    “You kept it alive?” 
 
    “A week or so ago, fires on the different floors ignited and we started to get information from them,” Krosem said. 
 
    Aila stepped up. As her emblem was recognized, messages started to appear. 
 
    Anthony appeared in the flames. 
 
    “Aila, Claire—we were ambushed as we were heading to Laisa. Watch out—it looks like there are some Agents of Chaos still working against us. The Drafeng must have got out word to some of their people. Don’t know if there are still Drafeng out in the world, or just their transformed Agents of Chaos carrying out their bidding. Tommie’s father fled to the south. The elves there are destroying the doorways. Look after yourselves.” 
 
    Watcher Cecilia appeared. “Calling all Guardians. The doorways have started to open. We need to work quickly.” 
 
    Tamarra appeared with another Guardian. “The Drafeng have emerged in Yelling Atoll. We are currently fighting them there and we are clearing the islands of all other doorways. Our military will move to support the elves in the Deepwood, forming up a United Army that will advance toward the north, clearing through the human and beast kin lands. We were able to do a sensing spell. They have appeared on Cheon, as well as their northern stronghold once again. Stay safe, all of you.” 
 
    Anthony appeared again. “We moved through the cities and the camps, judging them and starting to create Guardian Flames. It was not enough. Bruce, Damien, and Penelope are heading off to Bracegar. It seems that the clan spirits have been restricted. They are going to remove these restrictions. Their secondary objective is to reach the line general on the beast kin side. Tommie and I will get the general on the human side. We will work our way north. Wake up the Guardians. We need them now more than ever.” 
 
    Anthony was replaced by Tommie in his Gnominator. He looked tired but defiant. Aila felt that he had gone through a ground-shaking change in just the last few weeks. 
 
    “Anthony is now in command of both leaders. Bruce, Penelope, and Damien are racing toward Bracegar. Anthony has brought the humans and the beast kin out of their fortresses and is going to start training them together and sending them out to destroy the doorways across Dena. Anthony is pushing himself to the limit. We have created several new Guardians. Watcher Cecilia is sending a United Army up to assist us in training and pulling the forces together. They’re more likely to kill one another than they are to fight the enemy. Also, guess I’m a Guardian now. Stay safe.” 
 
    “We have a lot of work to be done and a war to fight.” Claire stepped forward.  
 
    Everyone around the flame was quiet as they heard the reports from the different figures in the flames. 
 
    Krosem jogged forward as they reached a large door. It opened to reveal a room filled with people from different races arguing with one another and a tired-looking dwarf sitting in his chair behind them all. 
 
    Aila followed behind. The people in the room turned their blazing eyes on the door, ready to tear apart whoever disturbed their talks. 
 
    Claire pulled back her hood, getting gasps of shock from people in the room as they looked at the lich standing in front of them. 
 
    “You must be Stronghold Keeper Logan. The Guardians have need of your services. It is time to fulfill your family oath.” 
 
    The tired-looking dwarf looked at Claire and then to Aila, seeing the purple emblem on her chest and then the purple flame behind her. 
 
    He pulled out a truly ancient hammer carved from stone. Enchantments covered the hammer. He placed it on the table and the weight made the wood ring out. 
 
    “I, Logan Icearm, descendent of Tairlyn Stone Hammer, take up the call. Stronghold Shivernsin stands with the Guardians. Claire, Battle Magess, leader of the Guardians, I offer you my hammer and pledge my loyalty.” He dropped to a knee and tilted his head to them. 
 
    “Looks like I am not the only one who is well informed. I am no longer a Guardian, but this is Aila Wranoris, of the Dark Elves in the North, Princess to the Dark Throne, first Guardian of the new generation. We have much to discuss, Logan.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Admiral Raye looked at the shores of Yelling Atoll. Still the yells and screams sounded. He hid the shiver that ran through his bones and he closed his eyes. 
 
    Behind his eyes, he saw the scenes: the rush to Yelling Atoll, the four-day bloody battle that had ensued. 
 
    They had pincered the location the Drafeng controlled. They had hidden in the multiple uninhabited caves along the coast from the Yelling Atoll port. 
 
    The port had been raided and many of the people killed. Few had survived, leaving in ships. Using their cannons, they had brought down the cave system, opening it up for the army to use long-range magic and attacks on the Drafeng. The Drafeng used the caves to launch an attack on the army, boiling out of the ground right into the United Army’s ranks. The Guardians, champions, and other powerful figures clashed with them. The chaotic beasts were powerful in ranged and close combat, strong enough to require a group of regular soldiers working together to defeat them. 
 
    They had been repelled but with five percent casualties and many wounded or affected by the chaotic power. 
 
    It was the first true battle they had with the Drafeng and it shook them; the chaotic beasts had used their power to destroy themselves just to inflict greater casualties. 
 
    They had forged on, having to make their way into the ruins of caves, paying for their advance in blood. The courts were called down, using buffs on the friendly forces. Their offensive power was minimal and in the area of chaotic power, their strength would rapidly wane. 
 
    With the buffs, the army advanced, reinforced by the navy marines. They took the caves and set up batteries that fired through the doorways without stop as mages attacked the doorways relentlessly. 
 
    Guardians and champions sped up the process. 
 
    The open doorways were much more stable than the forming doorways. It took a half-day just to destroy the doorways. Guns were turned to slag, tossed to the side as new ones were pushed out. They would fire out chaotic power, killing gunners and those attacking the doorway. 
 
    It was a bloody fight. The proud navy and army had been attacked on their home soil and lost nearly ten percent of their strength. It was a cold blow and it taught them to not underestimate their opponent: these were not humans or beast kin. 
 
    “New orders from the chief justice,” one of the Guardians of the fleet reported, pulling Admiral Raye out of his reverie. “We are to head to the Deepwood. We will meet up with the forces there, combining our strength and heading through Selenus.” 
 
    “Cheon?” 
 
    “The northern fleets have been dispatched to deal with the threat there. The army has worked with the Guardians and the judges to clear the doorways and remove Agents of Chaos that created the different anchor points. Thirty percent of the army will act as a protection force, with the fifth and sixth fleet to patrol Epan and Ilsal.” 
 
    “Seems that you have started to read my mind, Guardian Thunderwing.” Admiral Raye smiled at the rare elemental Guardian. It had the appearance of a bird, formed from golden lightning and clouds. A purple flame burned within him and a purple Guardian symbol appeared on his chest. 
 
    “Just accustomed to it,” Thunderwing said. 
 
    Admiral Raye smiled and then turned to his messengers. “Send the word to the rest of the fleet. We head for the Deepwood.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Anthony stood in front of the Guardian Flame, drawing power into himself. He had drained so much in the last few days. He took Fysher and Gheta, flying from camp to camp, having them give orders as he used Guardian’s Judgement to clean up the ranks. 
 
    What he had heard and what he had seen had left him disgusted, angered, and feeling defeated. 
 
    He sat down and looked at the flickering purple flames, getting lost in their motion. “I can hear you a mile away.” Anthony tilted his head to the side but didn’t take his eyes off the flame. 
 
    “Yeah, need to tweak a few things still,” Tommie said as he walked up and then sat down next to the flame, staring at it as well. 
 
    Anthony could feel that Tommie was waiting; he knew what he was waiting for. He just didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “Is it all a waste? We did this once before and then look at what happened? Will anything be different this time? Will we survive? Do we deserve to? The things that the people of Dena did to one another, with just a little push?” Anthony fell into silence, not sure where it had come from, but feeling all his words rang true. 
 
    “I was once told that the scariest thing is not the murderous psychopathic ones.” Anthony felt heavy as his eyes dropped to where the flame met the ground. 
 
    “It’s the ones who carry out diabolical acts. They don’t really think that anything is wrong with it. They’re just doing a job. The emperor said that it was legal. They weren’t just doing what was right; they were following the law. I’ve seen it before: people who are idealists, but the idea that they follow is not something intrinsic, but a person. As that person changes their mind, as they become people’s moral compass, things that would have been unacceptable are just something different. Ideas can be a powerful thing. They can raise people to be great, or it can cause them to fall into despair, or remove their moral compass. If someone gives up their moral compass and doesn’t question it, then it can become deadly. Look at the militaries—if they tell someone to do something, then they will do it, sometimes out of fear, but other times because they believe in the military so much that of course the military wouldn’t do anything wrong.” Anthony shook his head. “People who walk the world thinking they’re awakened because of someone else’s vilification are the truly blind. Those who think they are blind but are searching for an answer will have their eyes open to the world around them.” 
 
    Tommie didn’t say anything, just sitting there with his own thoughts. 
 
    “Now we have to take these two militaries that hated one another, or were at least made to think that they hated one another, and have them fight beside one another.” 
 
    “How?” Tommie asked. 
 
    “First we get them to know one another, then we make them compete, and then they fight.” Anthony looked over to a tent in the middle of the line. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Around the room, people and beast kin intermingled with one another. Each of them glared daggers at the others. They all knew one another, hearing reports on the others to know how they would think in battle. 
 
    It felt as if they were chained-up beasts, all slashing and growling at one another, just inches away from drawing blood. 
 
    “My name is General Fysher. I have been fighting since I was a young boy. All I know is how to wage war. I have had two wives and I have five children. Two of which serve—one as a familiar mage, the other as a regular soldier. The third, who hates me, is a merchant who left for Epan and Ilsal. The fourth is a mother and has nothing to do with me. The other is a boy. I heard that he was a landowner looking after my first wife. I would wish to be a ranger if I could. I like nature, being left alone and also searching unknown areas, foraging for myself.” Fysher gritted his teeth together as the purple bands around him relaxed. 
 
    “My name is Line General Gheta. I have been fighting since I was a kid. I have raised eight children. My first husband was killed at the front. In order to get revenge for him, I joined the military. I have learned how to fight over my adult life. With the power of my old clan spirit, I was able to fight even in my old age.” Gheta looked at the staff in her hands. “I don’t think that I will be so capable now. I had him removed from my body as he used my mind against me. He turned me into a person dedicated to war. I have lost contact with my children who have grown up across Radal, the Deepwood, and the islands. I wish to go and find them again, not to talk to them or impose on their lives but to see how they are living. I wonder if they have children of their own.” 
 
    Gheta had a sad smile on her face. “All I have is this now. So I will fight for the people of Dena and then I will wander Dena until the end of my days, serving others and helping them. I will probably never see my children again. It saddens me, but then I think about the people who will never see their children again because of my actions. Seems only fair.” 
 
    The tension in the room turned as people shifted their feet. 
 
    “ I am Vice Veneral Spiros, Father was a lord, I’m a bastard, wanted to get his eye fighting, instead he picked me to fight beside him,” Spiros looked at Fysher and frowned. 
 
    “Someone needed to look after your stupid ass,” Fysher said. 
 
    There were a few laughs as people started to let the tension bleed off, the humans and the Beast-kin still talked in their own groups, but they weren’t looking to actively murder them in the command center now. 
 
    With their orders the groups were forced to talk to one another, share their story. 
 
    General Fysher looked at the people in the room as they talked, as they learned about who they were, their family, what they cared about, and what they wanted to do after the war. 
 
    Fysher found it harder and harder to look at them with anger. Their stories were so similar to his own people. He didn’t know what would happen. 
 
    “Army to the south!” someone called out and reached the tent. 
 
    Gheta and Fysher both ran out of the command tent and went up to the tower together. They were to stick together all day and night. They looked to the south. 
 
    “What?” Fysher saw columns upon columns of men and women marching up the line. There were dwarves, elves, beast kin, gnomes, dwarves, humans, and goblins among them. An old banner that looked as though it had stood the test of time was raised in front of the army. It was black and red, like the armor that the army was wearing. Upon it, there was a purple symbol. 
 
    Seeing them, Fysher felt shaken. Then he saw Guardian Anthony with his golden wings appear. 
 
    The army snapped off a salute to him in a crisp fashion. He snapped off a salute back; a woman appeared from the middle of the army and saluted Anthony before hugging him. The two of them sunk into a talk as Anthony and the woman looked at the beast kin and human army. 
 
    Fysher could feel the weight of their gazes. His eyes moved to the army once again. 
 
    “Look, there are goblin grenadiers, gnomes in their contraptions and moving with the dwarves and their ranged artillery. The elves are with the humans, the hobgoblin shamans and the beast kin elementalists. Are those elementals with them?” 
 
    “Each unit has all of the species in it. They complement and assist one another. Look at the melee units—there are dwarven gunners, goblin grenadiers, elven sword dancers, humans with augmenting familiars, gnomes in their war machines, and powerful beast kin melee types. Look at the ground,” Fysher said. 
 
    “It is smoothing out for them, creating a road,” Gheta said. 
 
    “I’m guessing that is the elemental’s work. I thought that they were a myth,” Fysher said. 
 
    A horn came out from within the formation. They came to a perfect halt and stared at the beast kin and human army. 
 
    The difference between the two groups was vast. 
 
    Anthony and the elven woman who had greeted him entered the formation. After about ten minutes, the units started to move, heading east and west. 
 
    “Come with me,” Tommie said to Gheta and Fysher, who were up in the tower. 
 
    They quickly went down and followed Tommie like two children who knew they had done wrong. The two groups were headed into Radal and Selenus. 
 
    “What is this army?” Gheta asked. 
 
    “One of the United Armies that has been groomed and cared for by the elves in the Deepwood. There is more than just elves in those forests, you know?” Tommie said. 
 
    “Where are they going?” Fysher said. 
 
    “To destroy doorways that will allow the Drafeng in,” Tommie said. 
 
    But they’re invading our lands, Fysher wanted to say, but he kept it bottled up. 
 
    They passed the moving units and reached the command center that was a table with a map of the area. 
 
    Anthony and the elven woman turned to look at the two generals. Those with them stared at them with distrust in their eyes. 
 
    Fysher didn’t want to admit how much that look burned. 
 
    “The United Army will head to the east and west to start clearing out doorways. You will be under the command of Watcher Cecilia, commander of the First Deepwood United Army. Formerly the First United Army of Dena,” Anthony said as they arrived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter: Facing the Coming Storm 
 
      
 
    Claire looked at Aila as she checked her gear. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Aila said. 
 
    The gate that led to the north was opened by the dwarves. 
 
    “Once I meet with my mother and the dark elves, I’ll get them to pull back to Shivernsin,” Aila said. 
 
    “Good luck, Guardian Aila. We’ll keep the flames going,” Claire said. 
 
    Aila nodded and pulled up her mask as Ryan turned around and then started to run toward the north and into the snow and wind. He was covered in furs. He had grown with Aila, his speed causing a trail of snow to be thrown up behind him. 
 
    “Close the gates,” Logan said after a few minutes. The doors started to creak and groan, the old timbers pushed back into position once again.  
 
    Claire walked toward the long sloped walkways that rose up to the twenty-meter wall. 
 
    Logan followed her as she walked. 
 
    There were warm houses every twenty meters. Along the wall, wrapped in waterproof skins, were the gnome cannons and weapons. Stones and rolling wood were in good supply. She looked back toward the stronghold that stood there. The cold wind didn’t affect it as defenses stacked upon one another: cannons ready to be filled and fired, casting areas prepared for mages. Her eyes moved down the stronghold to its base and she looked down, as if she could see through the ground to the rest of the stronghold below. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” Logan asked. 
 
    “The last time we waged war against the Drafeng, we didn’t know what was happening. We served to remove chaos and then found out they were only the precursor to an invasion. Now we know that an invasion is coming but half of the world has been waging war against the other half. Some prepared and kept their word, as your family did. Others forgot.” 
 
    Some just stood by the side. Claire felt shame as Logan Icearm looped his fingers into his belt and let out a sigh that left behind a large cloud in the cold mountain air. 
 
    “I thought that the stories that I was told were just that—stories that were meant to teach me. Now, as an adult, I see the truths behind them. They weren’t just stories. They were lessons and talked about the lives of others. Meant to make me question the world, what I was seeing in front of me and know what was right from wrong. I’m not a perfect dwarf. I doubt that anyone would say that they were perfect. If they did…” Logan gave Claire a look and she smiled slightly in agreement. 
 
    He turned back to the north. 
 
    “We should look to the past for help and information, but our future hasn’t been written out. I will fight against those who attack my people, who attack Dena. That is the oath that I made. Maybe that is foolish, but I can do it with a clear conscience.” 
 
    “So, what can we do?” He turned to Claire with a dwarven grin. 
 
    “We can fight and hope that we make enough time for Dena to come together.” 
 
    “Seems a lot more straightforward now.” 
 
    Claire shook her head at the dwarf and looked at the north, the familiar peaks and valleys. Her smile stilled as she remembered several lifetimes ago, when she had stood on this wall, when she had stood in the Northern Basin where the Drafeng arrived last time. 
 
    To win, we will need the Guardians. The enchantment didn’t work, but I checked them; they are still undead and bound to me. If I was able to destroy my heart, then it would release my hold over them and then they would be free undead, able to raise themselves. If not, with me gone and without them being bound, then Aila can raise them. 
 
    She bit her lip, a decision made, but she couldn’t help feel her heart twist. She looked down. Her hand curled up over her chest as she felt her heart, to the south. 
 
    He’s my heart and my world, but won’t it be worth it—my life for the people of Dena? Even if I’m not a Guardian anymore. 
 
    She trembled. 
 
    “You’re not wearing much. You’ll catch a cold out here,” Logan said, seeing her shiver. 
 
    He didn’t know that liches weren’t affected by the wind and snow, but they couldn’t escape their hearts. 
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