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A GOOD DAY FOR A SUMMONING

Rain lashed the alley, spilling from gutters choked with filth. Rickety tenements loomed on either side, their shutters closed against the deluge as rats scurried in the shadows, keen to be out of the merciless downpour.

Absolon Creed walked with purpose, but what other way was there? Scarred plate was concealed beneath his crimson cloak, more black than red in the gloom of night. His arming sword, the blessed Hallowbane, hung at his hip, hilt intricately filigreed with thorns. Iron-shod boots splashed through the rainwater running in rivers across grimy cobbles, carrying that hulking frame relentlessly toward his destination.

His companion had a leaner, rangy look to him. Savaric was garbed in identical cloak and plate, but his blade was slimmer, more delicate, though no less deadly. At his shoulder he carried a crossbow. At his waist, rope and grapnels, for who knew what kind of monsters they might face on this hellish night.

Equally hellish, most likely, but then, that was why they were here. To stalk the very creatures that would prey on this city. To be a bulwark against the dark.

At last, they came to a tenement that leaned drunkenly against its neighbours. The informant’s intelligence had been precise: third floor, northeast corner, where a cabal of warlocks gathered to practise their foul craft. Creed double-checked the address he’d scratched on a scrap of parchment, then nodded grimly. “This is the one.”

“Welcoming,” Savaric muttered, eyeing the arcane glyphs carved into the wooden lintel.

Creed ignored the warnings, stepping up to the weathered door and pushing it open. A fetid smell hit him, worse than the stink of the streets. Biting back the bile it conjured in his throat, he crossed the threshold.

Inside was a narrow corridor, littered with refuse. Rats squeaked as they dined among the filth, the patter of their claws echoing along to the creak of floorboards beneath Creed’s feet. He reached a staircase, minding his footing lest his boot snap the brittle wood of the steps. When they ascended to the third floor, another corridor stretched before them, this one even ranker than the previous, but there was no sign of rats here. No sign of life at all.

The walls had been daubed with bloody sigils, the bones of rodents dangling from the ceiling on twine. The walls hung in tatters, scratches marring the plasterwork, as though something had been dragged along, clawing its defiance every inch. Creed could feel a miasma hanging in the air so intense it almost made his nose bleed.

“Something tells me we’re in the right place,” Savaric murmured.

Absolon ignored him, hand gripping the hilt of Hallowbane that little bit tighter.

At the end of the corridor, a single door barred the way. This one was etched with markings, arcane symbols scratched into the wood in intricate detail, the work of an artisan skilled in the way of the wytch. From beyond it came the unmistakable sound of multiple voices chanting in unison.

He met Savaric’s gaze. His companion nodded, crossbow already in hand.

Creed’s shoulder struck the door like a ram, sending it crashing open. “In the name of the Wormwood Throne, cease this heresy!”

The chamber beyond reeked of sulphur and spoiled meat. A dozen figures in moth-eaten robes whirled to face them, their chant faltering. At the room’s centre, a summoning circle had been etched into the floorboards with painstaking detail, its geometric patterns pulsing with eldritch power. Candles guttered at each cardinal point, their flames burning an unnatural green.

“Sentinels!” one of the warlocks shrieked. “The ritual! Complete the ritual!”

Chaos erupted as several warlocks scrambled for weapons while others took up the chant once again, desperate to finish what they’d started. The air itself seemed to writhe with half-formed energies, like a heat shimmer given malevolent purpose.

“Apologies for the interruption,” Savaric drawled, putting a crossbow bolt through the throat of a warlock reaching for a curved blade. “People just have no respect for the profane arts these days.”

Creed was already moving, Hallowbane singing as he brought it down on the nearest cultist, splitting the man from shoulder to sternum. Blood sprayed across the arcane symbols, making them hiss and smoke.

A warlock to his left raised a gnarled staff, mouth opening to voice some curse. Creed brought his pommel up, shattering the man’s jaw before the words could form. As the warlock crumpled, Creed reversed his grip and drove the blade through his chest, pinning him to the floorboards.

Behind, he heard the distinctive thwack of Savaric’s crossbow. A cultist who’d been scrambling for an adjoining room fell, a quarrel sprouting from between his shoulder blades. A swift crank of the windlass, and another bolt followed immediately after, catching a fleeing woman in the back of the skull as she reached for a weapon.

Creed wrenched Hallowbane free and turned to face three warlocks who’d found their courage, or perhaps it was just fanaticism. Either way, they came at him with ritual daggers, the blades inscribed with blasphemous runes. Creed’s sword swept horizontally, taking a warlock’s head clean off. A punch to another’s throat and he felt the man’s windpipe collapse beneath the impact. The last he caught by the robes, spinning him around and driving Hallowbane up through his rib cage. The warlock’s eyes went wide, blood frothing from his lips as he slid back off the blade.

Within moments, half the cabal lay dead or dying, the rest throwing down their ritual daggers in surrender.

All save one.

A single warlock remained at the circle’s edge, arms raised, voice rising to a fever pitch. Blood ran from his nose as he screamed the final syllables of the incantation, even as his fellow cultists begged him to stop.

“Vex’tharr mor’dun! Kethis dominar! By the Void’s hunger, I seal the compact!”

“Fool!” one of his fellows cried. “Without the proper bindings—”

The circle erupted in a pillar of writhing darkness. The warlock’s triumphant laugh became a scream as the energy meant to summon a daemon found no proper vessel… and chose him instead.

His body contorted, bones snapping and reforming with sickening cracks. Flesh bubbled and ran like wax, manifesting ropy tendrils that formed into tentacles, each ending in a gnashing mouth. Myriad eyes opened across his transforming mass, weeping ichor. What had been a man moments before became something far worse: a hybrid abomination of human and daemonic essence, neither one nor the other, bound by no pact nor purpose save ravenous hunger.

The beast that had been the lead warlock turned on his fellow cultists first. Tentacles lashed out, punching through flesh with ease. Absolon ducked a flailing tentacle as screams of terror filled the room and blood spattered the walls.

Then the creature fixed its many eyes on them, and when it spoke, its voice was a discordant choir of rage and madness. “Free… free… flesh and feast and—”

It lunged at them with terrifying speed. Creed brought Hallowbane up, hacking through a mass of writhing appendages and forcing the beast back. A bolt from Savaric’s crossbow, and the creature knew these last two foes would not be so easily devoured.

With a shriek that made the walls tremble, it crashed through the shuttered window in an explosion of wood and glass, fleeing into the storm-lashed night. Creed wasted no time, taking two strides before leaping after it. As his boots crunched down on the slate roof beyond, he heard Savaric scrambling after him. Through the rain he caught a fleeting glimpse of the beast in flight. The abomination moved with a sinuous grace, its twisted limbs propelling it up the sheer stone walls of the tenements and across the narrow, sagging rooftops.

Heart hammering, Creed vaulted over a rusted railing and onto a rickety balcony. It listed painfully before he reached a ladder at the other side and grasped it in his free hand. The iron groaned ominously under his weight, shuddering with each clomping step as he hauled himself up the rungs. Behind, Savaric matched his pace, desperately cranking his crossbow as he went.

The rooftops of the Warrens were a treacherous labyrinth of broken shingles, crumbling chimneys, and rotting gables. One slip and they’d be cast to the cobbles fifty feet below. Creed’s boots skidded on the rain-slick tiles and he leapt a narrow gap between buildings, his stomach lurching as he glimpsed the dizzying drop to the muck-choked alley beneath. He landed at the other side as deftly as he could, squinting through the rain as it soaked his hair and his cloak, anointing the sword he gripped in one hand. Familiar pain throbbed in his leather-strapped knee, but he ignored it as always.

“Can you see it?” Savaric called after him.

Absolon didn’t answer as his old eyes did their best to penetrate the dark.

There. The daemon scuttling onward, its mess of limbs splayed out like a monstrous spider, leaving smears of ichor in its wake. Without a word, Absolon followed relentlessly, heedless of the danger of the rooftops. They could not let their quarry escape, for who knew what vile horrors it might unleash on the people of Bastion were it allowed to evade them.

The wind screamed across the rooftops, threatening to tear the crimson cloak from his shoulders. Absolon vaulted a crumbling chimney stack, feeling the decaying bricks give way behind him. As he reached the apex of the roof, he could see the skeletal spires of the Godfane District looming to his left, where the old nobility rotted in their decaying towers. To the right, the fetid smoke stink of the Foundry Quarter cut the air, despite the gale that blew across his path. Ahead he could see the daemon scuttling through this maze of decay, squeezing through gaps that seemed to widen at its approach as though the very architecture of the city bent to accommodate its passing.

Still he ran on in pursuit, lungs burning with each ragged breath, muscles screaming in protest beneath the weight of his armour. He could feel the old wound in his knee throbbing in time with his pounding heart, but he pushed the pain aside, gritting his teeth as he forced his battered body to keep moving.

As they neared the edge of the Warrens, the ramshackle tenements gave way to the looming stone bulk of the Old City, where they might lose the thing in a maze of abandoned towers and crumbling dungeons.

He glanced to Savaric. “If it reaches the boundary, we’ll never find it.”

Overhead a jagged bolt of lightning split the sky, thunder booming a moment later. The flash illuminated their quarry—a roiling mass of darkness scuttling along a steeply pitched roof.

Savaric hefted the crossbow to his shoulder in one smooth motion. The arms of the weapon were inscribed with holy runes that flared as he slotted a blessed quarrel and took aim.

“A little faith, old friend,” he replied, as he tracked the beast for a split second, then loosed.

The daemon moved in a lightning-quick blur, but Savaric’s aim was true. The quarrel punched into the meat of the thing’s hide, a long tether of woven silksteel unspooling behind it. The thing shrieked, a sound like nails on slate as it thrashed in a rage, but it was held fast.

Savaric gripped the line in his gauntleted hands, wrenching hard and stopping the thing as it squirmed in its desperation. Creed closed the distance, bounding across the slick tiles of the roof with the sureness of a mountain lion.

The daemon twisted to face him, its numerous eyes blazing with fire. Absolon raised Hallowbane before him, showing the creature the object of its doom. It answered his gesture with a scream that was equal parts hatred and terror, as though it recognised the blade that had banished so many of its kind back to the darkness. Then it spoke, its voice a grotesque harmony: “It rises… from beneath… the old bones waken… you cannot stop what has already begun…”

“Enough of your ravings,” Creed growled.

With no way to run, the daemon lunged at him, its bifurcated maw snapping and snarling with fury. He ducked a wild swing of its tentacles and brought his blade down in a whistling arc. The consecrated steel struck with a meaty thunk, biting deep into the daemon’s flesh, and it threw back its head to loose a wail, disturbingly human in its raw anguish.

Savaric drew up alongside Creed, sword now in hand. His blade struck true, impaling the foul thing, and causing it to howl with ever greater torment. Together they hacked, blades flashing in the night, ichor spraying with each blow, until the rooftop grew slick with it, and all the while, the rain sheeted down like tears from a mournful god.

When it was over, the broken husk of the daemon was nothing but butchered meat, fast dissolving into a puddle of hissing fluid. The stench of it seared Absolon’s nostrils, but he had long ago grown used to that stink.







WEIGHT OF OATHS

The restless dance of a lone candle cast shadows on the walls as he woke with a groan. He still ached from the previous night’s exertions, pain settling deep into his bones as he hauled himself upright. The thin pallet offered little comfort to his hulking frame, but Absolon had tried to sleep in a comfortable bed before. It simply had not felt right, and sleep had eluded him. Part of his penance, perhaps? Or just another curse laid upon him?

Blinking in the gloom, his gaze fell upon the neat stack of parchment on his desk that should have detailed the previous night’s events in that dank hovel. His quill lay untouched, the ink long since dried in its well, the words unwritten. It was a lapse in his duty, but one that seemed to hold less importance the older he got. And what might he say that would shed light on matters? A cabal of sorcerers raising creatures from beyond, but only one of many. A phenomenon that was growing more common, a tide that could never be stemmed.

A raucous squawk pierced the chamber’s stillness. Absolon turned to regard the large black crow perched in her wrought-iron cage, wise eyes glinting in the meagre light.

“Morning, Victarine,” he murmured.

The bird cocked her head, watching intently as Absolon crossed the room. He reached into a small pouch hanging by the cage, withdrawing a handful of dried corn. Victarine hopped from foot to foot in anticipation, letting out a soft caw. As he slipped the kernels through the bars, the crow’s beak darted out to pluck them from his fingers with surprising delicacy.

“You are most welcome,” Absolon offered, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

He had found her five winters past, huddled in the shadow of the northern garrison wall, a broken thing, feathers slick with ice and blood. Her wing had been shattered, whether by some predator or misadventure he never knew. By rights, he should have left her to the cruel mercies of nature. It was not, after all, his place to interfere with such things when there was so much unnatural horror to focus his attention on. And yet… he had gathered her up in his crimson cloak, carried her through the streets to his personal chambers, and spent long hours tending to that mangled wing. Weeks had passed, and slowly she had mended. The time to open his window and set her to flight came. But when he did so, beckoning the creature toward the open window and freedom, she had stubbornly refused it. So he had chosen to keep her. Better she remain caged and safe than exposed once more to the vagaries of this damnable city.

He glanced across the chamber as he fed the corvid, taking in the mementos that cluttered every surface, those tangible reminders of his decades of service to the Wormwood Throne. Medals for valour gleamed within their display case. Swords and daggers of vanquished foes hung upon the walls, their blades still keen even after so many years. Dented plate, helms, gauntlets, trophies from a hundred hard-fought battles, rested on stands. The mounted heads of fell beasts leered from the shadows, their glass eyes reflecting the guttering candlelight. And there, in a place of pride above the hearth, hung the gold-fringed flags of Akarnian regiments vanquished during the War of Legions.

The sight of those banners tugged at something unbidden and a rush of memory sent him staggering…

The mud of the Eastenmarch dragged at his boots like hungry claws, trying to pull him down into its foul depths. Thick smoke choked the air, stinging his eyes even through the narrow slits of his helm. His breath came in ragged gasps, each one tasting of ash. He gripped his sword tighter, the blessed steel offering little reassurance as he staggered forward into the murk.

Through the choking fog ahead, the banners of Akarnus Imperia snapped in the hot wind, their blood-red silk bearing the black Iron Crown. Sudden fire as their sorcery painted the sky in diabolic hues. He was alone here, cut off from his brothers, surrounded by the dead.

Then a sound that made his blood run chill. The howl of the Wraith Guard, the Iron Queen’s chosen, like the screech of bone on steel, echoing across the field. They were coming. Towering shapes in baroque armour, moving with an unnatural grace that belied their bulk.

The air grew colder, frost forming on the plates of his armour…

His hands palsied, corn scattering across the floor. Cursing under his breath, Absolon stooped to gather the spilled kernels, losing his balance, falling to one knee…

The tunnels beneath Karholt wound endlessly into darkness. His torch cast wild shadows on the damp stone walls as something chittered in the blackness. The stink of corruption was overwhelming, a stench of rotting meat and something worse, something chemical and base.

Then they lurched from the dark, those twisted things that were once men, flesh warped by alchemy. His blade sang as they rushed forward, and around him, his brothers screamed and died, their voices joining the chorus of the damned that haunted those accursed depths…

“Enough,” he growled, forcing himself up onto unsteady feet.

Victarine cawed softly from her cage, as if sensing his distress, and he drew in a shuddering breath, steadying himself.

Suddenly in need of air, he moved to the narrow window, to look out over the sprawl of Bastion. The city that had once stood as a monolith of hope and defiance against the encroaching dark now crumbled under the weight of its own decay. The twisting streets and crooked spires were cloaked in shadow, the only light coming from the occasional lantern flickering in a distant window, feeble against the night. At least from this lofty perch, a personal apartment that was the privilege of his rank, Absolon was spared the fetid stink that clung to the lower precincts. Small mercies, but he would take what he could get.

His gaze drifted to the distant harbour, where once proud galleons and merchantmen from every corner of the world had crowded the wharves like preening peacocks. In those days, the air had been thick with the cry of gulls, the crack of canvas, and the creak of timber. Spices from the Spinward Archipelago, silks from the city states of Ten Thousand Bells, scholarly texts from the libraries of Nyx had all flowed through Bastion’s streets, lifeblood through its veins. The Great Market had been a riot of colour and sound, its amphitheatres alive with the debate of philosophers and the tales of wandering bards.

Now the harbour lay half empty, its waters choked with silt and sewage. What few ships still dared to make berth brought only rotting grain and livestock barely worth the butchering. The market squares had grown quiet, their once-bustling arcades home only to cutpurses and beggars. The libraries gathered dust, their treasured volumes sold off to pay for the tools of war.

And at the heart of it all sat King Kronos, withered and ancient upon his throne of wormwood and iron. The crown weighed heavy on that weathered brow, its golden thorns a mockery of the power it once represented. Or so they said. Absolon had served his king faithfully for as long as he could remember, but never once set eyes upon the man.

Like the city itself, the king was a relic of faded glory, his grip on the realm as brittle as autumn leaves. The nobility danced their courtly measures in the halls of power, sharing whispered schemes behind painted fans, while the kingdom slowly crumbled around them.

And Absolon had watched it happen, year by year, campaign by campaign. Each time he returned from the continent, the decay had spread a little further, like mites in old timber.

A shot of pain in his knee drew a sudden hiss from his lips. The old wound, a parting gift from some nameless horror in the wastes of Akarnus Imperia, still bothersome with the turn of the weather. He limped back to the bed, leaning down to massage the aching joint through the worn fabric of his breeches. His fingers traced the thick ridge of scar tissue, memories of that desperate battle threatening to surge to the fore of his mind. He squeezed his eyes shut, willing the spectres of the past back into the depths where they could no longer plague him.

When he opened them once more, he found himself staring at his own image in the tarnished mirror that hung on the far wall. The man who looked back at him was still hale despite the march of years, his frame lean and hard from a life of combat. Silvery threads wound through the dark locks that framed his angular face, and a latticework of scars crisscrossed the weathered skin, telling a tale of survival against all odds.

There was an old familiar weariness in those eyes, the resignation that his best years were behind him. The fire that had once driven him to surmount the seemingly impossible guttered low these days, starved of the unshakeable conviction that had fuelled his youth. How long had it been since he last felt the rapturous thrill of righteous purpose? His service to Morrengard stretched behind him like a distant, winding road, but the path ahead grew ever shorter. There would be no gentle decline, no quiet repose upon a small patch of land. He would fight until he fell, as so many of his fellows had before him. It was the only end he could expect.

He regarded the small side table and the polished wooden case atop it. Reaching over, Absolon flipped open the lid to reveal the last gleaming phial inside. The sight of it quickened his pulse and set his nerves jangling with anticipation. With reverent care, he withdrew the glass cylinder, eyes fixed on the glowing blue liquid within.

Lixir. His lifeblood, in these waning years.

Absolon snapped off the thin glass nub of the phial before placing it to his lips. A slight pause, a savouring of the moment, before he tipped back his head and let it trickle down his throat, feeling the icy rush as the azure fluid surged into his system.

A shuddering gasp escaped him as the lixir worked its sorcery, the dull throb of old injuries fading to a distant echo. But as always, the relief was short-lived. All too soon, the agony would return, forcing him to partake again and again until his veins ran more with alchemical venom than his own blood. A cruel mistress, lixir, but her kiss was harder to resist with each new day.

Unbidden, more visions swam before him as he slumped back against the headboard. The faces of fallen comrades, tattered and faded battle standards lying trampled in the muck, and the forces of the Imperia surged forward. The towering spires of Bastion, once so proud and inviolate, crumbling to rubble under the onslaught of Akarnian sorcery. Morrengard, a guttering flame in the gathering dark, poised on the knife’s edge of annihilation…

With a growl, Absolon wrenched himself back to the present. He could not afford such maudlin rumination. Morrengard still stood, and so long as he drew breath, he would fight to ensure it remained so. He was a Knight Sentinel, a shield against the rising tide of shadow. He would not falter now. Would not countenance despair.

The sudden rap against his chamber door had Absolon reaching for the dagger beneath his pillow before conscious thought could intervene. He froze, heart hammering against his ribs as the familiar surroundings of his quarters swam back into focus. He was safe here, high in the Northern District, far from the roiling morass of the lower city, but old habits died hard.

Sliding from the bed, Absolon crossed to the door. The worn leather grip of the dagger was a comfort against his palm as he positioned himself to the side, ready to strike were an intruder to burst in.

“Speak your name and purpose,” he called.

“Squire Jennick, my lord,” came the muffled reply, reedy with poorly concealed nervousness. “I bear a message from the Citadel.”

Absolon’s brow furrowed. A missive from the Valenspire could mean dire news.

Blade still in hand, he cracked the door open just wide enough to glimpse the youth standing in the torchlit corridor beyond. Scrawny and coltish, with the downy hint of his first beard upon his cheeks, he looked barely old enough for the position, but he wore the blue-and-black livery of a squire in service to the Order, the snarling dragon-head sigil of Draken emblazoned upon his leather brigandine.

“What is the message, squire?”

The boy regarded Absolon with something akin to awe before hastily lowering his gaze. “The Grand Master summons you and Savaric Frost to appear before him at the Citadel with all haste, my lord. He bade me convey the urgency of his request, and that he must speak to you both of a matter most grave.”

A direct summons from Sinon Mor himself could only mean trouble of the direst sort. “I shall depart within the hour. See that the tower’s stablemaster has a horse readied.”

A hint of a smile flickered across the squire’s face. “I have already seen it done, my lord. Your steed awaits you in the courtyard, provisioned for the journey to the Valenspire.”

Arching an eyebrow at the boy’s presumptuousness, Absolon simply nodded. “Then you have my thanks, Squire Jennick.”

Though the boy shifted nervously from foot to foot, there was something in the set of his jaw, a determination behind those wide eyes that gave Absolon pause. He had seen such a look before, in other young faces—some now cold in the ground, others transformed by years of hardship into men he scarcely recognised. It provoked an unusual sense of curiosity within him.

“How long have you served as a squire, boy?” Absolon asked, studying the youth more carefully.

“Three years, my lord. I was assigned to the garrison after…” Jennick swallowed hard. “After my predecessor fell during the riots in the Lower Ward.”

Absolon remembered those riots. The starving folk driven to desperation, the streets running with blood. They’d lost a squire and two knights that day.

“Randyll Tace,” he said quietly. “That was his name. Don’t forget it, boy.”

“No, my lord. I won’t.” Jennick’s voice wavered slightly. “He… he was my cousin. That’s partly why I requested this posting. I wanted to serve where he fell. To honour his memory.”

Something stirred in Absolon. Respect, perhaps, at the boy’s honouring of his kin. He remembered feeling like that once, young and earnest, driven by ideals of duty and sacrifice. Before the world had ground those notions to dust.

“A noble sentiment,” he said, more gruffly than he intended. “But remember this, boy: Honour won’t shield you from what’s waiting once you say your vows. Only vigilance. Only steel.”

“Yes, my lord.” Jennick straightened, chin lifting. “I… I hope to prove myself worthy of the position. To become a hero of Morrengard, just as you are.”

“What makes you think I’m a hero?”

The boy blinked in confusion. “Because… the tales they tell of you, my lord. Your victories in the field, your…”

“Don’t believe everything you hear, lad. Tales are for children. Best not put too much stock in them.”

“I won’t, my lord. Thank you.”

“Very good, Squire Jennick. Dismissed.”

He shut the door perhaps a touch more firmly than was necessary, the sound echoing through the quiet chamber. Victarine let out a grumbling squawk of protest at the disturbance, fluffing her ink-black feathers in irritation. Absolon paid her no heed as he strode to the armour stand in the corner, mind racing with the possibilities of what new threat might have arisen to warrant the personal attention of the Grand Master himself.

In the wavering light of the candle, his battle-scarred reflection stared back at him from the burnished surface of his plate. The armour of a Knight Sentinel was as much a part of him as the flesh it protected, and he ran a reverent hand over the blackened steel, fingertips tracing the intricate etching of the dragon-head sigil upon the breastplate. How many times had he donned this harness, wondering if it would be the last? How much blood, both his own and his foes’, had bathed this metal, consecrating its surface? It alone had borne witness to every desperate battle, every agonising loss and hard-won victory. And now he would don it again, but first…

He moved to his bed, grabbing the leather sheath where it lay discarded. Sitting, he struggled to fit the support over his left leg and slide it to his knee. Then he tightened the laces with a grunt and tied them off. It would allow him to walk without any telltale limp, but did little for the nagging ache.

Now for the rest.

With practised efficiency, Absolon began the task of armouring himself. The ritual performed now as it had always been—gambeson first, then cuisses and greaves, breastplate and backplate, pauldrons, vambraces, gauntlets. A crimson cloak at his shoulders and lastly his helm nestled in the crook of his arm.

As he stood fully armoured, the candle sputtered out, and all he was left with was the dawn light through the window. Absolon turned to the side, examining his profile in the mirror. The man who looked back at him was a figure of legend, a veteran defender of Morrengard. But beneath that iron carapace, he knew, the flesh was old and fallible. It was only a matter of time until it failed entirely.

Quashing that grim thought, Absolon reached for Hallowbane and secured the belt around his waist. The weight of the blade at his hip was a tangible reminder of his sworn duty. He had taken vows to the Wormwood Throne, pledged his life and honour to the defence of the Amaranthine King and his subjects. There would be no doubt.

Another squawk from across the chamber, as though Victarine were cawing her approval.

“For the glory of Morrengard,” Absolon murmured to her. “For the Dragon Exalted.”

With the echo of those words lingering, he strode from the comfort of his chambers, and into the darkness beyond.







THE BITTER BREW OF VICTORY

Dawn crept through the narrow window of Guenivar’s cell, pale light stealing across the flagstones like a thief. The rough-hewn stone beneath her had long since numbed her knees, but still she knelt, head bowed in prayer before the draconic icon mounted on the wall. Her shoulders ached from holding the pose through the long night, but she refused to alter it. This was her vigil, a final test of devotion before the trials began.

The icon stared down at her with eyes of obsidian, passing judgement on this nobleman’s daughter who dared kneel before it. How many others had prostrated themselves here before she had, in this austere chamber beneath the Valenspire’s ancient stones? How many had proven worthy of the calling?

Guenivar’s hands, clasped before her in supplication, bore the marks of her training: the calluses on her palms, scars on knuckles and forearms. How she had strived these past years, to change the perception of her from noble to aspirant. She could still recall her father’s voice the day she had cast aside her birthright to join the Order.

“You’ll fail.” Lord Blackmere’s words echoed in her mind, chill as ice. “And when you do, you’ll come crawling back.”

She remembered standing before him in his study, the portraits of generations gazing down in silent reproach. The light streaming through the stained glass had painted his face in shades of crimson and azure, like a god admonishing his apostate.

“I won’t fail,” she had told him. “This is my calling, Father. My choice.”

“Choice?” He had laughed then, a sound like a death rattle. “You are heir to one of the oldest houses in Morrengard. Your choices were made long before your birth.”

“I have made vows of loyalty, Father.”

“Have you, indeed? And what about loyalty to your house? Would you abandon that so easily? You’re nothing but an oath breaker.”

Guenivar’s hands clenched tighter. The doubt that had gnawed at her through the long night’s vigil welled up again. What if he had been right? What if she was merely playing at being a knight, deluding herself that she could shed the silk and velvet of her upbringing for steel and leather?

The scrape of iron on stone stirred her from her brooding, then the cell door swung open with a groan. A knight stood silhouetted in the doorway, crimson cloak of the Order hanging from his shoulders, breastplate glinting in the dawn light.

“It’s time,” he said simply.

Guenivar rose, legs protesting the sudden movement after hours of kneeling. She had waited for this moment since she first pledged herself to the Order. Now that it had arrived, she found herself torn between exhilaration and terror, but she would not let that show. Instead, she lifted her chin and strode toward the door. She would prove them all wrong. Her father, those in the Order who doubted her, even the voice of uncertainty in her own mind.

She had to.

The corridor beyond her cell was enveloped in darkness as she padded barefoot behind the clanking steps of the Knight Sentinel. Eventually an archway was dimly illuminated ahead, that steel tread changing in timbre as the knight led her into a cavernous expanse before stopping in front of her. He turned, handing her a wooden practice sword. She took it without a word, before the Knight Sentinel gestured for her to continue alone.

Guenivar took in the sight with a sense of awe as the Binding Chamber loomed vast and circular, its vaulted ceiling lost in shadow despite the guttering braziers that lined the walls. Old tapestries depicting the trials of previous aspirants hung between columns of black stone, their colours muted by centuries of torch smoke. The threadbare surfaces rippled in the draft that perpetually wound through the Valenspire’s lower reaches, making the woven images of knights seem to dance as they were locked in their eternal trials.

At the far end stood gigantic double doors, easily fifty feet high. Upon them were gilded images of knights locked in battle with daemonic foes. Heroes of Morrengard rendered immortal in ebony and iron.

More aspirants were being led into the chamber through other arches, and she joined them as they were gathered at the centre. Twelve neophytes stood in a circle at the chamber’s heart, arranged in six pairs. Guenivar found herself beside Peregrin, a scholarly youth who clutched his practice sword like it might turn into a serpent in his grip.

“Good to see you, Guen,” he whispered, as she stood at his shoulder.

Before she could respond, the sound of steel-shod boots on stone silenced all conversation, and High Marshal Tanith Isgar stepped into the circle, her black plate gleaming in the brazier light. A mass of scars twisted one side of her face into a permanent sneer, but her eyes were sharp as she surveyed the assembled aspirants. The chamber seemed to hold its breath.

“The chains,” she commanded.

Knights moved forward, bearing manacles of dark iron. The chains that would link each pair of aspirants were exactly three feet in length, long enough to allow some freedom of movement, short enough to ensure neither partner could abandon the other.

The metal was ice cold against Guenivar’s wrist as the manacle snapped shut. She felt Peregrin flinch beside her as his own restraint was secured.

“Your task is simple.” Tanith’s voice echoed. “Beyond these doors lie the Proving Chambers. Fight your way through them, past the knights who guard the way, and claim the Chalice of Ordination. Only those who drink from it will be deemed worthy to take their vows on the morrow.”

She paused, letting her gaze fall on each pair in turn. “But know this: You enter as two, you emerge as two, or not at all. The chain that binds you is more than mere iron. It is trust forged in combat. Loyalty tested by an unbreakable bond. Sunder it at your peril.”

Guenivar felt Peregrin’s trembling through the chain between them. His fear was tangible, threatening to shatter her own resolve, and she forced herself to focus on Tanith’s words instead.

“The trials begin now.”

The great doors ground open, revealing a torchlit tunnel that led into darkness. The first pair of aspirants stepped forward, then the next. Three more followed in their wake, stepping across the threshold and disappearing into shadow. When their turn came, Guenivar moved with purpose, forcing Peregrin to match her stride or be dragged along. No sooner had they crossed into the dimly lit passage than the shadows swallowed them, and the doors boomed shut behind, echoing through the tunnel like a knell. After it came the distant clack of practice swords, accompanied by cries that could have been victory or agony.

“We should…” Peregrin’s whisper faded. He cleared his throat and tried again. “We should think of a strategy.”

“Yes,” Guenivar replied, already regretting the partnership fate had thrust upon her. “How about we try not to get caught.”

“But—”

She led them on, not interested in Peregrin’s opinion on matters. The tunnel wound deeper into the Valenspire’s bowels, and with each step, the sounds of combat grew louder. Guenivar tightened her grip on her wooden sword and pressed on, dragging her reluctant partner into whatever ordeal awaited them.

A scream echoed through the tunnels, followed by the meaty thud of a body striking stone. Guenivar pressed herself against the rough wall, pulling Peregrin close as two figures stumbled past their hiding place. One supported the other, who clutched a clearly broken arm to his chest.

“That’s Karrel,” Peregrin whispered. “He was champion of the sparring yard last season.”

“Was,” Guenivar replied grimly, watching them disappear farther into the maze of tunnels.

They pressed on, the chain between them clinking all too loudly. Guen pulled Peregrin to a halt as the passage opened into a circular chamber where another pair of aspirants faced three veteran knights. One aspirant lunged, his partner forced to follow. The veterans fell upon them, wooden blades hammering at their unarmoured limbs. Both neophytes went down hard. Only one tried to get up.

“Gods preserve us,” Peregrin breathed.

Guenivar dragged him back into the shadows, away from the violence. “The gods aren’t going to help. It’s just us, do you understand?”

Peregrin nodded, but her words seemed to instil little inspiration. Undaunted, she led him down another passage, the oppressive silence putting her nerves on edge until…

A knight lurched from the dark, striking like a viper, wooden blade singing. Guenivar parried desperately, as Peregrin staggered away, yanking her off balance. The knight’s sword sliced past her guard, missing her skull by a hair’s breadth.

“Stand and fight!” she hissed at Peregrin, but he had frozen, practice sword shaking in his grip.

The knight’s next strike came in a downward arc, and Guenivar managed to deflect it, the impact jarring, forcing a hiss from her lips as she dragged Peregrin away from danger.

She tried to circle left, hoping to use the shadows to her advantage, but the chain pulled taut as Peregrin stumbled in the opposite direction. The knight’s wooden practice sword whistled past her ear as she lurched off balance.

“Move with me, damn it!” she snarled, but Peregrin’s eyes were wide with panic, his breath coming in sharp gasps. The knight pressed forward, his next strike a hammer blow. Guenivar’s arm trembled as she parried once, then again as the knight aimed for Peregrin, and she was forced to defend them both.

The practice sword felt clumsy in her hands and too light compared to the steel she’d trained with. Another strike came at her head, and this time she ducked, but Peregrin’s startled backward jerk pulled her into the knight’s follow-up swing. The wooden blade caught her shoulder, driving numbing pain down her arm.

She gritted her teeth as she retreated, dragging Peregrin with her, the chain between them pulling hard, the manacle biting into her wrist. The knight’s relentless advance drove them toward the wall, where they’d have nowhere to run. She needed to think, needed to—

The knight’s blade swept low, aiming to take her legs. Guenivar jumped back, but the chain went taut as Peregrin tripped, sprawling backward. She felt herself falling, pulled down by his weight. The knight’s sword was already rising for the finishing blow.

She rolled over Peregrin’s prone form, hearing him huff out the breath in his lungs. The knight’s practice sword struck stone where she’d been a heartbeat before. Before he could strike again, she rolled to her feet, wooden blade spearing forward as she stretched herself to the limit. The blunted tip struck the knight’s gorget with enough force to send him staggering back. A killing blow had it been a real blade.

“Lucky,” the knight said, stepping aside, gesturing toward the passage beyond. “Proceed.”

They didn’t need to be told twice. Guenivar half dragged Peregrin to his feet, heart drumming as they both padded along the dank tunnel. They made it halfway down the next corridor before she yanked on the chain, forcing him to stop.

“Listen to me.” She grabbed his shirt, slamming him against the wall. “You nearly got us both eliminated. I won’t survive another bout carrying your weight.”

“I’m sorry, I just…” He swallowed hard. “Combat has never been my purview. I thought maybe if I studied hard enough, memorised all the forms… I don’t even know how I got this far.”

As Guenivar listened, seeing him standing there like a lost lamb, something cold settled in her chest. How many times had she seen Peregrin in the training yard, perfect in his practised forms when alone, but crumbling the moment he faced a real opponent? She’d hoped today would be different when it truly mattered, but she had been fooling herself… about so many things.

A distant clack of wood echoed through the passages, accompanied by more shouts of pain. Each second they delayed was another second closer to failure. Her failure.

“Perhaps if we proceed with more care,” Peregrin suggested, his voice small in the darkness. “Move slowly, with guile—”

“Then we’ll just be delaying the inevitable,” Guenivar cut him off, her words sharper than intended.

She looked at Peregrin, shoulders hunched, practice sword hanging limply from trembling fingers. He was already beaten. Had been from the moment they chained them together. And now she understood: She would rather fail alone, on her own terms, than alongside her fellow aspirant. Though it would make her father right about everything—her selfishness, her pride, her inability to uphold the sacred bonds of loyalty—at least she would fail on her feet, sword in hand.

The shame of it stung, but she could not let someone else’s weakness be her undoing. Better to be an oath breaker than a failure.

A glance down. There, on the side of the manacle was the catch that would release her from this bondage. An escape route? A way to win?

You’ll come crawling back…

The memory of her father’s voice hardened something inside her. She hadn’t sacrificed everything, hadn’t fought so hard, just to prove him right.

Her fingers found the catch. One quick movement and she’d be free. Free to fight unburdened. Free to succeed.

Free to betray everything the Order stands for.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Peregrin looked down in confusion. Then understanding dawned as the manacle clicked open and the chain fell away like a discarded oath.

“Wait—” he began.

But she was already moving, leaving him in her wake as she delved farther down one of the passages. She forced herself not to look back, even when his desperate cry echoed after her.

Unencumbered, Guenivar moved swiftly through the Proving Chambers. At every turn she heard her fellow aspirants locked in desperate combat, saw glimpses of hulking armoured knights, but now she avoided them, using the dark to her advantage, her bare feet silent on the stone beneath her.

Not far now. Not much farther before she reached the end and proved…

What? That she could succeed through betrayal? That her father had been right about her all along?

Despite the doubt, she surged onward, through chamber after chamber, until at last she reached a circular vault larger than the others. Torches burned in sconces, their flames reflecting off a plain silver chalice that sat on a stone plinth. The prize. The proof of her worth.

The chamber was silent save for her laboured breathing, the blood pounding in her ears as she approached the plinth. That chalice waited for her, its silver surface reflecting her face. One she barely recognised.

She should take it, drink deep of victory. But her hands shook as she reached out. All she could hear was Peregrin’s final cry echoing in her mind. All she could see was her father’s knowing smile.

You’ll come crawling back…

“Well?” a familiar voice said. “Take it. You’ve earned it.”

Guenivar turned. High Marshal Tanith Isgar stood in one of the archways, her scarred face unreadable in the flickering light.

“Have I?” Guenivar whispered. “I abandoned my fellow aspirant. Betrayed my oath.”

“Did you?” Tanith stepped into the chamber, her armour catching the brazier light. “Perhaps there’s another lesson here. One you need to learn before you can truly serve. So tell me, what do you think knighthood truly means? The heart of it.”

“It means standing beside my brethren to defend Morrengard at all costs,” Guenivar replied. “Which I failed to do.”

“No. It means making sacrifices for the greater good. It means choosing between victory and loyalty. It means making decisions that will haunt you until the day you join the Dragon.” Tanith reached out, fingers tracing the chalice’s rim. “Every knight carries the burden of that sacrifice. With every victory something might have to be abandoned. Honour. Friendship. Innocence. A knight who cannot make that choice, who values their own virtue over success? They fail.”

“So this was the real test? To see if I might betray my brother aspirant to win?”

“To see if you could do what was necessary.” Tanith’s gaze pierced her like a spear. “Peregrin was never going to pass the trials. You knew it the moment you were chained to him. Carrying him forward would have doomed you both.”

“But the Order’s tenets…” Guenivar struggled to reconcile this harsh truth with everything she’d learned. “Honor, loyalty, sacrifice…”

“All noble aims.” Tanith gestured at the chamber around them. “But this? This is where we forge real knights. In the crucible where you will be forced to make impossible choices. That regret you feel. That shame. Nurture it. Let it remind you of your sacrifice. And what you won from it.”

She lifted the chalice from its plinth and held it out. Guenivar’s hands shook as she took the cup, the silver cold against her palms.

“Drink,” Tanith commanded.

The water tasted bitter. As she lowered the chalice, she caught her reflection in its surface once more. The same face, but different eyes stared back. Harder eyes.

Her father’s eyes.

“Welcome to the Order, Knight Sentinel,” Tanith said softly.

Guenivar set the chalice down with reverent care, feeling the weight of those words settle around her shoulders like a cloak. She had won. She had proved her father wrong. But in doing so, she’d learned he was right about something far worse.

Oath breaker.

The girl who’d knelt in prayer at dawn was dead. In her place stood someone who could abandon an oath-bound companion. Someone who could sacrifice honour for victory.

Someone worthy of wearing the crimson cloak.







CIRCLE OF RUST

The Citadel of Valenspire towered over the surrounding landscape, its jagged battlements stabbing at the sky. A cold wind whipped at Absolon’s crimson cloak as he and Savaric rode through the gatehouse, the clop of their destriers’ hooves echoing off the looming stone walls.

“Nice to see the place looks as inviting as ever,” Savaric said.

“It was never the Valenspire’s purpose to be inviting,” Absolon replied, knowing full well that his friend had never liked it here. Absolon had more of a mixed opinion.

He swung down from the saddle and handed the reins to a waiting groom, the familiar surroundings transporting him back to the day he had entered this place as a scrawny whelp plucked from squalor. How far he had come since then. Since he had been that boy who had sweated and bled on the proving ground, desperate to show his worth.

But he was a boy no longer.

They strode into the bowels of the fortress, Absolon’s iron-shod boots clicking on the stones, Savaric’s all but silent. As he walked the familiar corridors, he recalled those days of endless drills and sparring, the crack of wooden swords, the grunts of exertion and pain. So many of the other boys had come from noble families, their names a cloak of privilege, but Absolon’s only armour had been his grit. He’d had to fight twice as hard for even a fraction of the respect they took for granted. It was a bitter memory, but it carried no regret. Absolon had been forged by that hardship, and it had kept him alive in the battles since.

The sound of solemn chanting reached his ears, drawing him from his reflection. He slowed his pace as he neared the entrance to the main sanctum, where rank upon rank of knights stood in rigid formation, their armour gleaming in the light of a hundred braziers. At the far end of the vaulted chamber, upon a raised dais, knelt three figures in plain robes. Aspirants on the cusp of full knighthood.

Before them stood the Order’s three high marshals, imposing in their ceremonial raiment. High Inquisitor Bergin Glass, his hair white as snow and eyes piercing as ice. High Marshal Narvala Goldbard, fierce and resplendent in her plate. And High Marshal Tanith Isgar, scars twisting her face in that permanent sneer. She gripped the shoulders of the initiate before her, a young woman who intoned the vow that would bind her in service to the Wormwood Throne.

“By my blood and breath, I pledge my sword and self to Morrengard’s defence,” the aspirant declared, her voice ringing with conviction. “In the name of King Kronos the Ninth, I shall be a bulwark against the dark, a light amidst shadow. From this day, until my last. For the Dragon Exalted.”

The gathered knights took up the chant, their voices rising in a thunderous crescendo. “Until the last! For the Dragon Exalted!”

Absolon watched the sacred rites, remembering the day he had knelt upon those same flagstones and sworn his own vows. The years fell away and for a moment he could almost feel the weight of the high marshal’s hands upon his shoulders, the conviction that had burned in his breast. He’d had no idea where that conviction might lead. But how could he? How could he have known the horror he would face, the sacrifices he would be forced to make?

In that moment his gaze fell upon the kneeling girl. She was accepting the ceremonial chalice from High Marshal Isgar, the Dragon’s blood: a spiced wine as crimson as their cloaks. But it was her eyes that caught him. Not downcast in piety like so many aspirants, but open, alert, watching everything. There was something hungry in that gaze, something that went beyond mere ambition. A need to prove herself, yes, but more than that… a determination that bordered on the zealous. He had seen that look before, in his own reflection, decades ago. The look of someone who had already sacrificed too much to turn back, who had burned every bridge and left themselves no choice but to forge ahead, no matter the cost.

“Makes you nostalgic for those innocent days, doesn’t it,” Savaric whispered.

At first Absolon thought he detected a note of familiar sarcasm from his friend’s tone. But when he looked in Savaric’s eyes he saw only envy of these neophytes.

With a shake of his head, Absolon turned from the sanctum and led the way through the warren of shadow-draped stone. They climbed stairway after stairway, passed knights of the various orders going about their duties, each one bowing their head in deference to the men’s rank and reputation.

At last, they reached the upper levels of the spire where the masters and marshals kept their chambers. They strode past the guards flanking the entrance to the Grand Master’s tower, their eyes tracking them from beneath their helms, and eventually the door to Sinon Mor’s chamber stood open in unspoken invitation.

Absolon entered the familiar chamber and Savaric closed the door behind them. It was as austere as ever, containing no furnishing other than its massive oaken desk that seemed to groan beneath the weight of the parchments and tomes scattered across its surface. The walls were bare save for a single grim trophy—the severed head of some nightmarish creature mounted high upon the wall. Its features were a twisted mass of bone and matted fur, multiple pairs of glass eyes sunken deep in a malformed skull. Yellowed fangs curved from a bifurcated jaw like cruel hooks, and a crown of spines rose from its scaled brow. Even in death, there was something obscene about the beast. An aura of wrongness, as though the thing had been birthed from some dark god. Its malformed features were set in a rictus of rage, frozen at the moment it was slain: a testament to the Grand Master’s prowess, and the battle that had cost him an eye.

Sinon Mor himself stood behind the desk, as rigid and unyielding as the spire itself. His hair was steel grey, right eye covered by a studded leather patch, pale scars crisscrossing his face. Scars that spoke of a lifetime waging war against the monsters that sought to unmake the realm.

“Absolon, Savaric.” Sinon’s voice was low thunder. “Thank you for making the journey so swiftly.”

“Grand Master,” Absolon replied. “We came as soon as we received your summons.”

The men strode forward until they reached the desk, then sank to one knee, bowing their heads.

Sinon waved a dismissive hand. “Rise, my friends. No need for such formality between us.”

Both men straightened, and Absolon studied the older man’s careworn face, trying to read the thoughts behind that inscrutable gaze.

“How fares Bastion?” Sinon asked.

“The same as ever,” said Savaric with the hint of a smile. “A ferment of violence, heresy, and decay barely held in check.”

Sinon grunted his acknowledgment. “I fear it’s worse than you know. The Knights Vigilant have uncovered evidence of an eldritch cabal infiltrating Bastion. Two elders of the First Houses were recently slain. Ancient tomes of lore taken from their spires. Fell glyphs scrawled in blood at the site. This is no mere cult of degenerate wytches. The inquisitors believe they are agents of the Iron Queen. Assassins of Akarnus Imperia, seeded in Bastion to foment anarchy in advance of some greater design.”

Absolon shook his head. “The war is over, Grand Master. We beat them.”

“And you think that would slake their thirst for conquest?” Sinon cut him off, his eye burning like a coal. “The Iron Queen is as patient as she is cruel. If she cannot shatter Morrengard by force of arms, she will rot us from within, turn us against ourselves until we’re ripe for the plucking.”

Absolon knew Sinon was right. Knew it in his bones. The spectre of Akarnus Imperia had loomed over Morrengard for generations, a dread shadow no amount of martial glory could banish. They were fools to think their victory would go unchallenged.

“These elders who were slain,” Savaric ventured, “what manner of deaths did they suffer?”

“Lord Kastaigne was found in his study, his flesh burned to blackness. And Lady Vass…” Sinon’s lone eye narrowed. “They discovered what remained of her in the depths of her own archive. Her flesh had been… altered. Mutated. As though something had tried to reshape her from within.”

“Akarnian fleshcraft,” Absolon growled. He had seen such horrors during the war. Bodies warped by forbidden alchemy, transformed into mocking parodies of human form.

“There’s something else.” Sinon leaned forward, his voice pitched low as if he feared the very walls might be listening. “I suspect we have been betrayed. That somewhere within our own ranks, a viper lies coiled, aiding our enemy for their own fell purpose. Nothing I can prove. No accusation I can lay on any individual. But whoever murdered these people must have known our movements and methods in advance to avoid any kind of scrutiny.”

Absolon felt a cold fist close around his heart. The notion that Bastion had been infiltrated by foreign agents was hard enough to parse, but the Order too?

“What would you have us do, Grand Master?”

“Return to Bastion. Find this Akarnian cabal and burn it out, root and stem. Let none escape your blade or your zeal.” Sinon’s gaze bored into Absolon. “And watch your backs. If there is a traitor within our ranks, they will not shrink from eliminating any who might reveal them.”

Those words hung like a cold dread. Absolon had seen too much treachery in his years of service not to recognise the gravity of Sinon’s warning. The Order was meant to be a brotherhood forged in sacred purpose, bound by oaths sworn before the Dragon Exalted. The thought that one of their own might have turned coat, might be feeding intelligence to their hated enemy…

A sharp rap on the door, and Sinon called for the visitor to enter. Absolon turned to see High Marshal Tanith Isgar stride into the chamber. At her heels walked a young woman in unblemished plate: the newly anointed Knight Sentinel they had passed on their way to the Grand Master’s chamber.

He inclined his head to Tanith. They had ridden into battle together more times than he could count, forge-bonded by blood and loss. Her presence was a small comfort in the face of the dire tidings Sinon had shared.

“High Marshal Isgar,” Absolon greeted her. “And…” He trailed off, regarding the young woman who hovered half a step behind Tanith.

“Absolon Creed, Savaric Frost, allow me to present Guenivar Blackmere, our newest Knight Sentinel.” Tanith gestured for the girl to step forward.

Blackmere obeyed, eyes fixed ahead. Up close, Absolon could see the fine-boned symmetry of her features, the determined set of her jaw that belied the flicker of nervousness in her eyes. He frowned, recognition sparking in his mind.

“Blackmere? Of House Blackmere?”

The girl nodded. “Indeed. Lord Aldric Blackmere is my father.”

An old and respected lineage, their coffers swollen with the wealth of generations. Absolon knew of Lord Aldric’s reputation, how he was always adorned in raiment and jewellery that could feed a peasant family for a year. The thought of his get standing before them now, garbed in the sacred plate of the Order…

He tamped down the surge of bitterness. “Let us hope you do your family proud.”

Sinon cleared his throat, drawing their attention back to him. “High Marshal Isgar and I have decided that Blackmere shall accompany you both back to Bastion. Once there, she will learn at your side, Absolon, as you look into this cabal and bring it to heel.”

Savaric stiffened. “With respect, Grand Master, Absolon and I have worked side by side for—”

“You have been reassigned, Savaric. Duties elsewhere in the city. Absolon, you will make do with Blackmere.”

A dozen objections bubbled to the fore on the folly of sending a green recruit on a mission of such import, along with Absolon’s own reluctance to play nursemaid to a neophyte, noble-born or otherwise. But he swallowed them all, settling for a tight nod.

“As you command, Grand Master.”

Sinon glared a moment longer, as though willing either of the men to voice objections. Then he waved a hand in dismissal, the heavy iron signet of his office glinting in the wan light.

“Go, then. And let nothing stay your hand in the execution of your duties.”

Absolon bowed before turning on his heel, Savaric close by his side. Blackmere followed them as they marched from the Grand Master’s chamber, past the sentries and down the winding stair from the spire.

The journey back through the bowels of the Valenspire was a silent one, the weight of Sinon’s revelation hanging between Absolon and his new charge. He could feel Blackmere’s gaze upon him as they walked, sense the questions burbling up behind her lips, but he kept his own eyes fixed straight ahead, his jaw clenched tight. It wasn’t until they had descended the final curving staircase and emerged into the outer ward that she found the courage to speak.

“Knight Commander, I just wanted to say what an honour it is to accompany you on this mission. Your exploits are legend among the Order, and to learn at the side of a knight of your renown—”

“Spare me, Blackmere.” Absolon cut her off, not breaking his stride. “Legends are for bards and mummers. The task before us will be gruelling and thankless, beset by horrors you can scarce imagine. You’ll find no honour in it, no matter what you’ve heard in any stories of renown.”

He could sense her sudden humiliation at his brusque dismissal. Good. Let her taste the sting of embarrassment, the sour bile of disillusionment. If she was to be of any use to him in Bastion, she would need to shed her naivety… and fast.

“Go and ready our horses,” Absolon ordered as they reached the foot of the keep. “Tell the grooms we ride within the hour.”

Blackmere bowed curtly, swallowing whatever protests she might have offered. “As you say, Knight Commander.”

She hurried off toward the stables, and Absolon watched her go. She was so young, so untested. A liability, plain and simple. But Sinon had made his will known, and Absolon would not gainsay his Grand Master, even if every instinct screamed for him to do so. Besides, there was some sense in the decision. If a traitor did lurk within the Order, it was doubtful they would be a newly ordained neophyte. Despite her greenness, or perhaps because of it, Blackmere was unlikely to prove herself disloyal. At least, not yet.

“Little harsh.” Savaric grinned from where he leaned against the wall. “I don’t envy her being tutored by you. I know better than anyone how that feels.”

“Then you’ll know how lucky she is,” Absolon replied, attempting to match Savaric’s levity and failing.

“Anyway,” Savaric said. “I’m starving. Let’s see if the food in this place is just as dire as it’s always been.”

“Perhaps I’ll catch up with you later,” Absolon replied, in no mood to eat.

“Suit yourself. I’ll see you at the stables in an hour.” Savaric made his way toward the kitchens, leaving Absolon alone.

Absently, he made his way to the training ground nestled in the shadow of the inner ward. The clash of steel and the grunts of exertion reached him long before he caught sight of the aspirants sparring under the watchful gaze of the Order’s warmasters. They seemed even younger than he remembered, scrawny in their padded gambesons, stances clumsy as they traded tentative blows. Unblooded youths, still soft about the edges. Not one had yet seen their twentieth nameday, Absolon wagered. How many would live to see their thirtieth? The world outside the Valenspire’s walls grew ever more perilous, the enemies of the realm swelling in number and savagery with each turning. The Order needed hardened warriors, veterans tempered by battle and loss. Not green boys and highborn maidens playing at knighthood.

“The newest crop doesn’t inspire confidence, does it?”

Absolon turned at the familiar voice, the stink of alchemical reagents hanging faint in the air. Emanius Ordway, the Order’s master alchemist, stood at his elbow, pale eyes glinting beneath the heavy ridge of his brow. His green robes bore the telltale scorch marks and acid burns of his craft, and his long fingers were stained with faint pigments that never quite washed away. One of those stained hands clutched his satchel to his side, as though it contained a bar of solid gold and not the tools of his trade. There was something vulturine about his aspect, as he watched the sparring aspirants with a calculating gaze.

“It doesn’t inspire much at all,” Absolon replied. “Time is a luxury we do not have, but if we fail to bolster our ranks, and soon…”

He trailed off, unwilling to give voice to the fears that haunted his every waking moment. The slow decay of Morrengard, rotting from within even as their foes gathered like carrion crows, ready to fight over the carcass.

“Speaking of luxuries…” Emanius reached into his satchel and withdrew four small phials filled with liquid cerulean. “Lixir. I took the liberty of preparing them once I heard of your summons.”

Absolon took the phials, even though his gut clenched at the sight of them, equal parts revulsion and craving. He hated that he relied on these philters just to function, to keep the screaming in his skull at bay long enough to do what needed to be done. To heal a body well past performing at its best. To instil him with vigour so that he might execute his duties beyond mortal ken.

“My thanks, Emanius,” he said, tucking the phials away in a pouch at his belt. “I fear I shall have need of them in the days to come.”

The alchemist favoured him with a thin smile. There was something knowing in that look, something that made Absolon wonder if Emanius took some perverse pleasure in being the keeper of so many knights’ secrets. How many others came to him in desperate need, their pride forgotten in exchange for a moment’s relief from their agonies?

“We all have our burdens to bear, Absolon. Sacrifices to make in service to the throne.”

With that he offered the slightest bow and took his leave, his green robes swirling about his gaunt frame like a shroud. Absolon watched him go, thinking on what he had said about those aspirants.

No, they did not inspire confidence. But that was why he could not, would not, rely on others to see this through. All he had was grim resolve, the strength of his vows, and bitter poison he might swallow down if all else failed.

It would have to be enough.







THIS TARNISHED LAND

Hoofbeats struck a staccato rhythm against the pitted road, the only sound to pierce the heavy silence that had settled over them. Absolon stared ahead, squinting in the sunlight that filtered through the clouds. Beside him, Blackmere sat straight-backed in the saddle, newly wrought armour gleaming. Bringing up the rear was Savaric, swaying casually in his saddle as though he were enjoying this rare respite from Bastion’s iniquitous streets.

They had ridden hard since the Valenspire, its towers dwindling to jagged teeth on the horizon behind them. Now the road wound through a patchwork of fallow fields and abandoned villages, the scars of the long war written in every tumbled stone wall and burned-out husk of a cottage. In the distance, a murder of crows wheeled above a copse of skeletal trees, their raucous cries carrying on the chill wind.

Absolon’s jaw tightened as he surveyed the bleak landscape. How many times had he ridden this road and been reminded of all they had lost? How much sacrifice had been made by so many, only for them to watch Morrengard wither a little more with each passing year?

The road dipped into a narrow vale, where six great statues had once stood sentinel. Absolon’s gaze swept over their weathered forms. There was Draken, the Dragon Exalted, his great wings now broken. Beside him, Morrigan the Shadow Weaver, her once-graceful features worn beyond recognition. Velanius the Lightbringer’s upraised sword had been sheared clean away, while the tines of Noctis’s obsidian crown had been eroded to nothing but stumps. The proud visage of Solaria was reduced to rubble, and Corvis lay on his side, still grinning his trickster’s grin.

Even after their victory, after driving the Imperia back across the seas, it seemed none had borne the conviction to restore these sacred monuments. They remained as testament to the slow corrosion of their faith. Absolon had passed this vale as a young knight, when pilgrims still came to kiss these statues’ feet. Now only weeds grew, choking the cracked flagstones where the pious had once knelt.

His dark thoughts were interrupted by Blackmere’s voice. “My father brought me here once, when I was young. There were offerings back then, piled so high you could barely see the ground beneath.”

Absolon glanced at her, noting how her gaze lingered on Draken’s ravaged form. “The gods demand a weightier price than flowers and candles now. Blood is the only offering that matters.”

Blackmere nodded, though he saw no conviction there. “Then we shall give them what they require. For the Dragon Exalted. For the Wormwood Throne.”

Her reply was earnest enough, parroting lines she had been taught in the sanctums of the Valenspire. But it was obvious she had no idea of the price she might have to pay to see that done.

Absolon merely grunted his response, noting the wry grin on Savaric’s face, before he turned his attention back to the road. Doubtless the girl was used to fawning servants and sycophantic maids jumping to fulfil her every whim. In the Order of Draken, she would find no such coddling. If she meant to survive, she would need to temper her idealism and harden her heart, or this mission would be the end of her.

The outpost of Calthorpe loomed ahead, a walled jumble of stone and timber rising from the windswept plain. Once, it was a thriving way station, its inns and alehouses thronged with merchants and travellers. Now its walls were pitted and crumbling, rooftops a patchwork of chipped slate and rotting rafters.

They passed through the rusted iron gates that hung limp from their hinges. Within, the streets were nearly deserted, the few folk abroad scurrying to and fro with hunched shoulders and wary eyes. Beggars huddled in doorways, their outstretched hands palsied and grey, while hollow-cheeked urchins peered from shadowed alleys. The stink of misery hung in the air, mingling with the sour reek of overflowing middens.

Absolon guided his mount toward the market square at the heart of the outpost. It was a wide, cobbled expanse dominated by a cracked stone fountain, its basin choked with filth. Eyes turned toward them as they rode through the yard. Gazes filled with mingled fear and resentment, despair and suppressed anger. A few folk offered hasty bows or mumbled greetings, but most simply watched in sullen silence. Absolon met those stares impassively, long accustomed to the bitter regard of his countrymen. The Crown’s authority had been slowly eroding for decades, the nobility more concerned with their petty intrigues than the suffering of the smallfolk. Was it any wonder that the common people now looked upon the king’s sworn defenders with suspicion and disdain?

“We’ll let the horses rest here awhile,” he said, dismounting. “See them watered but be on your guard. In a place like this, trouble is rarely far off.”

Blackmere nodded obediently as she took his reins, before guiding their mounts toward a shoddy-looking stable at the edge of the courtyard.

“I’ll see if I can find the local alderman,” Savaric said. “Find out if there’s been any trouble of late, and whether we need to be on our guard the rest of the journey.”

“Stay sharp,” Absolon replied, before he began to move through the thin crowd, taking in the environment.

The stalls formed a ragged line along the square’s edge, each more desperate than the last. A fletcher’s stand displayed arrows with warped shafts and moulting feathers, the bowstrings beside them frayed to breaking. At another, a wrinkled crone in a threadbare shawl sold bundles of withered herbs. An apprentice surgeon offered to pull teeth or cup blood, his implements arrayed on a rust-stained cloth, the leeches in his glass jar bloated and bilious.

Most pathetic were the farmers’ stalls, where wilted vegetables and bruised fruit decomposed beneath clouds of flies, and a girl barely into her teens sold bowls of thin soup from a dented cauldron, the watery broth mostly cabbage and gristle. But even these fetid wares found buyers, as hollow-cheeked women haggled over blackened potatoes and old men argued the worth of mildewed grain.

Rough-hewn mercenaries lounged against the crumbling walls, their studded leather jacks and dinted half helms marking them as sellswords. They tracked Absolon’s movements with calculating eyes, hands resting on their halberds. Here was a form of order, even if it was only the barest veneer. Coin still had weight, at least, even if the Crown’s justice no longer reached this far from the capital.

A raucous voice rose above the sluggish murmur of the crowd, promising the finest Akarnian steel, plundered from the corpse-choked fields of the Eastenmarch. Drawn by morbid curiosity, Absolon drifted closer to the stall, shouldering aside a knot of gawkers.

The baubles and trinkets laid out on the splintered board were tawdry things, brass and tin, glass beads and crude fetishes of bone. But on a frayed scrap of velvet lay several daggers, their blades rippled with the distinctive water patterning of Akarnian mage-smithing. The proprietor, a weasel-faced man with mustard-stained teeth, fell silent as Absolon approached. He darted a glance at the knight’s own blade, Hallowbane, and visibly swallowed.

Absolon reached out and picked up one of the daggers, the metal surprisingly heavy. He turned it, studying the oily sheen along its edge, the whorled runes etched into the ricasso. To the untrained eye, they might have passed for the hallmarks of eldritch craft, but Absolon knew a fraud when he saw one. The blade held no aura, no trace of the sorcerous energies that suffused true Akarnian steel.

The vendor shuffled his feet, not meeting Absolon’s eyes. “I’m just trying to earn an honest coin, milord. Times are hard, and a man must eat.”

Absolon tossed the dagger back onto the stall, the metal clattering against the wood. He couldn’t find it in himself to blame the wretch. In a land bled dry by endless war, who could afford to cleave to the truth? They were all of them scrabbling in the dust for whatever scraps they could find.

He turned away, his appetite for perusing now exhausted. Let the gawkers and fools sate themselves on lies. Absolon had more pressing concerns to deal with in Bastion.

When he reached the stable, he saw it was a more ramshackle affair than he had first thought, more gaps than thatch in its sagging roof. At least there was clean water in the trough and a few handfuls of limp hay for the horses.

As he began to wonder where his aspirant had got to, he caught a flash of crimson cloak across the square. There, Blackmere was surrounded by a gaggle of urchins, and for a moment he tensed, sensing trouble, but then he registered the high, piping laughter, the children’s grubby faces split wide with gap-toothed grins.

Blackmere was performing some sort of sleight of hand, a silver mark dancing across her knuckles, vanishing and reappearing as the urchins squealed with delight. She flashed them a conspiratorial smile and then, with a flourish, plucked the coin from behind a small girl’s ear. The child’s eyes went wide as the fledgling knight pressed the silver into her palm, folding her fingers closed over it. A whole silver mark, a fortune to the starving brats of a dying outpost.

He approached slowly, not wanting to startle those children. At his tread, Blackmere looked up, her smile faltering a fraction.

“It’s time we were away,” Absolon said, jerking his chin toward the waiting horses.

She nodded and rose, brushing the dust from her cloak. The urchins scattered, their piping voices raised in a ragged chorus of thanks.

Savaric picked his moment to saunter back, just in time as usual. “Couldn’t find the alderman, but the local watch captain says the roads have been quiet of late. Should make the journey back to Bastion an uneventful one.”

“Still, let’s stay on our guard,” Absolon replied, taking his steed’s reins. “Never know what to expect out here.”

As they swung back into their saddles, Absolon couldn’t help but peer sidelong at his new travelling companion. The show of generosity credited her well enough, but he wondered if she truly understood its import. To a highborn lady, a silver mark was a trifle, the cost of a silk shawl or a haunch of venison. But to those gutter sparrows, it was a taste of a world they could never hope to touch. Perhaps that was a cruelty in itself. Better to leave them to their scrabbling than to kindle false hopes. He had learned that lesson well enough, in the long and weary years since his own humble beginnings.

As they passed out through the gates, he noticed a certain lightness to Blackmere’s bearing, the consequence of a kind act, perhaps. For a moment, he almost envied her that untroubled ease, the simple joy of bringing a spot of brightness into those innocent lives. It was a long time since he had felt anything close to such guiltless grace, and he snuffed the memory before it could kindle to flame. Better to let such thoughts die in the past, along with so much else. They would do no good now.

The rhythm of the road settled over them once more, the miles slipping away beneath the tireless beat of their horses’ hooves. Ahead, the jagged suggestion of Bastion’s spires shimmered through the twilight.

Despite his attempts to quash them, Absolon found his thoughts circling back to the scene in the market square. Blackmere’s easy laughter with those children, the deftness of her fingers as she conjured the silver mark from thin air. It was at odds with the notion he had built of her as a spoiled noble whelp, playing at knighthood.

“Where did you learn that trick?” The question escaped him before he could think better of it. “With the coin?”

Blackmere glanced at him, surprise evident on her face. “Oh, one of the groundskeepers on my father’s estate taught me, when I was a child. I think he did it to keep me occupied. The surest way to stop me getting underfoot, when I insisted on trailing after him like a lost duckling.” The corner of her mouth quirked with the memory. “I used to beg him for new tricks, whenever he had a spare moment. They would make for a welcome distraction from the… from the usual pastimes of a young noblewoman.”

Absolon grunted, all too able to imagine those pastimes. The feasts and balls, the endless bloody embroidery. “Sounds a dull and pampered childhood.”

“It was a lonely one.” She fell silent a moment, lost in memory. “There were other noble children, of course. Sons and daughters of my father’s peers who would visit at feast times. But their friendship was as much an affectation as their courtly manners. Even then I could see the calculation behind their smiles, the way they measured every word against their own ambitions. Nothing was ever genuine. And I never felt connected to any of it.”

He caught the sudden sadness there, but couldn’t bring himself to feel any sympathy. “I’m sure you managed.”

“I did,” she replied, sternly. “But it was never enough. That’s why I was so determined to join the Order. To prove myself. And the gods be praised that High Marshal Isgar recognised something worthy in me.”

Absolon heard the steel in her words, the thrum of conviction beneath the lingering uncertainty. She wanted to believe in her own worth with a desperate ferocity, and he knew that feeling all too well. He also knew the bitter sting of disillusionment, the slow leaching of that righteous fire from your bones.

“Isgar is no fool,” he said at last, choosing his words with care. “She wouldn’t have selected you for this duty if she didn’t think you had the mettle for it. But mark me well, Blackmere, the lessons you learned at the Valenspire will only carry you so far. The first time you bare steel in earnest, it won’t be some prancing duel. You’ll kill or you’ll die.”

“I understand, Knight Commander,” she replied, eyes fixed on the road. “I will not shy from what must be done.”

He nodded, satisfied for the moment. Time would tell if she had the spine to back up those words when the true test came.







A PRETTY SHITTY CITY

Bastion rose before them, a hulking silhouette against the southern coast of Morrengard. Guen craned her neck, trying to make out the details of the fabled capital through the gloom. All her life she had heard tales of its magnificence: the soaring spires that pierced the clouds, avenues paved with marble, manses glittering with wrought steel. A city that embodied the splendour of Morrengard, the heartbeat of the realm.

But as they approached the towering gate at the city’s northern apex, she felt the first stirrings of unease. The portcullis hung slack in its housing, more rust than iron, groaning like a dying man as the wind blew through it. Its walls were scorched and scarred, stone crumbling in places. That vast entryway looked as though it could once have admitted armies in their thousands, but now only a thin trickle of travellers passed beneath its decaying arch.

The gate guards straightened as they approached, hands tightening on their spears. Even beneath their visored helms, Guen could sense their tension. One stepped forward, grizzled and grey, likely a veteran of the war, and promptly dropped into a bow that was deeper than protocol would have demanded.

“My Lord Absolon,” he said. “Lord Savaric. We… we had word you might return today.”

Absolon regarded the man with cold indifference. “Then you know to let us pass.”

“Of course, my lord.” The guard’s eyes never met Absolon’s gaze. “Though regulations require we record all who enter, and your companion—”

“Is clearly an ordained Knight Sentinel of the Order of Draken?” Absolon’s voice was soft, almost gentle, but Guen felt the threat beneath it.

The guard paled visibly. “I… that is…” He swallowed hard. “Pass freely, my lords. And… and your Lady Knightness.”

As they rode through, Guen noticed how the other guards shrank back, making themselves smaller, as though trying to avoid drawing Absolon’s attention. Here was a man who had faced down daemons, who had carved his name in war with eldritch horrors. Even those tasked with defending the city feared him, and perhaps rightly so. For a moment she wondered if she should have felt safe riding in his shadow, or more afraid.

Absolon urged his horse onward, and Guen followed, trying to tamp down her growing sense of foreboding. Surely the outer defences were just showing signs of wear, a consequence of the long war. The city itself would still shine like a beacon against the encroaching dark…

It didn’t.

As they passed beneath the gate, a reek hit her: a stink of sewage left to fester in choked gutters. The wind that gusted between the buildings carried no relief, instead stirring up clouds of ash from braziers that littered the thoroughfare, mixing with the acrid smoke from a hundred chimney pots. Its miasma coated the back of her throat, making her eyes water as she fought the urge to gag.

Riding farther through the twisting streets, Guen saw only faded glory. The buildings loomed around them, their facades streaked with grime, broken shutters hanging drunkenly from rusted hinges. Refuse choked the gutters, and emaciated dogs fought with rats over scraps in the shadowed alleyways. The few people abroad scuttled past with hunched shoulders and downcast eyes, their clothes threadbare, faces gaunt with hunger and despair.

Guen swallowed hard, trying to reconcile this grim spectacle with the glittering capital of her imagination. Surely this was just the poorer quarter, the part of any city that always suffered most in times of strife. But as they rode on, the scenes of destitution and decay only seemed to multiply, a spreading blight that left no corner untouched.

Watchmen in rust-spotted mail lined the streets, but they looked a miserable bunch. Grizzled veterans with more scars than teeth leaned wearily on their pikes, while callow youths who seemed barely old enough to grow a beard clutched their weapons with trepidation. Like the city itself, the guard seemed to reflect a lost glory, its back broken by the ravages of war.

Her disquiet only grew as they wended their way deeper into that fetid labyrinth. Gone were the marble avenues and glittering mansions, replaced by sagging tenements and crooked alleyways ripe with the stench of misery. She thought of the childhood home she had turned her back on, of Blackmere Manor with its topiaried gardens and panelled halls, and felt a pang of sorrow. Was this truly what she had trained all those years to fight for? This wretched husk of a once-great city?

Behind them, Savaric began to whistle a jaunty tune at odds with their surroundings. Ahead, Absolon rode in grim silence. Guen wondered if he too saw the spectre of decay that haunted these streets, the slow rot at the heart of the kingdom. Or if he was armoured against it. Beaten to dulled steel by all he had seen, so that only duty remained, no matter whether that duty was to a crumbling land.

Guen set her jaw, trying to emulate that unflinching resolve as they pressed on into the bowels of the capital. She had wanted this, after all. Had strived for the chance to prove herself, to step out from behind the sheltered walls of her family estate and make a difference. Now was her chance. Bastion lay before her in all its ignominy, crying out for a champion, and by the light of Velanius, she would be that hero.

A garrison appeared through the urban squalor, its crenellated ramparts and iron-studded gates imposing amid the sagging tenements. Guen eyed the fortress warily as they approached, trying to quell her discomfort. This would be her new home, her one sanctuary in the seething heart of the capital. A far cry from the luxury of her old home, or even the austere setting of the Valenspire.

As they rode up to the gates, she caught sight of movement along the ramparts, the glint of torchlight on polished steel, the crimson flutter of cloaks in the wind. Knights, resplendent in their black plate, stood guard, the dragon-head sigil of the Order of Draken emblazoned proudly upon their chests. At their approach, a clarion cry went up, and the gates swung open with a grinding rasp of iron, and beyond lay a vast courtyard, its flagstones worn by the tread of generations of warriors.

They all rode across the threshold, the gate grinding shut behind them. Savaric dismounted lithely, as Absolon swung down from his saddle more gingerly.

“Welcome to your new home, Blackmere,” Savaric said, gesturing to the main keep as though it were a country mansion and she should be in wonderment at its beauty.

Guen dismounted awkwardly, her legs stiff from the long ride. A group of serfs hurried forward from the shadows of the stables, heads bowed, their plain grey robes marked with the dragon-head sigil of the Order. The oldest among them, his hair silver with age, reached for her horse’s reins though his eyes were still averted to the ground.

“Knight Sentinel,” he murmured, bowing so low she was sure she heard his vertebrae crack. The others echoed him in reverent whispers of “Knight Sentinel… Knight Sentinel…” as they gathered around her mount.

Early in life she had been shown deference, but that had been due to her noble blood, not her own merit. This was different. These men and women bowed not to her name or her lineage, but to what she had become. To what she had earned through blood and pain and the strength of her will. For the first time, she felt the true weight of her new title settle on her shoulders.

The moment passed quickly as she hurried to keep pace with Absolon as he strode ahead toward the grim-looking keep. Around them, knights and serfs alike bowed their heads in deference, murmuring greetings to the eminent Knight Commander. Guen tried not to stare at their scarred faces, their hard eyes that had seen too much of death and despair.

A figure detached itself from the throng, a squire, most likely, from his tabard. “Lord Absolon.”

Absolon recognised the boy as he bowed. “Squire Jennick.”

“You’re expected, my lord. A Knight Vigilant waits for you in the armoury.”

Absolon nodded his thanks before making for the keep.

“This is where I leave you, Knight Sentinel Blackmere,” Savaric said. “It was a pleasure.”

“The pleasure was mine,” Guen replied. “I am sure our paths will cross in the future, during the execution of our duties.”

“I’m sure they will. If you live long enough.” He flashed a grin, and she couldn’t tell whether he was joking or offering some kind of warning.

Either way, Guen bowed as formally as she could manage, before following Absolon toward the keep. Worn stairs led up to the yawning entrance, stone dragon heads silently roaring down at them as they passed beneath the arch and into the great black keep. The entrance hall was vast, its walls covered in a faded mosaic, difficult to see in the torchlight, but Guen was sure she could make out depictions of daemons in battle with armoured warriors. No time for her to discern the particulars as Absolon led a strident pace deeper into the depths of the fortress.

Eventually they reached their goal. Ahead lay an armoury, a cavernous space that seemed to stretch endlessly into darkness, its vaulted ceiling lost in shadow. Guen followed Absolon inside, trying not to gawp like a bumpkin at the arsenal on display. Hundreds of weapons lined the walls in precise rows, their polished surfaces catching the light like teeth in a steel maw. Swords of every description, from slender rapiers to massive greatswords that no ordinary man could wield, hung alongside brutal axes and spiked maces. Flails and war hammers were mounted between elegantly gilded halberds, their rune-marked hafts gleaming. All were forged of the finest Morrengard steel, each one blessed and consecrated for the endless war against the dark.

In alcoves between the weapon racks stood suits of armour that appeared more ancient the farther she looked. The newest sets gleamed, their black plates etched with litanies and wards. But behind them stood older harnesses, surfaces scarred and pitted with the marks of countless battles. Some bore terrible rents and punctures that suggested the grim fate of their previous owners, as empty-eyed helms stared down in silent judgement.

But it was the trophies that drew Guen’s eye, and once she saw them, she couldn’t look away. Mounted above the racks of blades and pikes were the severed heads of monstrous beasts, each one a testament to the horrors so recently vanquished.

Their malformed features were frozen in rictus snarls, lolling tongues and curling horns casting strange shadows in the guttering torchlight. Chains of blessed iron bound each trophy to the wall, and Guen couldn’t shake the feeling that such precautions might be woefully inadequate should these beasts reanimate to wreak their unholy revenge. This was more than a mere display of martial pride. It was a rogue’s gallery of eldritch fiends, each more nightmarish than the last, preserved as object lessons in the horrors that lurked beyond the Great Southern Sea.

The clash of metal diverted her attention toward the far end of the hall, where two knights sparred beneath those grisly relics as others watched from the periphery. They moved with a lethal grace, a fluid blend of strength and speed. These were no clumsy novices, play-acting at combat in the training yard. They were seasoned warriors, forged in the crucible of war, their skills honed to a razor’s edge. As she watched them dance their lethal duet it made her suddenly doubt her own abilities. She had trained long and hard with blade and shield, but watching the spectacle before her, she suddenly knew beyond doubt she was no match for either of these fighters.

“Up here.” Absolon’s gruff voice jolted her from her thoughts.

He was already ascending a narrow staircase, and she hurried to follow. At the top, a small balcony overlooked the armoury floor. A woman was waiting for them, garbed in the black leather and crimson sash of the Knights Vigilant. She was older than Guen expected, her face lined and weathered, iron-grey hair pulled back in a tight braid, eyes alight with a hard, scrutinous edge.

“Creed. It’s been a while.” Her voice was low, with a faint burr that hinted at a common birth, long since risen above.

Absolon inclined his head, an unmistakable hint of respect in the gesture. “Knight Vigilant Graves.”

The woman looked toward Guen, her expression assessing. “This the fresh blood?”

Guen bowed, but still met that penetrating stare head-on. “Knight Sentinel Blackmere.”

“Now we’ve all been introduced,” Absolon said, “what have you got for me?”

Graves glanced about them, ensuring there was no one close enough to overhear. “We’ve identified a suspect who may have information about the two ritual killings. As you might know, traces of pyromancy were discovered at one of the scenes. Scorch marks on the corpse of Kastaigne that were made by sorcery. There’s word that a notorious fyrewytch will be performing at an underground gathering tonight. Goes by the name Serafia.”

Absolon frowned. “Serafia? Can’t say I’ve heard of her.”

Graves shrugged. “She moves in different circles than you and I. Whispers are she’ll be in the cellars beneath the Monolith Theatre.”

“That place has been abandoned for years.”

“Precisely why it’s never warranted a raid by the Sentinels or the city watch. Until now.” Graves leaned forward. “Something is stirring in the shadows of this city, Creed. And if we don’t stamp it out quickly, it will spread like a canker through the heart of the realm.”

Absolon nodded. “Then we best get to work. What do we know of this Serafia?”

“She’s a gifted pyromancer, said to be a senior member of the Ashborn. If not their leader. But she also likes to show off in front of a crowd. Her performances are the stuff of legend in certain quarters. Spectacles of sorcery that border on the… profane.”

And now she was a suspect in a string of grisly ritual murders. It seemed Guen was about to be thrown into a fiery crucible all too soon… and all too literally. She had little time to process the thought before Absolon turned to her.

“What do you think, Blackmere? Ready for your first assignment?”

Guen’s mouth was suddenly dry, but she raised her chin as defiantly as she could manage. “I am ready, Knight Commander.”

He turned back to Graves. “You have my thanks.”

“All part of the service,” she replied with a nonchalant shrug.

As they descended from the balcony, Guen felt Absolon’s eyes upon her. Did he wonder, perhaps, if she truly had the strength for the trials ahead? She met his gaze with as much confidence as she could muster.

“I will not let you down, Knight Commander. I may not look as imposing as my fellow knights, but I assure you I can—”

He raised a hand to silence her. “That’s not my concern right now.”

She shook her head in confusion. “Then what is?”

“I was thinking… perhaps we’re a little overdressed for a night at the theatre.”







KNIGHT ON THE TILES

Absolon tugged at the thick collar of his greatcoat, the coarse fabric chafing against his neck. He felt exposed without the familiar weight of his armour but needs must. At his side, Guenivar shifted uncomfortably in her own threadbare attire of plain trews, shirt, and waistcoat, finished with a cap to hide her cropped hair. She shifted her weight uncomfortably from one foot to the other, drawing looks from some of their fellow patrons.

“Stop fidgeting,” he muttered. “You’ll attract attention.”

“This hat itches,” she whispered back. “It’s most likely flea-infested.”

“Good. Then you’ll blend in perfectly with this crowd.”

They stood outside the Monolith Theatre, surrounded by a press of bodies that reeked of cheap spirits. The theatre’s facade loomed above them, its grandeur long faded. Carved angels stared down with sightless eyes, their wings broken, faces scarred by decades of wind, rain, and neglect. The marble columns that flanked the entrance were stained with soot, and creeping vines had infiltrated the masonry like green veins in diseased flesh.

A hulking brute of a man stood at the entrance, checking invitations. Even in the dim light, Absolon could see the man’s arms were thick, and old burns mapped constellations across his skin, marking him as one of the Ashborn, a cult of pyromancers.

Absolon’s hand instinctively moved to where his sword should have been, finding only empty air. Instead, the frost phials tucked into his belt offered cold comfort. These delicate glass vessels, filled with alchemical ice, were meant to counter any pyromancy they might face, but they felt woefully inadequate compared to his blessed steel. He could only hope they would not have cause to use them.

“Remember,” he said softly, “follow my lead. Do not place yourself in unnecessary danger.”

Guenivar nodded, but he could see the tension in her jaw. The proud set of her shoulders and confident gait screamed interloper, no matter how she tried to affect a commoner’s slouch.

“And relax your posture. You stand out like a hound among foxes.”

She made an effort to adjust herself, but only succeeded in looking like she had gut ache. Absolon bit back a curse. If she couldn’t learn to blend in soon, this whole endeavour would be doomed.

When, finally, they reached the entrance, the Ashborn’s eyes lingered on them as Absolon produced their invitations. The two copper discs were etched with flame sigils that pulsed with a dull orange light. They had been difficult to come by, but Absolon had slogged through the streets of Bastion a long time and knew exactly which palms needed greasing to acquire such things.

The doorman studied them a moment, then stepped aside with a grunt. As they passed, Absolon caught the acrid scent of smoke that clung to the man’s clothes, mingled with something alchemical and base that made his nose itch.

Beyond the entrance lay a grand foyer that might once have been magnificent. Now the gilt had peeled from the walls like dead skin, revealing the rotting brick bones of the building beneath. Their boots clicked against cracked marble tiles as they made their way toward the inner doors. Fallen cherubs lay shattered among the puddles that marred the ground, as the ceiling leaked tears in their path.

A second set of enforcers waved them through heavy velvet curtains, and then they were descending a curved staircase. Below, the main theatre had been converted into something resembling an arena, with tiered seating that swept down toward a circular stage. The space was cavernous, seeming somehow larger than the building above should have allowed.

“Gods preserve us,” Guenivar breathed, as she took in the sight with awe.

Absolon offered nothing. The gods had abandoned this once-lauded place long ago. Now it was home to debasement and profanation. It demanded only their pity, not reverence.

The crowd gathered in around them as they stood close to the raised stage. The amphitheatre was filling quickly, the assembled masses a catalogue of Bastion’s underworld. Absolon’s eye picked out faces he recognised from the dim and distant past: a notorious one-eyed smuggler who frequented the southern docklands, a fell-wytch with ritual scars carved into her cheeks, even a nobleman’s son who had supposedly died in a hunting accident three years ago.

“Such elegant company we keep tonight,” Guenivar murmured, her nose wrinkling at the stench of unwashed bodies and cheap pipewort.

“Just don’t catch anyone’s eye,” Absolon warned. “Half these people would slit your throat for looking at them wrong, and the other half would do the same just for sport.”

A woman squeezed past them, her perfume almost sharp enough to make his eyes water. As she took her place beside Guenivar, Absolon noted the telltale barb of a poisoner’s ring on her finger, and he shifted closer to his charge, using his bulk to create a buffer between her and their dangerous neighbour.

The air grew thicker as more bodies packed into the space, and the temperature rose steadily. Sweat beaded on Absolon’s brow. The frost phials at his belt seemed to pulse with chill energy in response to the growing heat.

A pair of drunken merchants stumbled past, sloshing cheap wine from clay cups. One of them leered at Guenivar, eyes bright with lascivious intent, and she visibly tensed, as though ready to strike. Before she could respond with violence, Absolon caught her wrist in an iron grip.

“Don’t,” he breathed. “You’re just another face in the crowd tonight, remember.”

She relaxed a little, but he could feel the tremor of suppressed rage in her arm. The merchants passed, leaving the sharp reek of sour wine in their wake.

The theatre had filled almost to capacity now, the assembled crowd a dark reflection of Bastion society. Merchants and cutthroats mingled alongside fallen nobles and ex-clergy, slumming it among the rabble. Absolon began to worry that he might be recognised, but before that could happen, the oil lamps began to dim one by one, plunging the theatre into a sullen gloom. The murmur of conversation died away, replaced by an expectant hush. Even the air seemed to grow still, as though the chamber itself were holding its breath.

The silence was broken by a note played on a single string, deep and resonant, that seemed to come from the very bones of the theatre. It built slowly, joined by others until a discordant melody filled the air. The temperature began to rise, and Absolon felt more sweat trickle down his spine.

A flickering tongue of fire suddenly illuminated a figure at the centre of the stage, the flame dancing in the palm of her hand. She stood perfectly still, wrapped in a cloak of deepest crimson that seemed to absorb what little light remained. Then she raised her arms, and fire bloomed from her fingertips, spiralling up toward the vaulted ceiling in twisting ribbons of gold and amber. The heat was intense enough to force those at the front to shield their faces. As the flames danced, they began to take the shapes of dragons and daemons and other fantastical creatures that had no name Absolon could identify.

“I’m guessing that’s her,” Guenivar breathed.

The pyromancer’s hood fell back, revealing a face that was porcelain pale, but beneath it, flames seemed to writhe like blood through her veins. Her eyes blazed with inner fire, and when she smiled, her teeth gleamed like hot coals.

Around her the flames shifted and merged, forming a ring that spun faster and faster until it became a solid wall of light. Through it stepped creatures of living flame. Dancers made of sparking fire and glowing ember, moving with an impossible grace as they cavorted around their mistress.

Beside him, Guenivar leaned forward, transfixed by the display. Her eyes reflected the dancing flames, mesmerised by the spectacle.

“Focus,” Absolon growled, low enough that only she could hear. “Remember why we’re here.”

But even as he spoke, he found his own gaze drawn back to the performance. Serafia was wielding powers even he found fearsome. The kind of magic that had been outlawed since the War of Legions, when the Imperia’s pyromancers had turned entire battlefields to cinders. No wonder the invitations to this show were so hard to come by.

The heat continued to build as Serafia’s display grew more elaborate. She conjured a phoenix that swooped over the crowd, trailing streamers of golden fire. She formed a castle of flame that rose storey by storey before collapsing in a cascade of sparks. With each new wonder, the audience’s awe grew more palpable, their gasps and cheers feeding the pyromancer’s power like kindling.

At his belt, the frost phials had grown so cold they burned through the leather, reacting to the waves of heat that rolled through the amphitheatre. He touched one gently, reassuring himself of its presence. They would need every advantage they could get if this went wrong.

Suddenly the flames winked out as Serafia raised her hands for silence. Heat still radiated from the platform, glowing flames lining its edge and illuminating the pyromancer in dancing hues.

“Now,” she called out, her voice carrying an unnatural resonance, “I require a volunteer. Someone brave of heart and strong of will.”

Her burning gaze swept the crowd, and Absolon felt his muscles tense. When the pyromancer’s eyes found Guenivar, he felt his teeth grind. This was all they needed.

“You, my dear.” Serafia pointed directly at Guenivar. “Won’t you join me?”

Every instinct screamed at him to intervene, to stop Guenivar before their cover was blown. But that would only give the game away. There were so many witnesses. Too many variables to control if he made his move now.

Guenivar looked to him, and he offered her as subtle a nod as he could manage. She hesitated for a heartbeat, then moved forward. The crowd parted to let her pass, and Absolon watched as she made her way up the stairs and onto the stage. Her tread was too measured, too confident for the street rat she was portraying, but there was nothing to be done about that now.

Serafia beckoned her closer, and in the flickering light, Absolon could see the pyromancer’s smile had taken on a predatory edge. “Your name, child?”

“Mari,” Guenivar lied.

“Mari,” Serafia rolled the name around her mouth like wine. “Tell me, Mari, do you fear the flame?”

The question hung in the air along with the faint smoky vapours that surrounded them. Absolon felt his unease growing, but there was no way this woman could know who they were. There was no danger here. Not yet.

“No,” Guenivar answered, a little too confidently, too defiantly. “There is nothing to fear from fire. It is neither good nor evil. It simply… is.”

A murmur ran through the crowd. Serafia’s eyes narrowed, flames dancing in their depths. “Well spoken. So let us see if your courage matches your conviction.”

The pyromancer began to move her hands in intricate patterns as threads of fire spooled from her fingers like thread. They wove themselves into a cocoon around Guenivar, spiralling closer and closer until they nearly touched her skin. The heat must have been incredible, but she stood perfectly still, refusing to flinch.

“The flame judges us all,” Serafia called out so the whole crowd could hear. “It burns away falsehood, strips us down to our truest selves. Shall we see what lies beneath your mask, little Mari?”

The fire-threads grew brighter, and stray cotton on Guenivar’s threadbare hat began to smoulder. In that moment Absolon realised Serafia wasn’t just performing anymore. This was not just for show. She was making an example…

She knew.

He pushed his way forward through the crowd, hand grasping at one of the frost phials, but Guenivar was faster, tearing one free and raising her arm through the fire. The frost phial arced through the air, its contents catching the firelight, before it shattered at Serafia’s feet, and a wave of biting cold exploded across the stage. Steam hissed where it met flame, and for a moment, the arena was lost in a billowing white cloud.

The threads of Serafia’s fire guttered and died as screams erupted from the crowd and the temperature plummeted. Through the chaos, Absolon heard her enraged shriek: “Sentinels!”

He was almost at the stage, shoving his way through the panicking masses. Someone tried to block his path, and he recognised one of the Ashborn enforcers, tattooed arms alight with flame. Absolon drove his elbow up into the man’s throat, dropping him without breaking stride. A frost phial was in his hand as he vaulted onto the platform.

The steam cloud was beginning to clear, revealing Guenivar down on one knee, her clothes smouldering, but she looked otherwise unharmed.

“Kill these dogs!” Serafia’s command cut through the din.

More Ashborn thugs were clambering up onto the stage, their ritual scars glowing with fire. Absolon caught a glimpse of crimson as Serafia herself fled toward a curtained archway, leaving her minions to deal with the interlopers.

“On your feet, Blackmere,” he shouted to Guenivar, hurling his frost phial at the nearest group of Ashborn.

They scattered as the phial burst, opening a clear path to follow Serafia’s flight. To her credit, Guenivar was already up, already moving across the stage. Absolon joined her and together they sprinted for the archway, Absolon’s longer stride soon allowing him to take the lead. A glance behind and he saw chaos reign as the theatregoers were stampeding for the exits, the Ashborn staggering blindly from the white cloud of frost.

Beyond the curtain was a narrow corridor that wound deeper into the theatre’s guts, lit by scant torchlight. Absolon stopped, peering into the murk.

“What can you see?” asked Guenivar, stumbling to a stop beside him.

Before he could answer, a ball of flame roared down the corridor, forcing them to dive into an alcove. The heat was intense, and he could smell the material of his greatcoat smouldering. As soon as the fire died, he was on his feet, dragging Guenivar up, and they were running again, following the sound of footsteps fleeing along that corridor.

They rushed through an archway into what must have been the theatre’s old storage chamber. Dusty set pieces loomed in the gloom, broken columns of plaster, tarnished mirrors, gargoyles and cherubs stacked side by side.

“Keep close,” he growled to Guenivar. “And whatever happens, don’t let her—”

A wall of fire erupted in front of them, cutting off his warning. The flames died as quickly as they’d appeared, leaving afterimages dancing in Absolon’s vision. He heard a struggle from the other side of the room, followed by a cry of pain that might have been Guenivar’s. The sound drove him forward despite his temporary blindness, and he shouldered aside a rack of mouldering costumes.

A shape lunged at him from the shadows. Another Ashborn guard, ritual scars blazing. No time for finesse. Only brutality would see him through now.

Absolon caught the man’s wrist, twisting until something snapped. The resultant scream was cut short as Absolon drove the man’s head into a concrete pillar. Absolon staggered back, trying to clear his vision. As his eyes started to focus, he caught sight of Guenivar racing from the chamber in pursuit of their quarry. He felt a moment of admiration for her tenacity before forcing himself after them, feeling that familiar ache in his leg as he drove himself on.

He broke into a run, out of the prop room and down a long flight of twisting stairs. It came out into an empty corridor, and he stopped, listening for the sounds of pursuit echoing through the theatre’s decaying bowels. Somewhere ahead, he heard the distinctive roar of pyromancy, followed by Guenivar’s shout of anger.

Then he was running again, willing strength into his old legs, limping faster as his sense of urgency increased. The passage opened into a vast basement supported by crumbling pillars. At the far side the wall had fallen away, and water flowed through like a river, fast and fetid, filling the chamber with a rotten stink. Guenivar had her back pressed to one of the pillars as Serafia hurled gouts of flame across the chamber, lighting it up with blinding fire. The heat was almost unbearable, turning the stagnant air into a shimmering haze, and Absolon circled wide, using the pillars for cover as he closed the distance.

“You should never have come here,” Serafia snarled, drawing back her hand for another strike. “Your Order is finished, Sentinel. Your dying king cannot save you now.”

Absolon burst from cover, falling upon Serafia before she could loose another gout of flame. She struggled as he grasped her robes and carried her toward the flowing water, squirming in his grip, cursing all the while, but he maintained his hold on her as they splashed in knee-deep.

The pyromancer thrashed like a wild thing, her fire sputtering as he dunked her beneath the surface. Steam billowed as she was plunged into the waters.

“Submit,” he growled, raising her from the foul water.

“Go rot in the Void, Sentinel dog!”

He pushed her under again before grabbing a fistful of hair and holding her up. “I said submit, wytch. Or you’ll drown here in this filth.”

“I will not,” she spat.

The urge to hold her under until she stopped her thrashing was overwhelming. It would take but a moment to see the deed done, and by the gods, part of him wanted to end this abhorrent creature permanently. But they needed information, and dead wytches could tell no tales.

“Last chance,” he said, glaring deep into those eyes that had turned black as coal, making sure she would comprehend the truth of his words. “Yield, woman. Tell me what I want to know, or I’ll watch as you drown in this stinking pit.”

Her teeth were bared. “You will die screaming, I will see to it.”

It seemed the wytch was determined, and he would get nothing from her with reason. No options left… and Absolon Creed had always been a man of his word.

He thrust her under the surface one last time.







KNUCKLEBONES

Water churned, black and foul around Absolon’s legs, as he held Serafia beneath the surface, his arms straining against her desperate writhing. Steam hissed as her sorcerous fires dissipated, filling the chamber with a noxious mist.

In the guttering light of the few flames that still burned, Guenivar could see the tendons standing out in Absolon’s neck, the rigid set of his jaw as he held Serafia down. His control was absolute, and somehow that made it worse. This wasn’t rage or passion. This was cold calculation.

It wasn’t right. They needed information, yes, but surely there were other ways. Ways that didn’t involve…

“Wait! We need her alive.” Guenivar forced steel into her voice even as she felt her hands shake. “She might know something. She can’t tell us if she’s dead.”

Absolon’s eyes met hers through the gloom, and for a moment she thought he might ignore her. There was something distant in that gaze, almost inhuman. Then his lips twisted in a snarl, and he dragged Serafia from the water, throwing her onto the stone floor like a fisherman discarding his spoiled catch.

The pyromancer retched and gasped, water puddling beneath her. That flame-bright hair was now a dark mass plastered to her skull, and her previous defiance looked to have dissolved, though vapour still misted from her skin where remnants of her power fought against the chill air.

“Try to conjure even a spark,” Absolon warned as he loomed over her, “and I’ll grant you a much quicker death than drowning.”

Serafia’s laugh was more of a wet cough, flecks of dirty water spraying from her lips. “Is this how the mighty Order conducts its business now? Thuggery?”

The slap of Absolon’s wet palm across her face echoed in the confined space. Guenivar flinched at both the sound and the spray of blood from Serafia’s split lip.

“The murders of Lord Kastaigne and Lady Vass,” Absolon said, his voice unnervingly calm as he grabbed her right hand. “We found evidence of pyromancy at the scene. What do you know of it?”

“I know nothing of dead nobles.” Serafia tried to pull away, but Absolon’s grip was iron as he isolated her index finger. “Though if someone did burn them, they likely deserved—”

The sharp snap of breaking bone cut through her words. Her scream rose in pitch, sounding inhuman as it echoed through the chamber. Guenivar’s jaw clenched at the sound, and she found herself taking a step back, away from the sight of it. She steeled herself, girding her insides against the violence.

“Wrong answer.” Absolon moved to the next finger, movement precise as a surgeon’s. “Let’s try again.”

“Wait,” Guenivar started, the word barely a whisper. “This can’t be the only—”

Another crack. Another scream. This one seemed to go on forever, rebounding off the walls until the whole chamber rang with Serafia’s agony.

“The murders,” Absolon repeated, isolating a third finger. His voice remained eerily calm, as though he were discussing the weather rather than breaking bones one by one. “What do you know?”

“I swear by the balls of Corvis, I—” The third snap turned her protest to a howl.

This was necessary, Guenivar told herself. This woman was involved in ritual murders. She deserved whatever pain might extract the truth from her. The Order’s purpose was to protect the realm, and sometimes that meant…

The sound of a fourth finger breaking turned her stomach. She could hear the throaty sounds of Serafia’s sobbing, all pretence of defiance stripped away by pain.

“All right,” the pyromancer finally gasped through her tears. “Please, I’ll tell you what I know. Just… stop. Please stop.”

Absolon let her go, and she cradled her ruined hand against her chest. In the guttering light, Guenivar could see how her fingers were bent and broken.

“I was hired,” Serafia gasped, her voice barely above a whisper. “A group… they needed someone with my talents. They never said who they were, never showed their faces.”

“What did they want?” Absolon demanded as he towered over her, hands flexing as though eager to inflict more agony.

“Information. They… they wanted me to help interrogate the nobles. But I didn’t know what they had planned. I swear it. I thought it was just information they wanted. I didn’t know it would end in murder.”

“What information?” The ominous edge to Absolon’s voice made the hair on the back of Guenivar’s neck rise.

“They wanted to find a book,” Serafia replied, wincing as the movement pulled at her split lip. “They were looking for a specific book the two nobles had hidden. Vass and Kastaigne were none too eager to hand it over, so I did what I could to… persuade them. But I… I lost the stomach for it. I tried to back out.”

“So they brought in someone else?” Guenivar asked.

Serafia nodded. “A fleshcrafter. He used… methods. Ways that made my fire seem gentle.”

“He was Akarnian?” The word came out as a growl.

“I… I don’t think so. He spoke with a Morrengard accent. Bastion-born, I’d wager.”

“You’re lying.” Absolon took a step closer to Serafia, who shrank back. “The Akarnians are behind this. All of it. The murders, the rituals… Admit it!”

“No!” Serafia tried to scramble backward but there was nowhere to go. “I’m telling the truth, I swear it.”

“Lies!” Absolon roared, and Guenivar saw something terrible in his eyes. Not anger or hatred but a deeper madness. The look of a man drowning in memories of horrors she could only imagine.

“Knight Commander!” Guenivar stepped between them, placing herself directly in Absolon’s path. “Perhaps she is telling the truth.”

“Get out of my way, neophyte.” His voice was barely human, changed by whatever daemons had taken hold. “She knows more than she’s telling us. And I will know what—”

“Perhaps I might try putting her to the question, Lord Absolon?”

For a long moment, the only sounds were the rush of water through the breach and Absolon’s ragged breathing. Then the madness began to fade from his eyes, replaced by something colder.

“Aye. Perhaps you should.”

Some of the tension bled from his frame, and he stepped back, allowing Guenivar to turn toward their prisoner. Serafia still cradled her broken hand, her pale face a mask of anguish in the wavering light.

“Now,” Guenivar said, forcing authority into her voice. “Tell us what else you know, so that we might avoid any further violence. The nobles. What happened to them after the alchemist arrived?”

Serafia’s eyes darted to Absolon, who had retreated a little into the shadow. The pyromancer swallowed hard before returning her attention to Guenivar.

“They… they broke quickly after that. Didn’t take much. Not once he started his work…”

“What did they reveal?”

“A key.” Serafia shifted, wincing as her broken fingers brushed against her sodden clothes. “Vass had a secret key. To a vault in the Royal Athenaeum. That’s where the book is hidden.”

The Royal Athenaeum. A repository of all the kingdom’s gathered knowledge. There were vaults within its depths that housed the darkest secrets of Morrengard and beyond. Perhaps housing the sort of book that could be well worth a little torture and murder.

“When do they plan to take it?” she pressed, pleased at how calm she sounded.

“Tonight.” A strange smile played across Serafia’s split lips, there and gone so quickly Guenivar might have imagined it. “They wanted my help, so I arranged for my Ashborn to retrieve it.”

From the shadows came Absolon, looming over their prisoner, his patience given out. Guenivar held up a hand without looking at him, maintaining focus on their prisoner. “When exactly?”

“The bell will have struck midnight by now.” Serafia’s voice had grown stronger, more assured. “They’ll be moving in soon.”

“Then we need to—” Guenivar began, turning toward Absolon.

She never got to finish.

Serafia threw back her head and screamed, but not in pain this time. Now it was in triumph. Despite her shattered fingers, despite the drenching that should have quenched her power, flames erupted from her body in a searing wave.

Steam exploded through the chamber as fire met standing water, transforming the basement into a scalding hell. The sudden cloud of white mist burned Guenivar’s eyes and throat, as she staggered backward. Through the billowing steam she caught a glimpse of Serafia diving toward the breach in the wall, her body wreathed in protective flames that turned the water around her into vapour.

“No!” Absolon lunged forward, reaching to stop her, but too late. The current had already caught Serafia, sweeping her away into whatever dark passages lay beyond the subterranean chamber.

For a long moment, only the sound of dripping water and Guenivar’s gasping breathing broke the silence. Steam curled around her, dissipating slowly to reveal Absolon’s rigid form. When he turned to face her, she could see his fury.

“I got her to talk,” Guenivar said. “We know where they’re going, what they’re planning—”

“But now she’s gone. Your mercy cost us our prisoner.” He took a step closer, looming over her. “Pray it doesn’t cost us more than that.” She made to speak but he held up a hand. “The Athenaeum. We need to move. Now.”

He strode past her toward the exit. Water trickled down the walls and dripped from the vaulted ceiling, a steady percussion that seemed to mock her. She had done the right thing… hadn’t she? Stopping Absolon from crossing that line, getting Serafia to talk without further violence…

No time to debate the rights and wrongs of that now. There was a robbery to stop.

And she could only hope they would be in time.







ILLUMINATION

Absolon and Guenivar raced through Bastion’s narrow streets. His knee screamed with every step, sending jolts of pain up his leg, but he forced himself onward. No time for weakness. Not with their quarry so close.

The hour was late, and the few city folk still abroad scattered at their approach. A gaggle of drunken merchants staggered from a tavern doorway, their fine doublets stained with wine. One of them saw Absolon’s thunderous expression and promptly stumbled into the gutter in his haste to move aside.

A night watchman appeared at the end of the street, lantern bobbing. The man took a step back, gripping his halberd all the tighter, as Absolon limped to a stop beside him.

“You there! How long since you passed the Athenaeum?”

The watchman straightened, brow furrowing as he was questioned by some brute in a threadbare greatcoat, but quickly recognition dawned as he took in Absolon’s grim features. “About an hour past, milord. All quiet when I—”

“Gather what men you can find. Have them converge on the library. Now.”

“But, sir, at this hour—”

“Did you hear me, watchman?”

“Y-yes, milord.” The man offered a hasty bow before scurrying off into the darkness, his lantern swaying wildly.

“Should we wait for help?” Guenivar asked.

Absolon ignored her, already moving again. There was no time for help. They might already be too late. Each step sent fresh agony lancing through his leg as he drove himself on, but he welcomed the pain. Let it fuel him. Let it drive him forward through these cursed streets toward whatever calamity awaited them.

Around the next corner the Royal Athenaeum loomed before them, its stones stained black by centuries of chimney smoke. Gargoyles perched along its eaves, their features worn smooth by time and weather until they resembled melted wax. Above the massive bronze doors, carved in weathered granite, was the motto of the library: “Knowledge Illuminates All.”

But there was no illumination here tonight. The braziers that should have lit the entrance were extinguished, and the guards who should have been stationed beside those towering doors…

“Damn it,” Guenivar breathed.

Two corpses sprawled across the steps, their flesh blackened and smoking faintly. The stench of cooked meat struck Absolon’s nose, forcing him to breathe through his mouth, in no mood to smell that familiar stink.

He knelt beside the nearest guard, noting the way the man’s armour had melted and fused with his flesh. “These men never even had time to draw steel. We must be on our guard.”

The great doors stood ajar, darkness yawning beyond. Absolon stood and moved closer until his back was pressed against the weathered bronze, and he gestured for Guenivar to do the same. Together they slipped inside, seeing the entrance hall stretch away into gloom, its ceiling lost in shadow. Rows of marble columns marched into the darkness on either side, and the air hung thick with the musty perfume of antique vellum. Somewhere in that vastness, voices echoed faintly, issuing sharp commands. Then the scrape of a heavy door being opened on creaking hinges.

“This way,” Absolon whispered, leading them forward between the columns.

They passed endless rows of towering bookshelves that stretched up into darkness. Scrolls and codices filled every available space, the accumulated knowledge of centuries gathering dust in neat rows. Ahead, flickering orange light spilled from an archway. The voices were louder now, accompanied by the crash of objects being thrown.

“What’s the plan?” Guenivar whispered.

In the dark he could see her eyes were also trained on the archway ahead, from where those noises echoed.

“Do you have any frost phials left?” he asked.

A shake of her head and suddenly he was aware of their vulnerability. They’d proceeded to the theatre armed only with alchemy, the better to maintain their disguise. Now those phials were spent, leaving them defenceless against what awaited in the library’s depths. There had to be something they could use here…

His eye caught a glint of steel through the gloom. There, a weapons display mounted on the wall between two towering bookcases. Ancient arms, preserved for their historical value rather than practical use, but steel was steel.

“Grab a weapon,” he whispered, gesturing Guenivar toward the display, and they crept closer.

Ceremonial weapons from the Time of Founding lined the wall in neat rows. Absolon’s hand found the hilt of a sword that looked serviceable enough, its fuller etched with devotions to the Six. The balance felt off after so many years wielding Hallowbane, but it would have to suffice.

Beside him, Guenivar lifted a spear from its brackets. The weapon was nearly as tall as she was, its steel head wickedly keen despite its age. The shaft bore the marks of old celebrant orders—those zealots who’d given their lives defending the realm’s knowledge during the Time of Conflagration.

“Sure you can you deal with that, Blackmere?” he asked, eyeing how unwieldy it looked in her grip.

“I trained with all forms of spear and polearm at the Valenspire.” She tested the weapon’s balance. “Though admittedly not with anything quite so… venerable.”

A crash echoed from beyond the arch, followed by angry shouts. Absolon’s grip tightened on his borrowed sword.

“Should we wait for aid?” Guenivar asked. “We’re outnumbered, and—”

“And by the time aid comes, these bastards might have found whatever they came to steal.” Absolon checked the sword’s edge with his thumb, relieved it was still sharp after all these centuries. “If we’re quick and quiet, we can take them unawares.”

“What if there are too many?”

He offered her a grim look. “Then we die doing our duty. If you fear a violent end, Blackmere, then you are in the wrong company.”

Without waiting for her response, he moved toward the sound of destruction, keeping to the shadows between the endless rows of books. After a moment’s hesitation, Guenivar followed, her spear held low and ready.

As they passed beyond the arch, Absolon could see the archives lay in chaos. Shelves had been toppled, their precious contents scattered across the floor. Loose pages drifted through the air like dead leaves, and the acrid stink of smoke stung Absolon’s nostrils.

Three Ashborn pyromancers stood among the destruction, their ritual scars glowing like hot coals in the gloom. They hurled books and scrolls aside with casual disregard for their historic importance. Witnessing their wanton vandalism, Absolon felt his jaw tighten, then he saw that, behind them, the vault door stood open. The same vault whose key had been worth two nobles’ lives.

Absolon turned to signal Blackmere that they should advance, but the girl was nowhere in sight. He stifled a curse, glancing at nearby shadows to see if she was there, but she was hidden or fled, he knew not which. Gritting his teeth, he turned back to where the pyromancers still caused chaos.

A fourth figure emerged from the vault, clutching a leather-bound codex to his chest. Even at this distance, Absolon could sense the wrongness emanating from the book along with a palpable sense of nausea rising in the confines of the chamber.

“Is that it?” one of the pyromancers demanded.

“Yes.” The man with the codex ran reverent fingers across its spine. “Just what we—”

His words ended in a gurgle as Guenivar’s spear thrust from the nearby shadows and took him in the throat. The book tumbled from his grasp as he clutched at the steel protruding from his neck, Guenivar stretching to full extent as she struck. Absolon had no time to commend the girl on her initiative. He was already moving, ancient sword singing as he charged at the nearest pyromancer.

The man’s ritual scars flared as he spun to face the attack, hands wreathed in flame. Absolon stumbled to a halt in the face of the intense heat, reeling back as the pyromancer’s fire swept in front of him, leaving a trail of hot ash in the air. Before he could rally himself, another pyromancer hurled a gout of flame that Absolon barely managed to dodge, the heat of it singeing his hair as it passed.

Guenivar had wrenched her spear from the dead man’s throat, and engaged the last of the Ashborn, keeping him at bay with swift thrusts. Her reach gave her the advantage, forcing her opponent to maintain his distance as he tried to conjure fire, to no avail.

Tomes of ancient lore were set ablaze beside Absolon’s head as he ducked more fire. Centuries of knowledge burned around them, the smoke thick enough to choke on. Then he saw it on the ground, the codex lying forgotten amid the carnage. He made a dash for it—

A wall of flame erupted in his path, forcing him back. The pyromancer who’d conjured it laughed, the sound like crackling timber as their eyes locked. Fire danced around his hands as he conjured a ball of blue flame, ready to throw it…

Guenivar’s spear found his gut. The fire guttered and died in his hands as he toppled, but before Absolon could move, another Ashborn snatched up the fallen codex. Before he or Guenivar could react, he hurled another blast of fire that forced them both to dive for cover.

By the time Absolon regained his feet, the man and his accomplice were already fleeing back through the library, taking their prize with them. Guenivar floundered, grasping her fallen spear, as Absolon grabbed her by the collar and dragged her to her feet.

“Are you with me, Blackmere?”

She nodded, anger and determination roiling in her eyes. Together they charged after the fleeing pyromancers, boots scattering burned parchment and cinders. His leg screamed in protest again, but he forced himself onward, following the trail of floating embers their quarry left in their wake.

The chase led them back out into the library, where the shelves rose like curtain walls on either side. Smoke had gathered near the ceiling, turning the air thick and choking. Through streaming eyes, Absolon saw the one with the book fleeing the scene…

A blast of heat struck his left side, searing his clothes and forcing him off balance. He staggered, the smell of his burning coat filling his nostrils. The other cultist stood in the shadows, hands wreathed in flames as he prepared another strike.

“Get the book,” Absolon snarled, turning to face the conflagration.

Guenivar darted after the fleeing Ashborn, her spear clutched tight as she sprinted between burning shelves. Absolon circled his opponent, ancient sword held low, fires dancing around them as the library was consumed. The pyromancer’s hands blazed with arcane energy as he stared with relish.

“You’re going to burn, Sentinel,” he sneered, before hurling a lance of fire.

Absolon darted aside as flames scorched the air where he’d stood. His knee screamed as he came up swinging, but the pyromancer danced away, leaving a burning contrail in his wake. The heat was becoming unbearable, making the air shimmer and dance.

Steel flashed as Absolon pressed his attack, driving the Ashborn back toward a toppled shelf, but his borrowed blade felt ungainly, the ache in his leg putting him off balance. The pyromancer saw his weakness and pressed his advantage, flames wreathing around him like a hellish crown.

Then a blast of searing heat scalded Absolon’s sword hand. He stumbled, the ancient blade slipping from scorched fingers to clatter against stone. His leg finally betrayed him as he tried to recover, sending him sprawling amid the burning debris. Through watering eyes he saw the pyromancer advance, hands ablaze with killing fire.

“You failed, Sentinel dog. Now you get to—”

A crossbow bolt took him cleanly through the throat, cutting off his final taunt. As the pyromancer toppled, flames guttering out around his corpse, Absolon caught sight of a familiar silhouette emerging from the smoke.

Savaric walked from the haze, crossbow in hand, other knights fanning out behind him.

“About bloody time,” Absolon growled as he struggled to his feet.

“You know me, old friend. I do like to make an entrance.” Savaric’s easy smile faltered as he took in the destruction around them. “Though it seems I’ve arrived a little late to the party.”

Absolon’s jaw clenched as he remembered the codex. “The one with the book. Did you manage to stop him?”

“Didn’t see anyone with a book. Just young Blackmere looking a little… cooked.”

Absolon moved past him toward the entrance, passing the carnage surrounding them. Centuries of knowledge reduced to ash, irreplaceable texts destroyed in moments of senseless violence. The air itself seemed to mourn their loss, thick with the bitter perfume of burned wisdom.

Dawn painted the library steps in weak light as Absolon emerged onto the street. His burns throbbed, each step sending fresh jolts of agony through his battered knee, but the morning air felt blessedly cool against his baked flesh.

Guenivar sat on the top step while a haggard-looking healer tended to her injuries. Angry red welts marked her arms where the flames had caught her, and soot streaked her face like war paint. The antique spear lay beside her, its ancient blade darkened with blood.

“How bad?” Absolon asked.

“Nothing mortal,” she replied, wincing as the healer applied a poultice to her burns. “But the bastard with the book… I lost him. The smoke was too thick, and he…” She trailed off, frustration evident in her clenched jaw. Then she patted the spear. “Left him something to remember me by though.”

Absolon swallowed his instinctive surge of anger. The girl had fought well enough. Better than he’d expected, if he was being honest. His own failures this night weighed far heavier than hers.

A fresh wave of pain lanced through his leg, nearly buckling his knee. Then a familiar craving rose like bile in his throat as the need for lixir’s blessed peace grew stronger with each passing moment.

“Come on,” he growled, grasping her arm and pulling her upright. “The garrison healers will do a better job of patching us up. And I need to send word to the Valenspire about what was stolen. The one thing we do know is who we’re after. Those Ashborn can’t be too hard to find. The Wardens will have some idea of where we can pick up their trail.”

“From what Serafia said, they’re only the hired help.”

“That may be.” Absolon’s jaw clenched as he started down the steps, each movement an exercise in agony. “But they’re the only lead we have. Sooner or later they’ll surface. And we’ll be waiting.”

But even as he spoke the words, doubt gnawed at him. Whatever fell purpose that codex served, they’d failed to prevent its theft. A failure that might come back to haunt them all if he didn’t find it soon.







SCARS

The smell of smoke clung stubbornly to Guenivar’s cropped hair and clothes, still refusing to be exorcised long after they’d left the burning Athenaeum behind. Her lungs still felt tight, each wheezing breath a reminder of her failure, and the safety of the garrison offered neither comfort nor absolution as she trudged through its echoing corridors toward the infirmary.

The journey back had been made in silence, Absolon’s face a mask beneath the soot. Whatever thoughts roiled behind those cold eyes remained his own, and Guenivar hadn’t dared to breach that silence. Once inside the courtyard, he had offered her a silent nod of dismissal before disappearing into the keep. With no other choice, Guenivar had sought the solace of the infirmary alone.

The place was a long whitewashed chamber lit by guttering torches. Rows of narrow cots lined the walls, most empty save for a few knights nursing wounds from other encounters. The air smelled of herbs and she recognised sage, moonwort, and something more bitter amid the heady brew.

“Sit,” ordered a stern-faced woman, gesturing to an empty cot near the far wall.

The healer’s face was like old leather, deep lines carved around her mouth and eyes. Her hands, when they took Guenivar’s arm, were callused and strong, lacking any gentleness as they assessed the damage.

She winced as those fingers probed the angry red burns that mottled her forearm where a pyromancer’s flame had caught her. A cut ran across her other arm, the sleeve of her pauper’s shirt torn and crusty with dried blood.

“Not as bad as it looks,” the healer muttered, more to herself than her patient. “Hold still.”

The woman turned to a nearby table laden with clay pots and glass phials. She scooped out a dollop of greenish salve from one of the pots, its pungent odour strong enough to make Guenivar screw up her nose. Without warning, she slathered it across the burns.

Guenivar hissed through her teeth, the salve hurting worse than the flames that had caused the injury. “Morrigan’s arse, that stings—”

“Mind the blasphemy,” the healer chided, though there was no real rebuke in her tone. “That means it’s working.”

The healer moved on to the cut on her other arm, cleaning the wound with an irritating solution before applying stitches with the same efficient, unsentimental touch. Guenivar barely felt the needle piercing her flesh, too consumed by the burning shame of her failure.

Years of training at the Valenspire, countless hours in the practice yard honing her skills with blade and spear, all for what? To falter at the crucial moment? To allow Serafia to escape, and then some Ashborn cultist with an artefact of immeasurable importance?

What would her father say if he could see her now? He had scoffed at her decision to join the Order, had warned her that her idealism would be crushed beneath the weight of harsh reality. She could almost hear his mocking voice again…

You’ll fail. And when you do, you’ll come crawling back.

She would rather throw herself from the highest tower of the garrison than prove him right. But hadn’t she already failed? The codex was gone, and with it, centuries of irreplaceable knowledge reduced to smoke and cinders in the Athenaeum’s destruction.

“There,” the healer said, cutting the final stitch and wrapping a clean bandage around Guenivar’s arm. “Keep it dry for two days, then come back to have it checked. The salve on the burns needs reapplying morning and night.”

She pressed a small clay pot into Guenivar’s hand and moved on to tend to another knight, leaving Guenivar alone with her thoughts and the lingering sting. She flexed her fingers, testing the pull of the stitches, wondering how long it would be before she could wield a weapon again. No time at all, if she had anything to do about it.

She rose from the cot, making her way out into the garrison corridors. It was quiet at this late hour, the only sound the soft echo of her boots against the worn stone. As she passed the garrison’s small chapel she saw its door was ajar, allowing the soft murmur of prayers to escape into the corridor. Inside, several knights knelt before the altar, heads bowed in supplication to the Six. Did they find comfort in their devotions? Did the Dragon Exalted answer their pleas? Guenivar had never been particularly pious, despite her noble upbringing… or perhaps because of it. Yes, she prayed when it was expected of her, but that was part of her devotion to the Order. She had seen too many of her father’s peers invoke the divine one moment only to commit decidedly unholy acts the next. Perhaps it was that hypocrisy that had led her here in the first place. The need for discipline. Certainty.

Eventually, she found herself climbing a narrow spiral staircase that led to the ancient battlements overlooking the city. The night air was cool as she emerged onto the ramparts. Bastion was spread out before her, a sprawling tapestry of shadow and winking light. In the distance, an angry orange glow pulsed where the Athenaeum still burned, smoke rising to blot out the stars.

When she turned her head from the sorry scene, she caught a solitary figure standing at the far end of the battlements. Absolon’s broad shoulders were hunched, his posture rigid with what might have been pain or weariness. She’d started toward him when he reached into his belt pouch and withdrew a small blue phial.

Guenivar stopped, watching as he quickly uncorked it and raised it to his lips. Even from this distance, she could see the slight tremor in his hand, the desperate urgency with which he consumed the phial’s contents. The effect was immediate and startling. The stiff set of his shoulders eased, a visible ripple of relief passing through his frame. His head tilted back slightly, a long exhale escaping him as though he’d been holding his breath. Even his stance changed, becoming more assured. The posture of a man released from some invisible burden.

Lixir. She had heard of that alchemical concoction, used to dull pain, enhance strength, sharpen senses. Used by warriors who had suffered grievous wounds yet needed to continue fighting. But she also knew its darker reputation, the way it could sink its hooks into a man’s soul, giving him a thirst that could never be slaked.

Absolon turned before she could retreat, and their eyes met. No option but to continue forward.

“Knight Commander,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt as she approached him.

“Blackmere.” His voice was gravel, yet somehow less strained than it had been earlier. “Shouldn’t you be resting?”

“My wounds are minor,” she replied, stopping a respectful distance from him. “The healer has done her work.”

He grunted, turning his gaze back to the burning city. “Good. I’ll need you fighting fit when we resume the hunt.”

A silence stretched between them, but the question burned on her tongue, demanding release despite every instinct screaming at her to leave it be. But what kind of Knight Sentinel would she be if she turned a blind eye to something that might jeopardise their mission?

“The lixir,” she said finally. “How long have you been taking it?”

His head turned, eyes narrowing dangerously. For a moment, he said nothing, the silence wearing so thin she thought it might shatter.

“You’re more observant than I gave you credit for.”

“I don’t mean to pry,” she pressed on. “But I need to know, does Grand Master Mor know? I ask only because I am concerned for the success of our mission. And because… because I worry for you—”

He took a step toward her, then another, looming over her smaller frame. Guenivar fought the instinct to retreat, planting her feet firmly.

“You worry for me?” His voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. “Let me make something clear, Blackmere. I am not some helpless street urchin in need of your charity. I am your superior, and you would do well to remember that before questioning me.”

Guenivar’s mouth went dry, but she held her ground, refusing to be cowed even as her heart hammered against her ribs. “I meant no disrespect—”

“Did you not?” He moved closer still, forcing her to tilt her head back to maintain eye contact. “You, a neophyte fresh from the Proving Chambers, presuming to question my judgement? Such audacity is breathtaking, even for a noble’s daughter.”

The contempt in his voice stung, as though her highborn blood were some moral failing, rather than an accident of fate.

“My birth has nothing to do with this,” she said, heat rising in her cheeks. “I’m merely concerned that—”

“Concerned. How charming. How… noble.”

“With respect, Knight Commander,” she said, forcing steel into her voice, “if the lixir impairs your judgement, it puts our mission at risk. It puts lives at risk. If it’s affecting your decision-making—”

“If anyone’s judgement should be questioned, it’s yours. Or have you already forgotten what happened at the Athenaeum? You let the thief slip past you. That codex is gone. So perhaps before questioning my fitness, you should examine yours.”

“I… yes, Knight Commander,” she managed, her voice smaller than she intended. “I won’t fail again.”

“See that you don’t.”

The sound of armoured footsteps suddenly echoed along the battlements. Three knights had emerged from a nearby tower and were making their hourly rounds. They slowed upon seeing the Knight Commander and his neophyte locked in what was clearly a confrontation, then quickened their pace, eyes studiously averted from the unseemly display.

Absolon straightened, his fury suddenly contained behind a cold mask. “This conversation is over. Return to your quarters, Blackmere, and speak of this to no one.”

Without waiting for her response, he strode past her. Guenivar stood rigid, the ghost of his words still hanging in the air around her. Only when he had disappeared into the tower did she release the breath she’d been holding, her knees suddenly weak enough that she had to reach for the stone parapet to steady herself.

She had pushed too far, questioned what she had no right to question. And in return, he had laid bare her own inadequacies. The worst part was that she couldn’t deny the truth of his accusations. She had failed at the Athenaeum. The codex was gone because of her.

Guenivar turned away from the battlements, and descended the worn stone stairs. She needed somewhere to collect herself, somewhere quiet, and her feet carried her toward the garrison’s chapel. Perhaps in that sacred space, beneath the watchful gaze of the Six, she might find, if not absolution, then at least a moment’s peace from her own self-recrimination.

When she pushed open the heavy chapel door and slipped inside, it was mercifully empty. Moonlight filtered through the stained glass windows, casting patterns of saints and dragons across the stone floor in jewel-toned light. She chose a bench near the back, as far from the altar as possible, not seeking divine guidance so much as simple solitude. But even here she was not alone.

Her father’s voice seemed to whisper from the shadows: The Order will break you, daughter. It will strip away your ideals, your principles, until nothing remains but an empty vessel they will fill with lies.

She had dismissed his warnings as the bitter railings of a father who couldn’t comprehend his daughter’s need to forge her own path. Now she wondered if he had seen more clearly than she. Not just the potential for her failure, but the compromises she would be forced to make. The way principle would be ground beneath the weight of pragmatism.

The soft creak of the chapel door pulled her from her thoughts. Savaric Frost stood in the entrance, his lean frame outlined against the torchlight from the corridor beyond. For a moment, he appeared to hesitate, as though uncertain he was welcome.

“Forgive the intrusion,” he said, his voice pitched low in deference to the sacred space. “I saw you come in and thought you might be in need of company.”

Guenivar was suddenly conscious of how defeated she must look. “I’m fine, truly. Just… reflecting.”

Savaric entered the chapel, letting the heavy door swing shut behind him. “Reflection can be a lonely business. Especially after a day like today.”

There was something in his manner, perhaps a quiet understanding, so unlike Absolon’s harsh judgement, that made it difficult to maintain her guard. When he gestured to the bench, a silent request for permission to join her, Guenivar found herself nodding. He settled beside her, leaving a respectful distance between them, and for a long moment, neither spoke.

“I heard about the confrontation on the battlements,” Savaric said finally. “Word travels quickly in a place like this.”

Of course, the patrol had spoken of what they’d witnessed. By morning, the entire garrison would know how she’d been admonished.

“I was concerned for the Knight Commander,” she admitted, seeing no point in denial.

“His use of lixir?” Savaric asked, knowing even that detail.

Even though Absolon had so recently ordered her not to speak of it again, she could not stop herself. “I feared it may impair his decision-making.”

She expected reproach, the same fury Absolon had unleashed upon her. Instead, Savaric’s expression turned sombre, his easy manner replaced by something more grave.

“It’s not an unreasonable concern. Lixir is a dangerous substance in the wrong hands. It’s true, Creed has become reliant on it to enact his duties, but there’s more to the story than you know.”

“There is much I do not know, it would seem.”

“How about the War of Legions? You are too young to have experienced it, but I assume you have been taught the facts. Not the version laid out in the histories, but the true horror of it?”

“Only what was taught at the Valenspire,” she admitted. “That we won, but at terrible cost.”

“Terrible cost,” Savaric echoed. “A neat phrase for such an ugly truth. What you won’t have been taught is that during the final campaign, Absolon’s unit was ambushed in the Eastenmarch. We were outnumbered, outmanoeuvred. Most were killed outright, but a few of us, including Absolon and myself, were taken prisoner. We were held in an underground prison for months, though time loses meaning in such places. The Akarnians… they employed inquisitors, warlocks, not just to extract information, but to see how far they could push us before we broke.”

He rolled up his sleeve, revealing a network of thin silver scars tracing up his arm like the branches of some hideous tree.

“Their marks never truly fade. Not really. And Absolon suffered the worst of it. He refused to break, refused to give them what they wanted. And even after all they did to him he was the one who organised our escape, despite being barely able to walk. Carried a wounded man on his shoulders through enemy territory for days until we reached Morrengard lines. By all rights, he should have died. Perhaps it would have been kinder if he had.”

“And that is why he takes it,” Guenivar breathed.

She had judged him without knowing his burdens, assumed weakness where there was only endurance beyond what most men could bear.

“It was given to us at first so we might fight on, despite what we had suffered,” Savaric explained. “Many who returned weaned themselves off. But Absolon’s injuries were too severe. Moreso the wounds on the inside.”

“Does the Order know?” Guenivar asked, thinking of Grand Master Mor and the other high marshals.

Savaric nodded. “But they value his experience and effectiveness too much to force the issue. Without the lixir, one of the finest knights Morrengard has ever known would be unable to serve the kingdom he sacrificed everything for.”

Guenivar felt shame wash over her anew for her presumption, for judging a man whose suffering she couldn’t begin to comprehend. “I didn’t know. I shouldn’t have questioned him.”

“You acted out of concern,” Savaric replied, a hint of warmth returning to his voice. “There’s no shame in that. Judge him for his methods if you must, but not for how he is able to endure. The fact that he can still stand, still serve despite everything they did to him… that’s a kind of strength few possess.”

He rose from the bench, moving toward the chapel door before pausing to look back at her. “Absolon is a difficult man to know, and an even more difficult one to serve under. But he is still the best of us. Just… give him time.”

With that, he slipped out of the chapel, leaving Guenivar alone once more. The coloured moonlight continued to spill across the floor, the faces of saints and heroes gazing down from the windows with expressions that might have been compassion or judgement. Guenivar found she no longer cared which it was. There were harder judges in the world than painted glass, and she had faced one of them tonight.

And she would suffer that judgement. Prove herself equal to it, for his sake as much as hers.







TIME TO COLLECT

Serafia tried flexing her bandaged hand, wincing at the stab of pain beneath layers of poultice and linen. That damned Sentinel had been thorough in his work. Four fingers, methodically broken one after another. The memory of each snap was clear in her mind, a sound she wouldn’t soon forget, but forget it she must. There was more work still to be done, and she would not let broken fingers get in the way.

The chamber atop the abandoned temple offered little comfort from the chill night air that seeped through its ancient stones. Once, this place had been dedicated to Velanius the Lightbringer, though few in Bastion still remembered it, let alone offered prayers in his honour. Now it was home to the Ashborn, and only fitting that their lair had once been a place of worship dedicated to a god of fire.

Serafia sat at a marble table, its surface marred by smudges of ash from careless fingers. Before her rested the prize that had cost her so dearly: the codex. Its leather binding was cracked with age, blackened at the edges as though it had survived a fire that consumed everything around it. Arcane symbols had been etched into its cover, their meaning lost to time. Or perhaps not to everyone. This book had value. Much value. And that profane script could be read by someone, otherwise why such a high price for its theft?

Lamplight guttered as a draft whispered through the chamber. It brought a chill to match the one that had settled in her gut since they’d taken the damned book. Something was wrong with it. The longer she sat in its presence, the more certain she became. It pulsed with a subtle wrongness that made her pyromantic senses bristle like a cat’s fur in a storm. When alone with it, she swore she could hear… something. A whisper? A distant voice that was far from human emanating from… somewhere?

Three of her people had died securing this prize. Three Ashborn, whose flames had been extinguished in the Athenaeum raid. And for what? To carry this old knowledge to new masters? She didn’t even know what secrets lay within its pages; she hadn’t dared open it. The payment was substantial enough that her curiosity hadn’t overcome her caution. Yet.

Footsteps approached along the corridor outside. The rhythm was familiar… Kalis, who never quite managed the silent step of their more accomplished brothers and sisters. The door creaked open, and her second-in-command filled the frame, broad-shouldered and grim-faced. The ritual scars that marked him as Ashborn glowed faintly beneath his skin, like embers in a dying hearth.

“He’s coming,” Kalis said, not bothering with pleasantries.

Serafia nodded, careful to keep her expression blank despite the twisting in her gut. “I want our best here with me. Position the others throughout the temple.”

Kalis’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You expecting trouble? Think he won’t pay?”

“I think he’ll pay, all right,” Serafia replied, her gaze falling back to the codex. “I just don’t trust anyone who deals in things like this. Put Maren and Corden in the chapel. Tess and Dorn at the entrance. But keep them out of sight. I don’t want our patron feeling… unwelcome.”

Kalis nodded his understanding. The Ashborn had risen from street rats to a force within Bastion’s underworld precisely because Serafia never left matters to chance.

“I’ll make it happen,” he said, but he lingered in the doorway, his gaze fixed on her bandaged hand. “You need something for the pain? Vessa’s brewed a fresh batch of ferment.”

Serafia almost smiled at his concern. Almost. “Later. I need a clear head for this meeting.”

When Kalis had gone, she returned her attention to the codex. With her uninjured hand, she reached out and traced the strange symbols on its cover. Heat built within her palm. Not the comforting warmth of her own pyromancy, but something else. A warning, perhaps. That some things were best left unopened. Some knowledge best left buried. Maybe that she shouldn’t have allowed herself to become embroiled in this shit in the first place.

But it wasn’t her place to make that decision. Not anymore. Not with half the Knights Sentinel in Bastion hunting for her, and the Ashborn coffers running dry. This sale would provide them enough funds to expand beyond the poorest districts, perhaps even secure patronage from one of the remaining noble houses. With that kind of protection, even the Order of Draken would think twice before giving them any more trouble.

The warning candle by the window guttered suddenly, its flame bending sideways as though pressed by an invisible finger. Serafia rose from her seat, ignoring the protest of stiff muscles, and moved to the narrow window that overlooked the street below.

Rain had begun to fall, turning Bastion’s cobblestones black in the darkness. A polished black carriage was pulled up outside the temple entrance, its lacquered surface gleaming in the meagre light. No sigil marked its doors, no indication of which noble house it might serve. Deliberate anonymity, as she had been subjected to throughout this deal. A deal that seemed less in her favour with every new twist.

The driver remained atop his perch, still as a statue beneath a wide-brimmed hat. The carriage door swung open, and a hooded figure emerged first, moving with the guile of a predator. Even from this distance, Serafia could see how he bore a warrior’s stance, balanced on the balls of his feet, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. The bodyguard methodically scanned the surroundings, head turning in precise movements, hands never straying far from the sword at his hip.

Satisfied, the guard stepped aside, and the patron himself emerged from the carriage’s dark interior. He was tall, taller than most men of Bastion, and his finery seemed to mock the decrepit surroundings of the Old City. A cloak of midnight blue hung from broad shoulders, its hem untouched by the filth of the streets. Beneath it, Serafia caught glimpses of a tailored waistcoat, gleaming buttons that might have been silver or platinum. His face remained hidden beneath a half mask of polished silver that caught the lamplight.

She had met him only once before, when the deal was struck. An obvious nobleman. Perhaps even from one of the First Houses, though it was impossible to tell which from his attire alone. What business would such a man have with ancient codices and forbidden knowledge? What use would the nobility have for such things, when their coffers still brimmed with old coin and older privilege?

Serafia’s fingers twitched reflexively, flame flickering between them for a brief instant before she extinguished it. Twelve of her best against a nobleman and his guard was reassuring. But something about the pair made her senses bristle. There was power there, coiled and waiting. Throw in the codex and, well…

Behind her, the chamber door creaked open once more. She didn’t need to turn to know it was Kalis; no one else would enter without knocking first.

“They’re here,” he said, voice low. “Shall I bring them up?”

Serafia kept her eyes on the figures below. The nobleman had paused at the temple steps, head tilted back to observe the crumbling facade with what might have been scorn or admiration, it was impossible to tell with that mask obscuring his features.

“Let them in,” she replied, finally turning away from the window. “And stay close.”

Kalis nodded once, his hand instinctively moving to the knife at his belt. “If this goes badly—”

Serafia cut him off. “It won’t. But if it does, there are enough of us to ensure they never leave this temple alive.”

As Kalis left to escort their visitors, Serafia sat herself behind the marble table once more. The codex remained where she had left it, and she placed her uninjured hand flat on its surface, feeling that strange warmth pulse beneath her palm. A reminder of what was at stake.

The sound of footsteps echoed up the stairwell, the heavy tread of her own people interspersed with lighter, more measured steps. Her audience was about to begin.

The chamber door swung open, and half a dozen Ashborn entered first, positioning themselves around the room with practised precision. Men and women she had personally trained, whose loyalty had been tested in fire and blood. Vessa took position near the window, her ritual scars glowing faintly beneath her pale skin. Torrick and Lirrien flanked the door, hands loose at their sides, ready to summon flames at the first sign of trouble. The others spread throughout the chamber, creating a loose circle of protection with Serafia at its centre.

Only when her people were in position did Kalis reappear in the doorway, stepping aside to usher in their guests for the evening.

The patron entered, silver half mask catching the torchlight and refracting it into cold shards across the walls. His bodyguard followed close behind, hood still drawn up despite being indoors. It made Serafia wonder briefly what these men had to hide before she glanced back at the codex on her table, realising the answer was obvious.

Neither man seemed concerned by the ring of Ashborn surrounding them. The nobleman’s eyes, visible through narrow slits in his mask, barely acknowledged the pyromancers. Instead, his gaze fixed immediately on the book that rested on the marble table.

“You have done well,” he said, his voice cultured and precise, each syllable enunciated with aristocratic aplomb. He was likely educated by the finest tutors in the greatest academies of Morrengard.

He made no move to approach the table. Simply stood there, unnervingly still, like he owned the place.

Serafia leaned back in her chair, deliberately casual. “Well enough, though not without complications.”

The nobleman said nothing, waiting for her to continue. The silence stretched between them, punctuated only by the soft crackle of flames in the sconces and the distant patter of rain outside.

“The Athenaeum raid was met with… unexpected resistance,” Serafia finally continued, studying the nobleman’s body language for any reaction. There was none. “Knights Sentinel. Absolon Creed himself was there.”

Still nothing. Not a twitch, not a shift of weight from one foot to the other. It was uncanny, that absolute stillness. Even the most disciplined men fidgeted occasionally, straightened cuffs, adjusted stances, cleared throats. This one did none of those things.

“Three of my best pyromancers died securing your prize,” she said, tapping her uninjured hand on the codex’s cover. “And the knights are now hunting us. They know who I am. I was… questioned.” She held up her bandaged hand, displaying Creed’s handiwork, though she thought it best not to mention she had been the one to reveal that the Athenaeum was being robbed in the first place.

The nobleman’s gaze flicked briefly to her injuries, then back to her face. “Unfortunate,” he said, the word empty of any sympathy.

Serafia felt a flicker of irritation kindle inside. “Indeed. More unfortunate is that these developments have rendered our original agreement… inadequate.”

His posture didn’t change, but somehow the air in the chamber seemed to grow colder. Serafia was acutely aware of her Ashborn shifting restlessly around the edge of the room.

“I have paid a higher price than anticipated,” she continued, refusing to be cowed by his silence. “The unwanted attention means we’ll need to relocate our operations entirely. Securing new territory, bribing the right officials, purchasing new property; all of this costs coin. More coin than we agreed upon. Thirty percent more, I reckon. And I think I’m being generous.”

She watched carefully for any reaction. The nobleman’s masked face revealed nothing, but his bodyguard shifted slightly, head turning a fraction toward his master. An almost imperceptible gesture, but in the stillness of the chamber, it might as well have been a shout.

Serafia summoned a small flame to dance between the fingers of her uninjured hand. A delicate manipulation that required precise control. Not a threat, not yet, but a reminder of who held power in this chamber. Half a dozen Ashborn against two visitors. The odds were overwhelmingly in her favour, should negotiation devolve into violence.

“Your ambition exceeds your station,” the nobleman finally said, each word dripping with contempt.

The flame between Serafia’s fingers flickered higher as her temper flared in response. Who was this masked prig to speak to her of station? She had clawed her way up from Bastion’s gutters, had built the Ashborn from nothing but necessity and grit. Had he ever gone hungry? Had he ever felt the lash? Ever lowered himself to the basest of acts just to survive?

“My station,” she replied, keeping her voice calm despite the anger burning in her chest, “is whatever I decide. The Ashborn answer to no noble house, no guild, no king. We set our own terms.”

The nobleman remained silent for a long moment, regarding her through the narrow slits of his mask. Then, with deliberate slowness, he reached inside his cloak and withdrew a velvet pouch. It landed on the marble table with a heavy clink of metal against stone.

“The agreed price,” he said, nodding toward the codex. “No more. No less. Your difficulties are your own.”

The flame dancing between Serafia’s fingers grew, casting wild shadows across the chamber’s walls. Heat rose in her blood, in her throat, feeding the fire of her indignation. She had not suffered Absolon Creed’s interrogation, had not lost three of her people, had not risked everything only to be dismissed like some common street whore haggling over the price of a trick.

“Perhaps,” she said, rising slowly from her chair, “we’ll find another buyer. One who better appreciates the value of what we offer.”

Her words hung in the air like a flame held to their contract. Behind her, she felt rather than saw Kalis tense. Around the chamber, the Ashborn shifted subtly, ritual scars beginning to glow as they prepared to summon their flames.

The nobleman tilted his head slightly. It was a movement so small, so subtle, that Serafia might have missed it had she not been watching him so intently. A signal, almost imperceptible.

Kalis gurgled wetly behind her.

Serafia turned, flame still flickering between her fingers, in time to see her second-in-command stagger forward, hands clutching at his throat. Blood poured between his fingers, cascading down the front of his shirt in a crimson torrent. His eyes, wide with shock and betrayal, found hers before the light in them guttered out like a candle in a gale.

The bodyguard stood behind him, a curved blade gleaming red in his hand. But how… how had he moved so…

Serafia opened her mouth to shout a warning, to command her Ashborn to attack, but before the words could form, the hooded figure was moving again. Not running, not rushing, but flowing like smoke across the chamber, blade spinning in a lethal arc.

Vessa was closest to the window, her ritual scars already igniting with orange light as she prepared to conjure flames. The curved blade whispered through the air, opening her throat in a spray of arterial blood that spattered across the rug. She crumpled without a sound, fire dying unborn on her fingertips.

Torrick and Lirrien moved in unison, hands wreathed in flame as they launched twin gouts of fire toward the bodyguard. The chamber flared with blinding light, heat washing over Serafia’s skin like a wave. For an instant, she thought they had succeeded, had reduced the attacker to ash and bone.

Then a knife spun out of the inferno, burying itself to the hilt in Torrick’s eye. He fell screaming, flames still erupting from his hands as he thrashed in his death throes. Lirrien managed one step backward before the bodyguard emerged through the flames, cloak smouldering. The curved blade flashed once more, and Lirrien’s head separated from her shoulders, thudding to the floor as her body remained standing for a heartbeat before collapsing.

The chamber was chaos now, with smoke and blood and screams of the dying. Flames licked up the walls where errant blasts of pyromancy struck, casting the scene in hellish orange light. All the while the bodyguard moved, leaving a dark contrail of shadow in his wake, blade flashing with lethal efficiency. Through it all, the nobleman didn’t move from his position, didn’t so much as flinch as death swirled around him like a maelstrom.

As the last of her Ashborn died, Serafia backed toward the window, summoning the hottest flame she could muster. White-hot fire erupted from her palms, turning the very air to shimmering heat. The bodyguard darted sideways, but not quickly enough, and the flame caught his cloak. Still he advanced, impossibly fast, closing the distance between them.

Pain exploded in Serafia’s arm, so sudden and shocking that for a moment she didn’t understand what had happened. Then she saw her hand, the uninjured one, lying on her marble table right beside the codex.

She staggered backward, clutching the bloody stump to her chest. Screaming. She was screaming, she realised, the sound barely human as it howled from her throat. Around her, all her Ashborn were dead, their bodies scattered across the chamber like broken dolls. Her best fighters, slaughtered in the span of heartbeats by a single killer.

The bodyguard stood over her now, blade held casually at his side. Blood dripped from the razor edge, pattering softly on the stone floor, and he had discarded his burning cloak. Strangely, his face seemed wreathed in a haze, features indistinct. Masked by sorcery… or perhaps it was just the shock.

Behind him, the nobleman approached the marble table, lifting the codex with gloved hands.

“Such an unfortunate business,” he said, the cultured voice unchanged despite the carnage surrounding him. “This could all have been avoided.”

Serafia tried to summon flame once more, but the pain had driven coherent thought from her mind. She could only watch, trembling, as the bodyguard raised his blade one final time.

“Please,” she whispered, though she knew it was futile.

Men like this didn’t grant mercy. Men like this didn’t leave witnesses.

The final thrust found her heart. Her vision tunnelled, darkness encroaching as she slid to the floor.

Then nothing.







RUINS

She applied the last of the salve the healer had given her, relieved those burns had now faded to faint blemish. The cut along her arm had also healed well, the removed stitches leaving a neat scar to remind her of her encounter. Now, alone in her chambers, Guenivar found herself replaying that failure again and again.

The codex. Ancient, according to Serafia. Worth killing two nobles to obtain. Worth burning centuries of irreplaceable knowledge to steal. But steal it they had, and Guenivar had been the one to let it slip from their grasp.

She flexed her fingers, testing the pull of healing skin. The Knights Vigilant were supposedly investigating, but their progress moved at a glacial pace. Meanwhile, whoever had that book was likely already putting it to use. There had to be something more she could do than sit here like an invalid, waiting for others to act.

The Athenaeum. Someone there would have known what was in that vault. The librarians, the archivists, custodians. Surely one of them had some clue what the book was for. If she could find them, question them about what was kept in that vault…

But surely the Knights Vigilant had already put everyone involved to the question. What difference now if a neophyte stuck their oar in? Perhaps only a small one, but at least it would be a difference. Better than sitting here feeling sorry for herself.

Guenivar stood, fully intending to seek permission to investigate. The Knight Commander wouldn’t approve, but surely it wouldn’t hurt to ask. Or would it? Their last conversation had left her admonished for her interference. But surely his temper had cooled… surely.

She moved through the garrison corridors with growing haste, her mind already mapping the route to Absolon’s quarters. She would present her idea that further questioning of the Athenaeum staff was a reasonable course of action. Someone must know what that codex contained, what it might be for. She paused at the corner leading to the Knight Commander’s chambers, hearing voices drift from an open doorway. Absolon’s gravelly tone, discussing matters with another Sentinel. The words were clipped, impatient. Even from here, she could hear the edge in his voice that had become familiar over the past days.

Her hand went unconsciously to her wounded arm. Their last interaction still stung, the dismissive way he’d admonished her. As though she were a child playing at being a knight.

No. Approaching him now would be futile. He’d either dismiss her idea outright or, worse, forbid her from pursuing it. Better to investigate on her own, gather information, and present him with results rather than theories. If she found something useful, perhaps it might even earn a fraction of his respect.

Guenivar turned away from the corridor, her decision made. The Athenaeum wasn’t far. She could be there and back before anyone noticed her absence. And if someone knew about that vault’s contents, she would find them.

Outside, the streets of Bastion seemed more wretched in daylight than they did at night. Shadows could hide the worst of the decay, but morning sun exposed every crack in the facades, every pile of refuse choking the gutters.

Eventually, the Royal Athenaeum’s blackened shell rose before her. City watchmen picked through the rubble alongside a handful of scholars in soot-stained robes, their movements slow and defeated.

“Looking for something specific, Sentinel?” A watchman approached, his helmet tucked under one arm.

Guen was surprised he recognised her despite her ordinary attire. “Anyone who worked here, especially those with knowledge of the restricted archives.”

“No one’s been back since the fire. Can’t say I blame them. But old Horik’s here.” He gestured across the wreckage toward a partially intact wing. “Mad fool won’t leave. Says someone needs to catalogue what’s left.”

“Horik?”

“Custodian. Been here longer than the stones themselves, or so he claims. You’ll find him in what’s left of the reference chamber. Fair warning though, he’s taking the destruction hard. Keeps muttering about all the knowledge lost, like it was his own children burning.”

A nod of thanks, and Guen entered the wreck of a building. The reference chamber had survived better than most of the Athenaeum, though “survived” was generous. Half the ceiling had caved in, admitting shafts of dust-laden sunlight that illuminated the devastation within. Scorched shelves leaned at drunken angles, their contents reduced to ash. Amid the wreckage, a bent figure moved with manic purpose.

Horik looked ancient even from a distance, his thin white hair clinging to a spotted scalp, robes so thoroughly begrimed there was no way to tell what colour they had been originally. He knelt beside a pile of partially burned books, carefully separating pages with trembling fingers.

“Careful, careful,” he muttered to himself. “Third edition of Vassari’s Principles, only six copies ever made…”

“Master Horik?”

The old man turned, clutching the charred tome to his chest like a shield. His eyes, red-rimmed and wild, fixed on her with immediate suspicion.

“Come to steal what little remains?” His voice cracked with exhaustion and grief.

Guenivar raised her hands in a show of peace. “I’m Knight Sentinel Blackmere. I’m trying to recover what was stolen from the vault. The ones who did this took something, and we need to understand what it was.”

Horik’s grip on the book loosened slightly. “Stolen? They burned a thousand years of knowledge for one book. One accursed, thrice-damned book that should have been destroyed generations ago.”

“You know what it was?”

The custodian’s gaze darted about the chamber, as though suspecting eavesdroppers. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped to barely above a whisper. “I know enough. Enough to wish I knew nothing.”

“You have to tell me, Horik.”

The old man set down the damaged book with infinite care before turning back to Guenivar. In the filtered sunlight, she could see the full extent of his exhaustion. The deep shadows beneath his eyes, hands that wouldn’t stop shaking, soot ground so deep into the lines of a face that it would have to be scrubbed clean.

“I never read it,” he said. “I’m not sure anyone ever did. That privilege was reserved for senior archivists, and if any of them deciphered the tome they never spoke of it.”

“But you know something about it.”

“Whispers. Decades of whispers. The book was old. Older than Bastion itself. Some claimed it was written before the first stone of this city was laid.”

“How old exactly?”

“Who can say?”

“And what did it contain?”

“Knowledge about the city’s true foundations, or so the archivists whispered. They kept it locked away because it was deemed existentially dangerous. Those were the exact words used in the catalogue… existentially dangerous.”

“That could mean anything.”

“It meant danger, to everyone and everything in this city. Perhaps the entire kingdom. The symbols on its cover weren’t like anything in our linguistic archives. They hurt to look at, made your eyes water and your head ache. I only saw it once, when they were transferring it to the secure vault. Even that brief glimpse gave me nightmares for weeks.”

This was getting her nowhere. As dangerous as this book might be, if she didn’t find out what it was for she would be no closer to finding it.

“Do you know anything about the nobles who were murdered? Vass and Kastaigne? They were in possession of the vault key. That’s how the thieves gained access.”

“I know nothing about nobles or keys.” As Horik spoke, his agitation grew visibly worse, fingers twisting in the fabric of his ruined robes. “But whatever those thieves want that book for, it cannot be allowed. Do you understand? There are some sources of knowledge that should remain buried. Some books that must never be opened. Promise me, Sentinel. Promise me you’ll stop them from using it. The city and all the lives it holds might depend on it.”

Guenivar met his desperate gaze. “I promise. We’ll get it back.”

But even as she spoke the words, she wondered if they were already too late. Whoever had orchestrated the theft clearly knew what they were after. Whatever knowledge the book possessed, whatever dark secrets, might already have been unleashed upon Bastion.

As Horik went back to his scorched tomes, Guen turned and left him alone. It was obvious he knew little, and pressing him for more might only further fray the threads of his already ragged faculties.

The walk back to the garrison gave Guenivar hardly any time to think. She’d been right to investigate. The information, however vague, painted a picture of genuine danger. Existentially dangerous. The phrase kept echoing in her mind. What could that mean?

As she picked her way through the streets, she found herself rehearsing how she would present this to Creed. Not that there was much to present, but surely any small piece of intelligence was better than none.

The garrison walls rose before her sooner than expected, her preoccupation having eaten the distance. Guards at the gate nodded her through without question. She wasted no time, entering the keep and searching out the Knight Commander with all haste.

She found Absolon in the small chamber he used to examine screeds and reports, hunched over reading by candlelight despite the afternoon sun outside. He didn’t look up when she knocked on the doorframe.

“Knight Commander, I have gained some information about the stolen codex.”

He looked up, eyes narrowing. “Information? From where exactly?”

“I spoke with a custodian at the Athenaeum. A man named Horik who—”

“You went to the Athenaeum. Without orders. Without informing anyone.”

“I thought initiative would be—”

“You thought wrong.” Absolon stood slowly, his full height making the small chamber feel cramped. “What exactly did this custodian tell you that the Knights Vigilant haven’t already discovered?”

Guenivar straightened under his scrutiny. “The book is ancient, and predates the city itself. It contains knowledge about Bastion’s true foundations—”

“This is what you’ve brought me? Information we already knew.”

“The custodian called it existentially dangerous. Those were the exact words in the catalogue—”

“Everything we face is dangerous, Blackmere. Every cursed tome, cabal of sorcerers, every daemon that crawls out of the dark. All you’ve done is waste time and potentially alert our enemies that we’re onto them.”

Heat rose in Guenivar’s cheeks. “At least I tried to learn something. All we’ve been doing is waiting while whoever has that book—”

“Is being hunted by people who know what they’re doing. Not by noble girls who think their bloodline gives them the right to act without authority.”

Guenivar’s hands clenched into fists at her sides, her injured arm protesting the movement. “Knight Commander, I—”

“You need to learn your place in this Order. Action without discipline is not initiative, it’s recklessness. And recklessness gets people killed.”

“I was gathering intelligence—”

“Did I tell you to investigate? Did I give you permission to question custodians? No. You decided your judgement superseded mine. That your noble birth somehow exempted you from the chain of command. So, since you seem to have excess energy and insufficient understanding of hierarchy, you’ll spend your time more productively. Report to the stablemaster at dawn. You’ll be mucking out stalls until I say otherwise.”

Guenivar’s stomach dropped. “Knight Commander, that is—”

“Menial work, yes. But perhaps it will teach you that being a Knight Sentinel is about discipline. Obedience. Knowing your place in the Order. You want to prove yourself worthy of that cloak? Start by proving you can follow orders. Even the ones that don’t suit your noble sensibilities.”

“This is punishment for trying to help.”

“This is education for a neophyte who doesn’t understand the difference between initiative and insubordination. Dismissed, Blackmere.”

Guenivar turned on her heel and left without another word, not trusting herself to speak. The corridor outside Absolon’s office felt suffocating, the stone walls pressing in from both sides.

Anger burned in her chest, hot and bitter. She’d brought him confirmation that the stolen book posed a genuine threat to the city itself. And his response? To treat her like an unruly child who needed to be taught humility. But beneath the anger, doubt crept in like cold water. Had she overstepped? The Knight Commander had decades of experience, had faced horrors she could barely imagine. Perhaps there were reasons for the strict hierarchy and protocols she didn’t yet understand. Perhaps her upbringing had made her too accustomed to acting on her own inclinations.

No.

She stopped, pressing her back against the cool stone. Horik’s terror had been real. The way his hands shook when he spoke of the book. That wasn’t trauma speaking. That was genuine fear of something terrible.

She would perform Absolon’s menial punishments, and she would wait. Because whatever knowledge that book contained, it would surface eventually.

And when it did, she would be ready.







OLD FRIENDS

Absolon sat on the edge of his bed, every joint in his body protesting as he girded himself to stand. The violence at the theatre and Athenaeum had extracted their toll, adding fresh bruises to the tapestry of old wounds that mapped his body, his bones feeling the heavy burden of their years.

Four days had passed since the flames had consumed the ancient library. Three days, and they were no closer to locating the stolen codex or identifying those behind the theft. Three days of dead ends and growing frustration. And now their only lead had been found slaughtered alongside all her fellow pyromancers.

To top it all, the lixir’s effects had worn off, leaving him hollow and raw. Pain radiated from his knee, a constant companion he could never quite shake. His hands trembled slightly as he reached for the small wooden box on his bedside table, flipping open the lid to reveal a single blue phial nestled in velvet.

His last dose.

“Shit,” he muttered, letting the lid fall closed. One phial wouldn’t get him far, and who knew how long it might take to conclude this damnable investigation. He’d need to see Emanius soon, but the thought of begging the master alchemist for more made Absolon’s gut churn with shame.

Victarine squawked from her wrought-iron cage, the sound like a rusty hinge in the silence of the chamber. The crow hopped from one foot to the other, feathers ruffling as she fixed him with that judging gaze.

“I know,” Absolon grunted, rising with effort. “Trust me, I know.”

He crossed to the cage, withdrawing a handful of dried corn from the pouch hanging nearby. Victarine’s beak darted between the bars, plucking kernels from his palm, neck jerking as she swallowed them down her gullet.

“Thirteen corpses,” he said, as though the bird might offer some insight. “Thirteen Ashborn, slaughtered in that temple, and not a gods-bedamned clue between them.”

Victarine cocked her head, her obsidian eye reflecting nothing but his own haggard face. The report had reached him yesterday of the massacre in an abandoned temple in the Old City. Ashborn decimated in what appeared to be an execution rather than a feud between rivals. Serafia had been found with her left hand severed at the wrist, the cut too clean, too precise to be inflicted by anything but a trained killer’s blade. Their only lead, snuffed out with clinical precision. Whoever possessed the codex now, and for what foul reason, was a mystery.

Absolon moved to the narrow window, gazing out at Bastion’s sprawl of crooked spires and sagging rooftops. The city looked much as he felt: broken, decaying, clinging to the memory of former glories. From this height, he could just make out the blackened shell of the Royal Athenaeum. So much knowledge lost. And for what? Some ancient tome whose purpose they could only guess at.

He pinched the bridge of his nose, willing away the throbbing that threatened to split his skull. Sleep had been elusive these past nights, his dreams haunted by old memories mingling with fresh horrors until he could no longer tell which was which.

At the garrison, Blackmere was going about the menial tasks he’d assigned her. Busy work, designed to keep her occupied and, more importantly, out of his sight. He knew she had meant well. Had tried to act of her own volition as a Knight Sentinel should. But there were ways and means of doing things. The Knights Vigilant were the eyes and ears of the Order, and it was their task to investigate the theft. Her meddling only put them, and herself, in danger. Better she learn that the hard way. Besides, he doubted a coddled noble-born girl was used to dog work. It would only do her good. Build character. And if not… at least the stables would be spotless.

His headache intensified, a band of iron tightening around his skull. Gods, but he needed that lixir now. Just a drop to take the edge off, to dull the cacophony of ills that drummed through his body. But he had to ration what little remained.

He moved to the basin and splashed cold water on his face, the shock momentarily distracting him from his discomfort. As he straightened, droplets running down his stubbled jaw, he caught his reflection in the tarnished mirror. How long had those dark circles been etched beneath his eyes? When had those lines at the corners of his mouth grown so deep?

“Getting old,” he muttered to himself.

Victarine cawed again, louder this time, as though agreeing with his assessment.

“What would you have me do about it?” he asked the bird. “Surrender my sword? Crawl off to some forgotten corner to die alone?”

The crow only stared, offering no counsel.

Dismissing the thought, and despite the protest of aching joints, he moved to where his armour hung in the corner of his chamber. Absolon dressed as Victarine watched from her cage. Then he turned his attention to his appearance. The basin water had grown cold, but it would suffice. He scrubbed his face, slicking back his silver-shot hair with wet palms. There was nothing to be done about the shadows under his eyes or the pallor of his skin, but at least he could ensure he looked like a Knight Commander rather than some tavern brawler.

With a final glance at his reflection—stern, composed, mask of authority firmly in place—Absolon stepped out into the corridor.

The garrison was almost quiet as he rode through the main gate. He received the usual nods of acknowledgment as he dismounted and handed his steed off to the serfs, but there was something like a tired mundanity to the air. As though the garrison had finally realised its best days were behind it.

He entered the main keep, his immediate thought to search out one of the garrison apothecaries and secure more lixir, when the clatter of hooves on cobblestones drew his attention to a nearby window. A small contingent of knights was entering the garrison courtyard, their armour glinting in the morning sun. At their centre rode a figure he would have recognised anywhere.

High Marshal Tanith Isgar had come to Bastion.

If Tanith had left the Valenspire, it could only mean that Grand Master Sinon Mor considered their situation grave indeed. Grave enough to send his right hand to assess matters personally…

Or perhaps to replace a Knight Commander who had failed in his duty.

The sound of his boots echoed against the stone walls as he hurried across the landing. He had almost reached the stairs when a door opened farther down the hall. Guenivar Blackmere emerged, her short-cropped hair still damp from washing, her expression alert despite the lingering bruises from their confrontation at the Athenaeum.

“Knight Commander,” she said, straightening as she noted his formal attire. “I heard the commotion in the courtyard. Is there news?”

Absolon’s jaw tightened. The girl’s earnestness was a constant irritant. She stood there, eager and expectant, as though the world were still a place where right prevailed over wrong, where effort was rewarded with justice.

“High Marshal Isgar has arrived from the Valenspire. I am on my way to greet her.”

Something sparked in Guenivar’s eyes. “Should I accompany you?”

“If your presence is required, I will send for you,” he said, his tone making it clear that such a possibility was remote at best. “Until then, continue with your assigned duties.”

Guenivar’s face fell, though she made a valiant effort to mask her disappointment. “Yes, Knight Commander. Of course.”

As she stepped back, giving him space to pass, Absolon felt a pang of regret at his harshness. The girl was trying, at least. More than could be said for half the knights assigned to the Bastion garrison. And she’d shown courage at the Athenaeum, despite her inexperience.

But sympathy was a luxury he couldn’t afford, not with Tanith waiting below.

At the foot of the stairs, he paused to straighten his posture. A squire came running from the opposite direction, most likely to tell him what he already knew.

“Knight Commander,” the boy said, quite out of breath. “High Marshal Isgar awaits you in the chapel.”

So it was to be a private audience. He nodded to the squire and strode on.

The garrison’s chapel was a modest affair compared to the grand sanctum of the Valenspire, but it served its purpose. Knights could offer prayers to the Six, seek absolution for whatever sins weighed on their souls. Absolon himself rarely darkened its door; he’d seen too many men die begging their gods for mercy to believe prayer had any purpose beyond comforting the faithful. But Tanith had always found solace in such places. Even during the bloodiest campaigns of the War of Legions, she’d made time for devotions. Faith sustained her in ways Absolon had never understood, but had grudgingly come to respect.

As he approached the chapel’s entrance, he could make out Tanith’s silhouette through the open doorway, her back to him as she stood before the altar. Sunlight streamed through the stained glass behind her, casting her in a halo of coloured light, as though the Six themselves had marked her with their favour.

Absolon’s boots echoed against the flagstones as he approached. Tanith did not turn, her gaze fixed on the altar where six candles burned in silent tribute to the gods of Morrengard.

He watched her in silence as she stood vigil. She had removed her gauntlets, but otherwise remained in full battle dress. Perhaps a subtle indication this was not merely a courtesy visit.

“Knight Commander Creed,” she said, finally turning to face him, her voice carrying the crisp accent of Morrengard’s northern highlands.

Absolon pressed his fist to his chest in formal salute, bowing his head in deference to her rank. “High Marshal. Bastion is honoured by your presence.”

A fleeting smile crossed Tanith’s scarred face, there and gone so quickly he might have imagined it, before she gestured to a wooden bench near the altar. “Sit. That knee of yours must be giving you hell in this weather.”

Absolon hesitated, his pride warring with the throbbing ache in his leg. After a moment, he accepted the kindness for what it was and lowered himself onto the bench. Tanith remained standing, pacing slowly before the altar.

“I’ve read your reports,” she said without preamble. “And I’ve spoken with the Knights Vigilant. Things are not going well.”

It wasn’t a question, but Absolon answered anyway. “No, they are not.”

“Tell me about the Athenaeum.”

Absolon drew a deep breath. “We received intelligence from the pyromancer Serafia that a theft would occur at the library. According to her, a specific book was the target, an ancient codex of unknown nature. We attempted to intercept the thieves but arrived too late. The Athenaeum was already in flames, and the Ashborn cultists had secured their prize.”

“And the book?”

“Gone. We managed to kill three of the Ashborn, but one escaped with the codex.”

Tanith’s eyes narrowed. “And then days later, the Ashborn sect is found massacred in a disused temple. Serafia among them.”

“Yes. Her left hand severed. The cuts were too clean, too precise for common gang warfare.”

“A professional assassin, then.”

Absolon nodded grimly. “Whoever hired the Ashborn to steal the codex decided to tie up loose ends. Thoroughly.”

Tanith resumed her pacing, hands clasped behind her back. “And you have no leads? No trace of who might have ordered the theft or carried out the executions?”

“None that have borne fruit,” Absolon admitted, thinking momentarily of what Blackmere had told him of existential dangers. “The Athenaeum’s records were destroyed in the fire, so we don’t even know what the codex contained. The Knights Vigilant are questioning every known associate of the Ashborn, but so far, nothing.”

“Vexing,” Tanith said after a moment of consideration.

A heavy silence fell between them, filled only by the soft crackling of the altar candles and the distant sounds of the garrison beyond the chapel walls. Absolon could stand it no longer.

“I will pay any penance required for my failure.”

“Do not scourge yourself over setbacks,” she said, moving to stand before him. “We face an adversary whose designs remain unclear, whose agents move unseen among us.”

The absolution in her words lifted some of the burden from Absolon’s shoulders. If even the heart of the Order found itself blind in this struggle, perhaps his own lack of progress could be forgiven.

“So what would you have me do?” he asked, straightening on the bench despite the pain it caused.

“Continue your investigation,” Tanith said. “Do what you do best. Keep shaking the oak, Absolon, and see what acorns fall.”

“I will,” he replied, suddenly buoyed by her order. He would shake the oak all right. Hack it down if need be.

Another silence fell between them. Outside, a bell tolled the hour, the sound muffled by the chapel’s thick stone walls.

“There is one other matter I wished to discuss,” Tanith said, her tone shifting subtly. “Your neophyte. The Blackmere girl.”

Absolon tensed, unsure of where this new thread might lead. “What of her?”

“Grand Master Mor has a particular interest in young Guenivar’s development,” Tanith said, moving to sit beside him on the bench. “Her joining the Knights Sentinel represents a significant… political alignment in these fractured times.”

Absolon’s brow furrowed. “Political alignment?”

“House Blackmere commands considerable influence among the old nobility,” Tanith explained. “Lord Aldric opposed the war from the beginning, argued against committing our forces to the continent after we pushed them back from our shores. Many of the other houses followed his lead, withholding support until it was almost too late.”

“I remember,” Absolon said, a sour taste in his mouth. “While better men bled on foreign soil, the nobility debated treaties in their marbled halls.”

“And yet now his daughter serves in the Order, walks the path of service and sacrifice rather than privilege. It sends a powerful message to houses that might otherwise continue to ignore the Crown’s authority.”

Absolon hadn’t considered Guenivar’s presence in such terms. He’d seen only a noble’s daughter playing at knighthood, not a symbol that might bridge the widening gap between Morrengard’s aristocracy and its faltering monarch.

“How is she progressing?” Tanith asked, her eyes keener than Absolon would have liked.

He hesitated, weighing his words carefully. The girl deserved neither unwarranted praise nor unjust criticism, regardless of her political value.

“She has… potential. Natural talent with a weapon, quick on her feet. Courageous too. She held her own during the Athenaeum confrontation.”

“But?” Tanith prompted, reading the reservation in his tone.

Absolon sighed, the sound echoing in the chapel’s hollow expanse. “She flinches from necessary brutality. During my interrogation of Serafia, she intervened when more… persuasive methods were required. Her noble upbringing has sheltered her from understanding what true sacrifice demands.”

He expected Tanith to agree with his assessment, to acknowledge the girl’s unsuitability for the harsh realities of their calling. Instead, the high marshal’s expression turned thoughtful, her gaze drifting to the altar where the six candles flickered.

“Perhaps such perspective offers something the Order needs.”

Absolon frowned, taken aback by her response. “I don’t follow.”

Tanith rose, moving toward the chapel window. “The Order of Draken stands at a crossroads, Absolon. For centuries, we’ve defended Morrengard through strength and sacrifice. We’ve been the iron wall against which the tide of darkness breaks. But strength alone cannot rebuild what’s broken. Look at this city: crumbling stone, decaying spires, people huddled in fear of shadows both real and imagined. The war is over, yet we continue to suffer. We must accept that compassion is not weakness. Without it, we risk becoming little more than what we battle against.”

“You suggest I coddle the girl? Let her privileged sensibilities dictate our methods?”

Tanith turned back to face him, her expression softer than he’d seen it in years. “I suggest you guide her, Absolon. Help her find the balance between mercy and necessity. And perhaps, in doing so, you might rediscover that balance within yourself.”

The words struck too close to a truth Absolon had long denied. “I know my duty, High Marshal.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Tanith replied, her voice gentle but firm. “But duty without purpose is a hollow thing. And purpose without compassion may become twisted, corrupted. Just remember, the mentor can often learn as much as the student. Perhaps she might help you confront your own daemons.”

Absolon bristled at the suggestion but maintained his composure. “I will consider your suggestion carefully.”

“I hope so,” Tanith said, retrieving her gauntlets from where they rested on the altar, then clasped his forearm. “We’ll speak again. For now, continue your investigation.”

With that, she walked from the chapel, her stride purposeful. The echo of her footsteps lingered long after she had gone, as Absolon remained standing before the altar. Tanith’s words had struck deeper than he cared to admit. Was the girl’s compassion truly a strength rather than a liability? And had he fallen so far from the ideals of their Order? Had they all?

For a moment, he found himself wondering what might have become of him had he retained even a fraction of the idealism that still burned in Guenivar’s eyes. Would he be standing straighter, sleeping easier? Or would he be dead, another forgotten knight in an unmarked grave, too weak to have survived the turmoil that gripped their nation?

The chapel suddenly felt cloying. He needed air, needed space to think. And, though he was loath to admit it even to himself, he needed the soothing balm of lixir to ease his pain.







A NEW THREAD

The garrison stables reeked of manure, horses stamping restlessly in their stalls as she worked in the half-light filtering through dust-caked windows. Guenivar’s knuckles were raw, skin cracked and stained mahogany with polish. She shifted the leather saddle across her lap, undeterred by the state of her hands. This was her duty now and she’d bloody well do it, no matter how menial. No matter how stultifying.

“Missed a spot, Blackmere,” she muttered to herself, dabbing more oil onto the cloth.

The saddle leather gleamed beneath her ministrations, though her once-pristine tunic was now mottled with grease stains. She doubted the horses appreciated her attention to detail, but Absolon certainly noticed any imperfection in her work. Yesterday, he’d inspected her polishing of ceremonial barding and found a single tarnished buckle, sending her back to redo every last one.

A fat stable fly buzzed past her ear. Guenivar swatted it away, succeeding only in smearing oil across her forehead.

“Shit,” she muttered, wiping her hand against her already-stained trews.

If Lord Aldric could see his daughter now, crouched among stable muck, hands raw from servile labour. I warned you, Guen. The Order will break you.

But she wasn’t broken. Not yet, though days of cleaning tack and mucking stalls had certainly tested her resolve.

A young squire led a dappled mare past, nodding respectfully. They all knew who she was, this highborn neophyte reduced to stable work. Some had offered sympathetic glances. Others barely concealed their amusement at her fall from grace. The Order was supposed to erase such distinctions: noble or common. They all served the Wormwood Throne, after all, but old prejudices lingered. The common-born resented her privilege. The noble-born thought her mad for abandoning it. Guenivar was caught between worlds, belonging to neither. But she did belong, and she was determined to prove it, no matter how many saddles she had to polish.

A shadow fell across her, blocking what little light reached her corner of the stables, and she looked up, squinting. Absolon filled the doorway, expression unreadable.

“Clean yourself up,” he said without preamble. “The high marshal requests our presence in the war room, immediately.”

Guenivar blinked, struck momentarily dumb. “The war room? But I haven’t—”

“Immediately means now, Blackmere.”

Before she could ask more, he was gone.

She set the saddle aside and rose to her feet, grimacing at the stiffness in her knees. Time was pressing, but there was no way she could present herself for a meeting in the war room looking like a stable boy.

Guenivar rushed to the water bucket at the corner of the stable and hastily washed her face and hands. Her tunic remained stained but there was nothing to be done about that now. Ignoring the looks she got, she raced across the courtyard and into the garrison keep.

The war room stood at the heart of the structure, a windowless chamber sealed against both eavesdroppers and daylight. Guenivar had never been inside; it was a place where the Order’s highest-ranking officers planned the defence of Bastion.

She paused at the heavy oak door, suddenly conscious of her appearance. Her short hair, still damp from hasty washing, clung to her scalp. Not exactly the impression she’d hoped to make before the high marshal, but it would have to suffice.

Taking a deep breath, Guenivar pushed open the door. The chamber beyond was smaller than she’d imagined, oil lamps casting a warm, flickering light that did little to dispel the room’s sombre atmosphere. Its walls were lined with maps of Bastion and the surrounding territories, some yellowed with age, others fresh, marked with charcoal notations tracking gang territories and suspected cult activity.

At the centre, a massive oak table dominated the space, its surface scarred by years of armoured fists pounding in emphasis. Absolon already stood waiting by it, though his back was to her. And at the head of the table stood High Marshal Tanith Isgar. Her battle armour had been replaced with the formal regalia of a midnight-blue surcoat emblazoned with the silver dragon head of the Order, draped over a leather jerkin that had seen much better days. Those familiar scars twisted one side of her face, but her eyes remained sharp as razors as they lifted to acknowledge Guenivar’s arrival.

“Knight Sentinel Blackmere,” Tanith said. “So good you could join us.”

Guenivar took her place at the table, opposite Absolon, whose expression remained unreadable.

“Forgive my appearance, High Marshal,” she began. “I was—”

“Attending to duties,” Tanith finished for her. “The Order values diligence in all tasks, however humble. Don’t apologise for a little dirt gathered in the performance of them. Now to the matter at hand. The Wardens have intercepted communications regarding a high-ranking foreign official who arrived in Bastion three days ago. A man called Manwarr Hakeef, travelling under the auspices of a trade delegation from Baramün. We have reason to believe Hakeef’s presence is connected to an organisation known as the House of Arawn. A clandestine group of warlocks who practise arts forbidden even in the colonies of Akarnus Imperia.”

“The House of Arawn,” Guenivar repeated. “I’ve never heard of them.”

“Few have,” Tanith replied. “But they were known rivals of the Ashborn cult.”

“And the Ashborn were massacred just days ago. All of them, including Serafia.”

“Creating a power vacuum in Bastion’s underworld,” Tanith confirmed. “One the House of Arawn stands to benefit from most directly.”

“So we think his arrival has something to do with the stolen codex?” Absolon asked.

“We don’t know,” said Tanith. “But it could be more than mere coincidence that a foreign dignitary with links to a powerful underground organisation arrives in the city at the same time its major rival is wiped out. A rival responsible for the very theft you are investigating.”

Absolon’s jaw tightened. “Then we should move against this Hakeef immediately. Detain him. Extract what information he has before more harm comes to Bastion.”

“That would be… inadvisable,” Tanith replied carefully. “Hakeef enjoys diplomatic protection. More importantly, he’s cultivated relationships among what remains of Bastion’s nobility. Any direct action against him would risk alienating our few remaining allies among the aristocracy. Perhaps even King Kronos himself.”

The implications were not lost on Guen. Bastion was dying, its social order crumbling as surely as its ancient spires. The nobility, who clung to what power remained with desperate fingers, would defend its waning might ferociously, and the Order could ill afford to antagonise them.

“So what? We sit idle while foreign agents plot against us?” Absolon’s voice carried an edge sharp enough to cut. “Let me take a contingent of Sentinels to whatever hole this Hakeef is hiding in. I can make him tell us what we need to know.”

“And risk an international incident when Morrengard can least afford it?” Tanith countered. “The War of Legions left us weakened, Absolon. Our forces are stretched thin, our former might depleted. Should their delegate be harmed, Baramün might cut off all diplomatic and trade ties. As one of the few remaining territories on the continent still not annexed by the Imperia, that is something we cannot risk. But there are other ways to bait this trap.”

“You have a plan?”

Tanith nodded. “We need information before we can move against Hakeef. That’s assuming he’s involved in anything illicit at all. Specifically, we need to confirm Hakeef’s connection to the House of Arawn and determine what they’re planning.” Her gaze settled on Guenivar. “That’s where you come in, Blackmere.”

Guenivar straightened, surprised to suddenly be the focus of attention. “Me, High Marshal?”

“In three days there will be a gathering at Hoarcrest Manor,” Tanith explained. “An affair for Bastion’s remaining nobility and select foreign dignitaries. Hakeef is expected to be there.”

“You want me to… attend?” Guenivar asked, though she already suspected the answer.

“We need someone who can secure an invitation to such an exclusive gathering. Someone who can move freely among the aristocracy. Someone who can observe Hakeef without arousing suspicion.”

“You want me to take advantage of my family connections,” she said, a hollow feeling spreading through her chest.

“Your father is Lord Aldric Blackmere, is he not? A man with ties to half the aristocracy in Bastion.”

“Was,” Guenivar corrected. “Lord Aldric Blackmere was my father. I have no kin now but the Order of Draken. No father but King Kronos.”

Tanith took on a pained expression. “I am aware of your oaths, Blackmere. And I admire your commitment. But this situation requires a certain amount of… creativity.”

“When I joined the Order,” Guenivar continued, choosing her words carefully, “I severed all ties with House Blackmere. My father made it abundantly clear that in doing so, I was no longer his daughter. I haven’t spoken to him in five years.”

She didn’t add the rest: the bitter arguments, her father’s cold fury, his final pronouncement that she was dead to him, entombed in the family crypt alongside ancestors who’d had the good grace to know their place. The way he’d turned his back as she left, refusing even to watch her go.

“I understand this may be difficult,” Tanith said, her tone softening slightly. “But the question remains: Could you leverage your family name to secure access to this gathering?”

Guenivar considered it. “I… possibly. The Blackmere name still carries weight, even if I’ve been disowned. But my father would never—”

“We’re not asking you to reconcile with your family. Merely to utilise the advantage and knowledge you possess.”

Guenivar glanced at Absolon, finding his gaze surprisingly intent. Was that scepticism in his eyes? Or something else?

“With all respect, High Marshal, there’s another consideration. Hoarcrest Manor is the seat of Countess Elspeth Ravenning. The gathering will be attended by Bastion’s high nobility. The Corswains, the Whiteharts, perhaps even representatives from the First Houses. It’s not just a matter of getting invitations. One misstep, one breach of protocol, would immediately mark us as interlopers.”

She didn’t look at Absolon directly, but her meaning was clear to everyone present. The Knight Commander, for all his martial prowess, would be as out of place among the aristocracy as a wolf at a lamb’s birthing ceremony.

A flicker of amusement crossed Tanith’s scarred features. “Are you suggesting Knight Commander Creed lacks the refinement for this mission?”

Guenivar felt heat rise to her cheeks. “Not at all, High Marshal. I merely—”

“Blackmere has a point,” Absolon interrupted. “The ballrooms of stately manors are not my battlefield.”

“And yet they are a battlefield nonetheless,” Tanith replied. “One where the fate of Bastion may well be decided.” She turned back to Guenivar. “So I ask again, Blackmere: Can you secure these invitations?”

In that moment, Guenivar felt the weight of her oath to the Order pressing against a tangle of emotions she’d spent five years burying. The hurt, the anger, the lingering threads of love for a family that had rejected her.

“Yes,” she said finally. “House Blackmere maintains a standing invitation to all gatherings at Hoarcrest Manor. Even if my father refuses to acknowledge me, certain members of the household staff would remember who I am… was. I can… find a way.”

Tanith nodded in approval. “Good. You and Knight Commander Creed will attend the gathering, observe Hakeef, and determine what connection he has to the House of Arawn. Under no circumstances are you to confront him directly or reveal your affiliation with the Order. This is strictly reconnaissance.”

“And if we discover evidence of imminent threat?” Absolon asked.

“You report back immediately,” Tanith said firmly. “The Order will work out what to do. We cannot risk exposing our knowledge prematurely.”

Guenivar glanced at Absolon, trying to imagine him navigating the viper’s nest of Bastion’s aristocracy. His rough-hewn features, the way he moved like a predator on the hunt: It would all mark him as an outsider as soon as he walked through the door.

“You’ll need appropriate attire,” Tanith said. “I expect you to prepare immediately. Dismissed.”

Guenivar followed Absolon as he strode from the war room. Only then did she realise her fists were clenched so tightly that her nails bit into her palms. The prospect of using her family connections, of potentially encountering her father after five years of silence, left her stomach churning like a storm-tossed sea.

The garrison corridors were cool and dim after the close atmosphere of the war room, and she watched Absolon disappear down a flight of stairs without so much as a word. When she had gathered herself, she made her own way down through the keep and out into the welcoming daylight.

She crossed the main courtyard, intending to head toward the stables to requisition a horse. If she was to have any hope of securing invitations to the ball at Hoarcrest she had to act quickly. It was then she spotted them, partially hidden in the shadow of a stone archway near the western wall. Even at this distance, Absolon’s broad-shouldered silhouette was unmistakable. The other man was cadaverously thin, and she immediately recognised Emanius Ordway, the Order’s master alchemist. He must have accompanied the high marshal when she came down from the Valenspire.

Guenivar slowed her pace instinctively, something in their furtive postures making her wary of drawing attention. Emanius was passing something to Absolon, the same blue substance she’d seen him consume on the battlements before he melted back into the shadows of the garrison.

As much as she still wanted to intervene, she knew there was nothing that could be done. Absolon had already made his opinion clear, and Savaric had let her know the reason he was so reliant on the lixir. It was not her place to judge.

No, better she concentrate on her current task. Once that was done, perhaps there would be opportunity to help Creed with his own battle.

For now, she had a ball to prepare for, and ghosts from the past to face.







ROLLING IN THE DEEP

The collar of Absolon’s borrowed finery choked like a garrotte. The grey doublet, unearthed from some forgotten corner of the Order’s stores, pinched across his shoulders and constricted his chest with each breath. Silver thread twisted in elaborately embroidered patterns that mocked the simplicity of the battle plate he’d grown accustomed to. How long had it been since he’d worn anything but armour or the simple garb of a soldier? Years, certainly. Perhaps a decade. He could only hope it was many more years before he had to wear it again.

Through the carriage window, Hoarcrest Manor emerged from the darkness, perched atop the highest hill north of Bastion. Gold gleamed in the moonlight, as a steady procession of ornate carriages wound its way up the torchlit driveway, disgorging its opulent cargo: the remnants of Morrengard’s aristocracy, dripping with jewels that could have fed the slum districts for a year.

His vehicle jolted to a halt, and a footman opened the door with practised deference. “Welcome to Hoarcrest, milord.”

Absolon descended awkwardly, his knee nearly buckling beneath him as he stepped onto solid ground. The manor rose before him like a temple to decadence. Columns of basalt soared upward, their capitals carved with intricate shapes. Great windows blazed with candlelight, and music drifted outward, strings playing something melancholy and refined.

Another servant materialised at his elbow, this one wearing the gold eagle emblem of House Ravenning embroidered upon his polished tin breast.

“Invitation, sir?”

The man’s eyes widened slightly as he took in Absolon’s appearance, no doubt unused to the grim visage and stiff posture of a career soldier. Absolon produced the invitation that Guenivar had secured through her connections. It was a thick piece of creamy vellum bearing the seal of House Vayne, allies of the Blackmeres who either didn’t know or didn’t care about the estrangement between Guenivar and her father.

“This appears to be… in order.”

“You were expecting something different?” Absolon asked, in as demanding a tone as he could muster.

The servant offered a shallow bow. “Of course not, milord. Countess Ravenning welcomes you to Hoarcrest.”

Absolon strode past him, resisting his habit of casually resting his hand on the hilt of a sword that wasn’t there. In its place hung a ceremonial dagger, little more than an ornament, and all that was traditionally allowed to be carried at these events. But one never knew when the upper classes might get a taste for murder after a bellyfull of wine.

The foyer beyond the entrance yawned wide, all marble floors and vaulted ceilings that carried the music and chatter to near-deafening heights. Painted scenes of ancient battles adorned the walls, bearing dramatised depictions little resembling the blood and guts of actual combat.

Absolon moved through the throng with the caution of a man entering enemy territory. Ladies in silks and brocades fluttered fans before painted faces, their eyes glancing across him before dismissing him as unworthy of attention. Men in fine doublets clustered in tight formations, goblets of wine held aloft as they discussed banalities only the rich would care about.

“Wine, my lord?”

A servant offered a tray laden with crystal goblets. Absolon took one, playing his role as best he could, sipping the wine without tasting it, his eyes constantly scanning the gathering for either Guenivar’s familiar figure or the distinctive Baramünian robes that would mark Manwarr Hakeef. Their plan was straightforward enough: observe the diplomat, watch for any suspicious interactions, and leave without drawing attention. What could be simpler? Though past experience had taught him these things seldom went according to plan.

He moved deeper into the ballroom, a cathedral-like space with a ceiling painted in scenes from Morrengard’s mythic past. The Wormwood Throne’s ascension to dominance, the Dragon Exalted bestowing blessings upon the first King Kronos, the signing of the Compact of Houses that had established peace between the feuding noble families centuries ago. Peace that had ultimately proven as fragile as the painted plaster it was memorialised upon.

Candles by the hundred burned in massive chandeliers overhead, their light catching on bejewelled throats and gem-encrusted fingers. The air was thick with competing perfumes, sweet and cloying. It struck Absolon as another form of dishonesty, another mask to wear in this theatre of pretension…

“By the Six Gods, is that Absolon Creed?”

The voice cut through the noise of the ball, too loud and too familiar. Absolon turned to find a face he hadn’t seen in seven years. Harrick Revaine, once a captain in the King’s Own, was now grown fat on peacetime excess. His red face suggested a fancy for wine and rich food, his once-fierce beard now meticulously groomed and perfumed. Behind him stood two other officers from the War of Legions, their names momentarily escaping Absolon’s recollection.

“I’d heard rumours you were still stalking Bastion’s streets,” Revaine continued, clapping Absolon on the shoulder with a hand that glittered with rings. “Creed, the Mage Cleaver himself. Gods, how long has it been since we were in action together? Where was it? Stonecross Ridge? Dolus Keep?”

“Dolus,” Absolon confirmed, the memory of that bloody siege rising unbidden. Three thousand men lost in a single day, all to capture a fortress that had been abandoned a week later.

“Dolus! Of course,” Revaine boomed. “One of the defining victories of the campaign. I was telling Baron Willmer here just the other day about how we stormed the breach.”

Absolon’s jaw tightened as he looked past Revaine, recognising the men behind him. Baron Willmer, his once-sharp features now softened by peace, and Count Dornach, who had commanded from miles behind the front lines and never seen a speck of action in all his days. Both wore formal military dress uniforms adorned with medals and ribbons that Absolon knew with certainty they had not earned.

“I remember storming the breach,” Absolon said. “I didn’t see you there.”

Revaine’s smile faltered only briefly. “Well, you wouldn’t have, would you? Thick of the fighting, and all that. You Knights Sentinel were always in the vanguard. Quite the reputation you built, Creed. Quite the legend.”

The word “legend” hung in the air between them. To Absolon’s ear it sounded much like “relic,” as though he were an artefact from a time best forgotten, preserved now only as a curiosity.

“Still with the Order, are you?” Baron Willmer asked, swirling wine in a crystal goblet. “Chasing ghosts and wytches through the slums.”

“Someone has to,” Absolon replied, forcing himself to maintain the facade of civility. “The Order remains as vigilant as ever.”

“Vigilant! Yes, that’s the word,” Count Dornach interjected, his voice carrying a nasal quality. “Though what exactly you’re vigilant against these days remains something of a mystery. The war is over, Creed. We won.”

“Not all wars end when the fighting is done,” Absolon said, his gaze moving past them, still searching for either Guenivar or their target. “Some merely change their nature.”

Revaine laughed, a booming sound that grated against Absolon’s fraying nerves. “Ever the soldier! That’s Creed for you, gentlemen. Some men are simply unable to lay down their swords. It’s in their blood, I suppose. That need for war. For an enemy to fight.”

“As opposed to the need for self-aggrandisement?” The words escaped before Absolon could swallow them down.

Revaine’s jovial expression hardened, a glimpse of the ruthless captain he’d once been showing through the veneer of gentility. Then, as quickly as it had disappeared, the convivial mask returned.

“Always the wit,” Revaine said, clapping Absolon’s shoulder once more.

They both knew he had never been anything of the sort.

The awkward silence that followed was broken by the arrival of a young noble, resplendent in eggshell blue, who greeted Revaine with the exaggerated deference of a man seeking favour. As their conversation turned to matters of landholdings and trading prospects, Absolon found himself searching the crowd with growing urgency, desperate for an excuse to extract himself before his tenuous grip on manners shattered completely…

Guenivar stood before a gilded mirror in Hoarcrest Manor’s opulent washroom, confronted by a stranger wearing her face. The emerald gown clung to her frame in ways that made her profoundly uncomfortable, the bodice cut lower than anything she’d ever worn. Five years of martial training had sculpted her body against the gown’s intentions. Her shoulders were too broad, arms too defined, the calluses on her hands standing in stark contrast to the delicate beadwork that adorned her wrists.

She ran fingers across the intricate embroidery at her waist, feeling the reassuring outline of a small dagger concealed in a specially sewn pocket. Hopefully she wouldn’t have to draw it, though for some reason she already felt tempted.

“You simply must try this scent,” warbled a woman to her left, a preening peacock draped in green silk. “Imported from the Spinward Archipelago at ruinous expense, but so worth it.”

She extended a wrist toward Guenivar, who dutifully bent her head to inhale the cloying stink of overripe fruit and something musky. It reminded her of the incense that had burned in her father’s study when she was a child.

“Exquisite,” she lied.

The washroom exemplified Hoarcrest’s ostentatious excess. Two golden faucets were shaped like lion heads that produced a steady flow of heated water, the mirrors were framed in gilt, imported towels of linen piled high, so fine they were like silk against the skin. Yet beneath this veneer of luxury, Guenivar noted the signs of decay that plagued all of Bastion’s noble houses. Hairline cracks in the plaster ceiling, a faint patina of tarnish on the gold, cobwebs in the high corners that the servants had overlooked. Like the nobility itself, Hoarcrest Manor’s grandeur was a carefully maintained facade, crumbling slowly from within.

“Lady Merlowe has secured a betrothal for her youngest,” chatted another woman as she adjusted an elaborate coiffure before the mirror. “A second son of House Corswain. Not a direct heir, of course, but he has excellent prospects at the king’s court.”

“How fortunate,” replied her companion, powdering her already pale décolletage. “Though I hear the Corswain estates are mortgaged to the hilt. The war left them with little but their name, impressive though it may be.”

The conversation flowed around Guenivar, the familiar rhythms of aristocratic gossip washing over her like background noise. This had been the rhythm of her childhood, the constant evaluation of lineages and fortunes, the strategic marriages arranged like military campaigns, the endless jockeying for position in a hierarchy as rigid as it was ultimately meaningless.

A serving girl no older than fourteen knelt to adjust the hem of a noblewoman’s gown, her fingers raw and red from lye soap. The lady didn’t acknowledge her existence, continuing her conversation without pause as the girl worked. Guenivar caught the servant’s eye for a brief moment, seeing the surprise there at being noticed at all. Had she ever been that blind to the people who maintained her family’s estate? Probably. Privilege had a way of rendering others invisible. Now it was Guenivar who was the one yearning for anonymity.

Another glance in the mirror. That same stranger staring back.

With a final adjustment to the bodice that barely covered what propriety demanded, Guenivar exited the washroom and stepped into the grand ballroom. The space stretched before her like a sea of silk and jewels. Musicians played on a raised dais at the far end of the hall, their strings creating a melancholy backdrop to the chatter and laughter of Bastion’s elite. She moved through the crowd with practised grace, her training lending her movements a fluid economy at odds with the affected posturing of the nobles around her. Eyes followed her progress, some curious, some calculating, some openly hostile. A daughter of House Blackmere who had publicly rejected her heritage was bound to draw attention, particularly in this insular world where reputation was currency and scandal the most coveted form of entertainment.

Across the room, she spotted Absolon standing awkwardly among a group of uniformed men, his discomfort evident. Even in borrowed finery, he carried himself like a soldier, a predator among pampered house cats. The men surrounding him wore dress uniforms adorned with medals, their postures suggesting military experience though their softened physiques spoke of years away from the battlefield.

Guenivar’s gaze swept the ballroom, searching for the distinctive robes that would mark Manwarr Hakeef among the sea of Morrengard finery. According to their intelligence, the Baramünian diplomat favoured garments of red and gold, cut in a flowing style. Such attire would stand out starkly against the more structured Morrengard fashions.

A couple swirled past in a dance, the lady’s skirts brushing against Guenivar’s gown. She sidestepped smoothly, continuing her circuit of the room…

“Guenivar?”

The voice froze her in place with its achingly familiar authority. For a brief, irrational moment, she considered feigning deafness and carrying on her way. Instead, she straightened and turned to face the man she had not seen in five years.

Lord Aldric Blackmere stood before her, his imposing figure clad in black velvet with the silver fox emblem of their house emblazoned across his chest. His iron-grey hair was swept back from a high forehead, and those piercing green eyes—so like her own—regarded her with an expression that flitted from surprise to calculation in the space of a heartbeat.

“Father,” she said. “How nice to see you.”

“Cut down seven of the Iron Queen’s warlocks in a single charge. Seven!” Harrick Revaine’s voice had grown louder with each cup of wine, his audience expanding to include a cluster of wide-eyed young nobles who had never seen battle. “With that black blade of his… what was it called again, Creed?”

“Hallowbane,” Absolon supplied.

The memory of that day was not one of glory but of desperation. Of men dying in screaming agony as eldritch fire consumed them from within, filling the air with the stench of burning flesh and the chill taste of terror.

“Hallowbane! Yes, precisely.” Revaine gestured expansively, nearly sloshing wine onto the polished floor. “Blessed by the Supreme Hierocantus himself, wasn’t it?”

Absolon merely nodded, his patience wearing thinner with each embellishment. The sword had indeed been blessed, but not for any mystical purpose. The ritual was meant to give men courage in the face of horrors no mortal should witness, not any divine powers. The steel had done the killing, not godly intervention.

“Enough of these old war stories, Harrick,” chimed in Baron Willmer, gesturing to the eager young faces looking on with rapt attention. “These lads should be looking forward, not backward.”

“Bah.” Revaine waved dismissively. “These men need to understand our sacrifice. The cost of the peace they now enjoy.”

Sacrifice. Cost. The words rang hollow coming from men who had commanded from the safety of fortified camps, whose “sacrifices” had been rewarded with titles and estates while common soldiers returned to squalor and night terrors.

“Speaking of costs,” Count Dornach interjected, his nasal voice carrying over the ambient noise of the ball, “just the other day I was telling Lord Merlowe about our defence of Irongate Pass. An Akarnian axe very nearly took my head off, but I led the countercharge regardless. Duty above all, as they say.”

Absolon’s jaw clenched hard enough to ache. Two hundred knights had died holding that pass against an Akarnian vanguard, their names forgotten while Dornach wore medals that took credit for their sacrifice.

“I don’t recall you at Irongate,” Absolon said, the words slipping out before he could stop them.

The assembled nobles fell silent, wine goblets halting midway to lips.

Dornach’s face flushed crimson. “I beg your pardon?”

“Irongate Pass,” Absolon repeated, his voice steady despite the rage building in his chest. “Knight Commander Mallory led the countercharge. I was there when he died. You were not.”

Dornach’s mouth opened and closed as if he were a landed fish, his eyes darting to the other nobles, who watched with the hungry anticipation of those scenting public humiliation.

Revaine stepped between them, forced joviality plastered across his florid face. “Memory plays tricks on us all, doesn’t it? The fog of war and all that. I’m sure Dornach meant to say he coordinated the defence from a strategic position. Command requires a broader view of the battlefield, after all.”

“Of course,” Absolon replied with cold civility. “A broader view. From two miles distant.”

A nervous titter ran through the assembled nobles. Dornach’s face had progressed from red to purple, a vein throbbing visibly at his temple. Before he could respond, Revaine clapped a meaty hand on Absolon’s shoulder, squeezing with unnecessary force.

“You must forgive our friend Creed,” Revaine said to the gathering. “Knights Sentinel see battle from the trenches. A different perspective entirely from those of us with tactical responsibilities.”

The condescension in his tone was unmistakable. To these men, Absolon was a blunt instrument, useful in war but socially inconvenient in peace. His continued existence was a reminder of unpleasant necessities best forgotten.

“Why, just last month,” Revaine continued, “I was explaining to young Lord Tenevor here how we used strategy to secure the eastern provinces. You see, boy, the key was cutting the Akarnian supply lines at the River Mord. I personally led a company of—”

“You commanded the supply wagons,” Absolon cut in, unable to stomach another self-aggrandising lie. “Your ‘company’ consisted of quartermasters and cooks.”

The silence that followed was absolute. Revaine’s jovial mask slipped, revealing the cold calculation beneath.

“You forget yourself, Creed,” he said softly, all pretence of camaraderie evaporating. “We are not in your Sentinel garrison now.”

“No,” Absolon agreed, meeting his gaze without flinching. “We’re in a ballroom, surrounded by impressionable young men who deserve the truth, rather than fanciful tales about wars none of you ever saw.”

Tension crackled between them. Absolon was acutely aware of the eyes upon them, the hungry anticipation of scandal, the potential consequences of causing a scene at a gathering of Bastion’s elite.

“Perhaps,” Revaine said, his voice pitched low enough that only those nearest could hear, “you’re simply bitter that some of us were able to return to civilisation after the war. Not everyone is suited for peacetime, Creed. Some men are simply… damaged goods.”

Something tightened in Absolon’s chest. His hand moved unconsciously toward his belt where Hallowbane would normally hang, finding only the ceremonial dagger. Its hilt was smooth beneath his fingers, and he had ensured the blade was sharp enough to open a man’s throat with little effort. For a terrible moment, he imagined the spray of arterial blood across Revaine’s immaculate uniform, the shock in those pompous eyes as his life drained away.

The image passed as quickly as it had formed. He was not a murderer of unarmed men, regardless of how richly they might deserve it. The Order stood for more than petty vengeance. Besides, he had a mission to complete. Guenivar was somewhere in this glittering sea of finery, counting on his discretion.

“You speak of things you cannot understand, Revaine,” he said finally. “And I have no desire to enlighten you. Enjoy your evening.”

He turned and let the crowd consume him before Revaine could respond and push him beyond the limits of his self-control. As he marched away, he realised his glass was empty. Hopefully somewhere there was another servant with another drink waiting.

“This is… unexpected,” Lord Aldric said.

Guenivar met his gaze as, around them, nobles pretended not to listen while straining to catch every word, hungry for the spectacle of the prodigal Blackmere daughter confronting the father who had disowned her.

“You’re looking well,” she replied. It wasn’t entirely a lie; Aldric Blackmere cut an imposing figure even now, in his sixth decade.

He firmly grasped her elbow and guided her out onto a balcony framed by heavy velvet curtains. The cool night air washed over her, a momentary relief from the stuffy confines of the ballroom. Below, the gardens of Hoarcrest Manor stretched into darkness, their carefully maintained hedgerows forming elaborate patterns visible only from this height.

“Five years without a word,” Aldric said, releasing her arm. “And now you appear at Hoarcrest as though nothing has transpired between us. Explain yourself.”

Part of her—the part that had endured brutal training and faced down pyromancers—wanted to tell him precisely what she thought of his imperious demands. Another part, the child who had spent years seeking his approval, longed to offer excuses.

She settled for neither. “I didn’t come to cause a scene, Father.”

To her surprise, Aldric’s expression softened slightly, the stern lines of his face easing into something that, in another man, might have resembled kindness. “Then you’ve reconsidered your… experiment with the Order?”

Guenivar hesitated, seeing an opportunity in this misunderstanding. If her father believed she might be returning to the fold, it would explain her presence here.

“Things change,” she said vaguely, not quite confirming his assumption but not correcting it either.

The stern patriarch momentarily vanished, replaced by the father she barely remembered from early childhood, before her mother’s death, before the weight of House Blackmere’s future had settled on his shoulders like an anvil.

“This is excellent news, Guen.” His hand moved to her shoulder, the touch unfamiliar after so many years. “The timing couldn’t be better. With the current political climate, House Blackmere needs every advantage.”

Of course. Every advantage. Not because he’d missed his daughter or regretted their estrangement, but because her return would serve his political machinations. Guenivar kept her expression blank as Lord Aldric continued.

“Your cousin Igraine’s betrothal fell through last month. That simpering fool Corswain found a richer prospect in Nyx. But there’s now an opportunity with House Tenevor that would stabilise our northern holdings. I was planning on introducing Igraine to the lad, but with you back in the fold his head is sure to turn our way.”

He spoke rapidly, as though afraid she might vanish if he didn’t secure her cooperation immediately. Each word hammered home the reality of what her life would have been. Not a daughter but a commodity, a chess piece to be moved across the board of aristocratic ambition.

“So nothing has changed,” she answered, unable to maintain the charade a moment longer. “You still see me only as currency to be traded in your games.”

Warmth drained from Lord Aldric’s face. “You mistake pragmatism for callousness, daughter. This is the way of the world. Our world. What did you imagine awaited you at the Order? Glory? Purpose?”

“At least as a Knight Sentinel, I serve something greater than family ambition.”

“Greater?” The single word dripped contempt. “The Order of Draken is a relic, Guen. A tool of a dying monarchy, clinging to traditions while Morrengard crumbles. You’ve sacrificed your birthright to serve a king who can barely remember his own name, much less rule a nation.”

Guenivar stiffened at her father’s treasonous words. “You never understood. It wasn’t about escaping you, or even about serving the king. It was about finding my own path, making my own choices.”

“Choices,” he scoffed. “You chose to abandon centuries of tradition, to reject the responsibility of your birth. For what? Freedom? I had hoped five years in the real world might have taught you something. But I see you’re still the stubborn child who stormed out of my study all those years ago.”

“And you’re still the same ambitious schemer who sees people only as tools for advancement. Even your own daughter.”

“You know nothing of what I’ve sacrificed to maintain our family’s position, to ensure House Blackmere survives in a world intent on our destruction. Every move I’ve made, every alliance forged, all of it to secure a future you seem determined to reject.”

“A future I never asked for. A future I never wanted.”

“Want?” Lord Aldric’s voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. “Since when does want factor into it? Do you think I wanted to marry your mother? A cold, distant woman from a fallen house, whose only virtue was her impeccable bloodline? I did my duty. I produced an heir. I maintained our position among the nobility while others fell to ruin. All I ever asked was that you might do the same.”

Guenivar flinched at the casual dismissal of her mother. A woman whose face she could barely remember, who had died when Guenivar was six years old. The stories she had heard from the servants painted a different picture. She was said to have been a vibrant, intelligent woman, slowly crushed beneath the weight of Aldric’s ambition, fading year by year until illness had finally claimed her.

Before Guenivar could bite back at her father, from the corner of her eye she caught a flash of movement in the ballroom beyond… the distinctive red-and-gold robes of Manwarr Hakeef, disappearing through a side door. Their quarry was on the move, and she had wasted precious time with this fruitless confrontation.

“Excuse me, Father,” she said abruptly. “But I think we’ve talked enough. Perhaps we could do this again… in another five years.”

She turned away before he could respond, moving purposefully back inside, feeling her father’s gaze burning into her back. Five years gone, and still he could make her feel like that insecure little girl seeking approval she would never receive. But she was not that girl anymore. She had chosen her path, had sacrificed luxury and privilege for purpose and duty.

And no matter what Lord Aldric Blackmere believed, she would not regret that choice.







A PAINFUL LESSON

Absolon drifted through the crowd like a ghost haunting a house it had never lived in. Sweat ran down his spine in uncomfortable rivulets as all around him, Bastion’s nobility performed their insincere dance, their voices a cacophonous din pounding against his skull.

Laughter rose and fell in waves across the ballroom of Hoarcrest Manor. The clink of crystal goblets punctuated conversations. Silk rustled against velvet. Perfume mingled with the tang of overpriced wine. The harmony of the string quartet’s melody washed over it all, lending an air of refinement to the proceedings.

But none of it felt real to Absolon.

The bright swirling colour of nobles in their finery began to blur at the edges of his vision, merging with the nightmares that waited perpetually in the shadows of his mind. A young lordling’s red waistcoat transformed briefly into the blood-soaked jerkin of a fallen soldier crying for his mother in the mud. The high-pitched titter of a noblewoman became the keening wail of a dying scout. The quartet’s melody distorted, strings screeching like a blast of arcane fire across the Eastenmarch.

He closed his eyes, willing the visions away, but darkness only made them more vivid.

When he opened them again, the ballroom’s glittering chandeliers pulsed like signal fires illuminating a battlefield. The scent of roses and jasmine gave way to the metallic tang of blood and the acrid stink of charred bodies. The marble tiles beneath his feet shifted treacherously, transforming into the sucking mud of Stonecross Ridge.

A servant passed with a tray of wine. Absolon snatched a goblet, draining it in a single swallow. The vintage was exquisite, wasted on his palate, but the warmth spreading through his chest granted him a moment’s respite from the rising panic. But only a moment.

The faces around him began to shift, aristocratic leers giving way to the ghosts of men he’d commanded to their deaths, young knights whose names were now etched in memoriam on the walls of the Valenspire. Even as he watched, a young viscount laughed nearby, the sound transforming into the screams of Jared Fulke as Akarnian fleshcrafters worked their profane arts upon his writhing form.

Not here. Not now.

Absolon clenched his jaw so tightly pain lanced through his temple. His vision tunnelled, the edges of the room darkening as though smoke from a distant battlefield was rolling in to claim him once more…

“Knight Commander.”

The voice cut through the chaos of his mind, grounding him instantly.

Guenivar Blackmere stood before him, her emerald gown standing out amid the swirl of colours like a beacon in fog. The sight of her dragged him back from the precipice, but her eyes, shrewd and assessing, told him she recognised something was amiss, though she had the grace not to comment on it.

“I’ve spotted Manwarr,” she said quietly so that only he could hear. “He’s headed through a side door with another man. We need to follow now.”

Absolon nodded, grateful beyond words for the interruption. “Lead the way.”

Guenivar turned, navigating the crowd with the practised ease of someone born to these gilded halls. He followed in her wake, the green of her gown becoming his anchor as they wove between clusters of noblemen engaged in their petty politicking, ladies with painted faces and venomous tongues, servants bearing trays of delicacies worth more than a commoner might earn in a month.

They passed through an archway draped with heavy velvet, leaving the main ballroom behind. The sudden quiet allowed Absolon to draw a proper breath for the first time in what felt like hours.

The corridor beyond was dimly lit, portraits of Hoarcrest luminaries lining the walls. Painted eyes seemed to follow their progress, generations of aristocrats glaring down at the interlopers in their demesne.

“This way,” Guenivar murmured, leading him deeper into the manor’s labyrinthine passages.

The absence of guards in these private areas spoke to the complacency of the nobility. They believed their status protected them from the threats that plagued the rest of Morrengard, never considering that the most insidious dangers might wear similarly fine clothing and speak with cultured voices.

They passed a small library with its door slightly ajar, a sliver of warm light spilling onto the corridor’s carpet. Absolon caught Guenivar’s elbow, halting her progress, and gestured silently toward the opening. Through the crack in the door, he glimpsed their quarry; Manwarr Hakeef stood near a writing desk, the crimson and gold of his Baramünian attire bold against the drab tones of the library’s furnishings. He was handing a small envelope to another man whose face remained in shadow.

“This is the location,” Manwarr said, his accent lending the words a musical cadence. “All will be waiting, as we agreed.”

The recipient murmured something too quiet to discern, then moved toward the far end of the room, disappearing behind a heavy curtain that likely concealed a servants’ passage.

Absolon assessed the situation with cold precision. This was an isolated location, and they had witnessed a secretive exchange. This foreign diplomat was clearly using his immunity as cover for illicit activities. But what to do about it?

Guenivar leaned closer. “Should we leave now? Report what we’ve observed?”

A reasonable suggestion. The cautious approach. The proper protocol.

But Absolon’s patience had worn thin from his night’s ordeal. The cloying perfumes, the meaningless chatter, the bragging of men who had never known true hardship, had frayed his already tenuous control. Each moment spent in this den of privilege was a reminder of the inequities he’d fought to protect, the machine that allowed these parasites to thrive while better men rotted in unmarked graves across the sea.

“We’re not leaving without answers,” he growled.

Before Guenivar could protest, Absolon pushed the door open fully and strode into the library.

Guenivar followed Absolon, silently cursing his impulsiveness. The library door swung shut behind them with a soft click, the sound of the musicians reduced to a distant murmur, as though the very walls were designed to keep the outside world at bay.

Manwarr Hakeef turned, his expression betraying only the mildest surprise before settling into a welcoming grin.

“Good evening,” he said, his voice carrying the melodic inflections of his homeland. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

His dark eyes assessed them, lingering briefly on the ill-fitting cut of Absolon’s borrowed finery before sliding to Guenivar’s face. She opened her mouth to respond with an appropriate pleasantry, the social graces ingrained since childhood rising automatically to the surface. Before she could speak, Absolon dispensed with all pretence.

“Who was that man?” he demanded. “What did you give him?”

Manwarr raised an elegantly groomed eyebrow. “That was a private conversation between associates. Nothing that need concern any other guests at this gathering.”

The implied rebuke was clear: that they were intruding where they had no right to be. In another life, Guenivar would have apologised for the interruption and retreated with the appropriate mutters of regret. But she was no longer that woman.

“Lord Hakeef, we know of your connection to the House of Arawn.”

A flicker of surprise across his face, quickly masked. A sure sign of guilt, apparent to anyone who knew how to recognise it.

“I have many connections in Bastion,” Manwarr replied, his voice even despite the momentary lapse in his composure. “Some social, some professional. It is a necessary part of my function as a diplomat. An office which affords me certain privileges and… immunities.”

“We’re not here to cause a diplomatic incident,” she assured him. “We simply require answers.”

Behind her, she could sense Absolon’s impatience rising like heat from a forge. Were he to take the lead his methods would be brutal, as he had demonstrated with Serafia. Perhaps even lethal.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you,” Manwarr said with finality, attempting to move past them toward the door.

Guenivar made a swift decision, knowing Absolon was still watching, assessing her worth to the Order with each passing moment. In one fluid motion, she gripped Manwarr’s arm just above the elbow and twisted sharply, employing a technique she had practised a hundred times in the Valenspire’s training hall. The precisely applied pressure drove Manwarr to one knee, and his eyes widened in disbelief that this woman would dare to lay hands upon him, much less with such effectiveness.

From the corner of her eye, Guenivar caught Absolon’s expression of surprise, mingled with approval. He had clearly expected to be the one initiating a physical confrontation.

“Lord Hakeef,” she said calmly, maintaining steady pressure on the joint, “I believe you may have misunderstood the nature of our inquiry.”

Absolon stood barring the door, watching as Guenivar grasped Manwarr’s arm with flawless precision. The technique was designed to inflict pain without damage and could be most effective against a larger opponent. Manwarr gasped in pain, his arrogant composure crumbling.

“Tell us who that man was and what you gave him,” she demanded, increasing pressure on the joint until Manwarr’s face contorted.

“Get your hands off me, you pig-fucking bitch,” Manwarr snarled. “Do you know who I aaaaaukk!”

Something gave way in his elbow with an audible crack, and the diplomat shrieked, the sound stifled as he bit down on his lower lip.

“Stop! Please!” he begged, sweat beading suddenly on his forehead. “You’re breaking diplomatic protocol. This is an act of war!”

Guenivar drew a slender dagger from her concealed pocket with her free hand, its silver blade catching the candlelight as she held it before the diplomat’s widened eyes. Manwarr, clearly unused to physical violence, began to panic, his resistance crumbling.

“Answer me, or—”

“Yes, that man was from the House of Arawn,” he gasped, the words spilling from his lips. “They’re planning to collect a shipment at the southern docks two nights from now. Wyrdglass. It’s being transported under diplomatic seal, my seal, to bypass the embargo.”

Absolon stiffened at the mention of wyrdglass. A crystalline mineral that stored arcane energies in high concentrations. It was highly regulated since the War of Legions, its possession forbidden in Morrengard.

He stepped closer, towering over the kneeling diplomat. “What are they planning to use it for?”

Manwarr shook his head frantically. “I don’t know! I’m merely the facilitator. They paid handsomely for my cooperation, but they didn’t share their plans.”

The panic in his voice suggested he was telling the truth. Here was a minor player in a larger scheme, useful for his diplomatic privileges but not privy to the inner workings of the conspiracy. Absolon had interrogated enough men to recognise genuine ignorance when he heard it.

Guenivar pressed the tip of her dagger against Manwarr’s throat, drawing a thin trickle of blood that traced a crimson line down to stain his elaborate collar. “If you’re lying to us—”

“I’m not lying!” Manwarr insisted in a strangled whisper to avoid pressing his throat further against the steel. “The shipment arrives at midnight, southern docks, Warehouse Seven. That’s all I know!”

Guenivar looked to Absolon. “What do we do with him?”

Absolon considered the ramifications of detaining or harming an official emissary, weighing them against the threat posed by wyrdglass falling into the wrong hands. The mission took precedence over all else, but creating an international incident would only complicate matters. If the Crown was forced to make reparations to Baramün for a diplomat’s mistreatment, it could jeopardise the Order’s standing with King Kronos. Moreover, if they eliminated Manwarr, the House of Arawn would know their plans had been compromised.

“We do nothing with him,” Absolon replied, glaring at Manwarr. “He won’t report this incident. If word of his involvement with the House of Arawn reaches the Sultan of Baramün, his diplomatic career ends. And if the House of Arawn learns he’s told anyone of their shipment… well, he’ll wish he was dead.”

The diplomat nodded frantically, eyes wide with fear. “I saw nothing, know nothing. This never happened.”

Absolon gestured for Guenivar to release him. She withdrew her dagger, sheathing it in its hidden pocket before stepping back, allowing Manwarr space to struggle to his feet. The diplomat cradled his injured arm against his chest, backing away toward the servants’ passage rather than returning to the ball. His retreat was ungraceful, lacking the poise that had marked him earlier, as though the comfortable fiction of his diplomatic immunity had been stripped away to reveal the pathetic man beneath.

When the velvet curtain fell closed behind him, Absolon exhaled slowly, feeling some of the tension drain. “Let’s go. We need to inform the high marshal immediately.”

As they stepped back into the corridor, the sounds of the ball washed over them once more, the music and laughter seeming at odds with what they’d just learned. With the arrival of eldritch wyrdglass, a threat of annihilation now loomed over the city if the Order didn’t stop it reaching the House of Arawn.

With haste, Absolon led them back through the chaos of the ballroom and out into the courtyard of Hoarcrest Manor. Strangely, the prospect of facing a cult of warlocks was much preferable to what he was leaving behind him at the ball.

The carriage rocked gently as it carried them back through the gates of Bastion, iron-shod wheels clattering against ancient cobblestones. Dark streets passed outside the window, occasional lamplights illuminating Guenivar’s reflection in the glass, that of a young woman in a beautiful gown with eyes that seemed older than she remembered.

“You did well,” Absolon said unexpectedly, breaking the silence they had observed since leaving Hoarcrest. “You showed resolve when it mattered.”

His voice lacked its usual gruffness, instead carrying a note of genuine approval that caught Guenivar off guard. She turned to face him, studying his scarred features in the dim light of the carriage lantern. Such validation from the veteran she’d been desperate to impress these past weeks should have pleased her. Yet it left her feeling strangely hollow, as though she’d purchased his approval with a piece of herself she hadn’t intended to sell.

Is this what earning his respect requires? Becoming the very brute I once judged him for being?

The realisation sat uncomfortably in her gut, like a stone lodged within her innards. She had joined the Order of Draken to serve a higher purpose, to protect the innocent from eldritch threats that lurked in every shadow. Yet tonight, she had been the threat, using brutality and fear to extract information from a man who, despite his crimes, had posed no physical danger to her.

“My father was at the ball,” she said, changing the subject to avoid her own disquieting thoughts. “He thought I had returned to take my place in House Blackmere. He spoke of betrothals and political alliances before I’d even finished greeting him. Five years of silence, and nothing has changed. He still sees me as an asset to be traded for advantage.”

Absolon listened without interrupting, his expression unreadable.

“He offered me everything I had turned my back on. Status, wealth, the protection of our family name. A life of privilege away from…”

She gestured vaguely. Outside, they had passed the edge of the Godfane District, the ancient manses giving way to the more modest dwellings of merchants and skilled artisans. Ahead lay the sprawl of the Lower Ward, where squalor and desperation bred the very dangers they had sworn to combat.

“Were you tempted?” Absolon asked.

Guenivar shook her head without hesitation. “Never. What is House Blackmere but a name? The Order of Draken is my family now. Its purpose is my purpose.”

She expected such a declaration of loyalty to please him, this hardened knight who embodied the Order’s ideals so completely that he seemed more symbol than man. But instead, his expression darkened, a shadow passing across his hard features.

“Be careful where you place your faith, Guenivar,” he said, his voice suddenly distant. “The Order is made of men and women who are all fallible. All corruptible.”

The intensity in his eyes unsettled her. “What do you mean? The Order stands between Morrengard and chaos. We uphold the Crown’s law, protect the innocent—”

“We tell ourselves these things, yes.” His gaze drifted to the window, watching the city pass by rather than meeting her eyes. “But every order, every institution, no matter how noble its founding principles, can rot from within. Power corrupts. Zealotry blinds. Never stop questioning, never stop watching. Even those you trust most.”

“So you trust no one?”

Absolon thought on that for a moment, before a little light ignited in his eyes. “I trust Victarine.”

“Who?”

“She is a crow,” he replied with half a grin. “An animal I nursed back to health, who has stayed by my side despite the chance of freedom. I trust her more than any knight.”

Something in his tone—a bitterness, perhaps, or a resignation—made her wonder what he had witnessed in his years of service that could inspire such cynicism in a man who had given everything to the Order.

“Can I not place my faith in you, then?” she asked.

The question hung between them, as Absolon continued looking out at the darkened streets of Bastion. Rain had begun to fall, droplets streaking the window, distorting the city beyond into a smeared watercolour.

“Me least of all,” he said quietly, almost to himself.

What sins weighed on this man that he would warn her against trusting him? What had he seen or done in service to the Order that had planted this seed of doubt? More importantly, if she couldn’t trust her commander, if she couldn’t trust the Order she had sacrificed everything to join, then what could she trust?

Nothing, it seemed.







INFERNAL PLANS

Oil lamps hung on the walls of the war room, casting a glow across its heavy oak table. A map of Bastion’s docklands was spread upon it, corners secured by ornate daggers whose hilts bore the snarling dragon-head emblem of the Order of Draken.

Absolon stood to the right of High Marshal Isgar, his eyes fixed on the schematic before him. A dull throb in his knee and he shifted his weight subtly, careful not to betray his discomfort as Tanith’s finger traced the path from harbour to warehouse.

“Our informants confirm the Baramünian vessel docked yesterday at the wharf. The cargo was offloaded under diplomatic seal and placed in Warehouse Seven. If Manwarr Hakeef’s confession is reliable, the House of Arawn will attempt to claim the wyrdglass tonight.”

Around the table stood five other senior knights—Sentinels Matthis Vorme and Doran Caldar, and Wardens Lysette Tybor and Raff Kord. Absolon knew them all from old, each one stalwart and reliable. Exactly the kind of knights he would want beside him when heading into the unknown. And of course, there was Savaric Frost. Tanith had thought it best he join them for this, his experience being invaluable. Their eyes had met as they waited for the meeting to begin, and Savaric had offered the slightest of nods. Just like old times, Absolon imagined him saying. But Absolon wasn’t sure if it was, or if what they faced was an entirely new danger all its own.

Behind him, Guenivar stood at a respectful distance. How she would handle herself remained to be seen, but if their encounters at the Athenaeum and Hoarcrest were anything to go by, she would more than hold her own.

“Wyrdglass,” Caldar murmured. “Gods preserve us if they manage to secure it.”

“The gods will have no part in this,” Tanith replied. “We alone stand between Bastion and catastrophe. I will personally command the mission to secure the shipment. Our priority is to prevent it from falling into the warlocks’ hands, but we also need information. That is why we will allow them to approach the warehouse, then launch the ambush. We must then secure captives and keep them alive long enough for us to question them.”

Simple enough in theory. In practice, subduing someone versed in the eldritch powers and not killing them in the bargain was an altogether more difficult prospect.

“The Wardens will be positioned here and here,” Tanith continued, indicating two rooftops overlooking the approach to the dockyard. “They will signal when the warlocks are sighted and provide cover once we engage.”

“It will be done,” said Kord.

“Remember,” Tanith concluded, her voice hardening, “we are not merely preserving the peace of Bastion tonight. Wyrdglass in the hands of warlocks could devastate the entire city. Perhaps the entire realm. Whatever it takes, whatever sacrifice, that shipment cannot fall into their possession.”

Nods of assent. Grim faces all. Even Savaric’s usual levity was absent, as they were dismissed to prepare for what was to come. Absolon lingered in the corridor outside the war room as Guenivar walked by. She looked determined, but there was a note of nervousness about her. She might have proven herself capable in the time he’d known her, but there was a niggling doubt he would have to eradicate before allowing her to walk into the certain danger of this mission.

“Neophyte Blackmere,” he called.

She turned, surprise flickering briefly across her features. “Yes, Knight Commander?”

“With me.” Absolon gestured for her to follow, leading her through the garrison’s winding corridors in silence.

The training yard lay empty in the late afternoon light, the shadows of practice dummies stretching long across the packed earth.

“Sparring at this hour?” she asked, looking around at the abandoned space in confusion.

“Tonight’s operation will place you in direct combat with practitioners of forbidden arts. You acquitted yourself well against the Ashborn, but I still need to assess your readiness.”

The weapon rack stood against the eastern wall, a magnificent collection of training weapons ranging from simple wooden staves to practice blades of various weights and designs. Absolon selected two practice swords, blunted but weighted to match actual battle blades, and tossed one to Guenivar.

She caught it deftly, testing its balance with a quick flourish that spoke of years of training. As she settled into her stance, feet planted firmly, blade held ready, she betrayed nothing but dedication to the art.

“My combat readiness has already been assessed by the high marshal at the Valenspire. I don’t understand—”

“And I want you to show me what you’ve learned since joining the Order,” Absolon said, raising his own practice blade in salute. “Don’t hold back.”

Guenivar mirrored his salute, then attacked.

Her first strikes were measured, technically sound but reserved, as though she were participating in a show match rather than engaging in genuine combat. Absolon parried each blow easily, reading her intentions almost before she committed to them. There was hesitation before each thrust, a momentary tell of her movements that any experienced opponent would exploit.

“Is this how you intend to face Morrengard’s enemies?” he asked, stepping back from a particularly predictable swing. “You won’t last long if this is the best you have to offer.”

Her jaw tightened, and she adjusted her approach, varying her rhythm, attempting to be less predictable. Still, Absolon could see she was holding back.

“Better,” he acknowledged, “but still too obvious.”

He deliberately left an opening, a gap in his defence that any trained warrior would immediately exploit. Guenivar saw it, striking at his midriff, then hesitated for a fraction of a second, as though uncertain whether it was a trap or not. Absolon exploited the hesitation, sweeping his practice blade in an arc that ended with its blunted point pressed against her ribs.

“Dead,” he said flatly, stepping back. “You’re fighting like a farmer with a pitchfork, not a knight in battle.”

Her cheeks coloured slightly at the rebuke, but she maintained her composure. “I am simply respecting the limits of our training exercise, Knight Commander.”

“There are no limits in true combat,” Absolon replied, circling her slowly. “Your enemies will show no restraint. Neither should you. Come at me with everything you have, Blackmere. Forget that I am your superior. Forget the Order’s hierarchy. In battle, there is only survival.”

She shifted her stance but still looked reluctant to strike. Something was holding her back. Some ingrained deference to authority, perhaps, or fear of going too far. Whatever it was, it needed to be excised before nightfall.

“Perhaps your father was right about you,” Absolon said coldly, deliberately touching the nerve he knew was still raw from their encounter at Hoarcrest Manor.

Anger flashed in her eyes, breaking through the composed mask she wore. Her grip on the practice sword tightened, her knuckles whitening.

“My father has no idea what I am capable of,” she said, her voice low and tightly controlled.

“Prove it,” Absolon challenged.

She lunged, and this time there was no hesitation. Her blade moved with genuine ferocity, each blow carrying the full weight of her strength. The sound of their training swords echoed across the yard, drawing the attention of a few passing knights, who paused to watch the intense sparring session.

Absolon found himself challenged now, as Guenivar channelled her anger. She drove him back several paces, her attacks coming faster, forcing him to fully engage. A slash toward his head was followed by a lightning-quick thrust at his midsection. Absolon parried both, but only just. She was fighting now not to obey, but to win. To prove herself against the doubts he had deliberately stoked.

Still, he could easily read her attacks, even though each one was swung with a fury. Absolon raised a hand to call a halt. Sweat beaded on Guenivar’s forehead, her tunic damp from exertion despite the cool air, but her eyes remained focused, still burning with the indignation he had provoked.

“Better,” he acknowledged, lowering his blade. “Much better. But your anger makes you predictable in a different way. You’re still letting shades from your past dictate your actions.”

The fire in her eyes dimmed slightly, replaced by something more contemplative. “And how does one banish shades, Knight Commander?”

Absolon found himself momentarily taken aback by the directness of her question. “The past cannot harm you unless you permit it. Those memories, that old pain, they’re nothing but ghosts. And ghosts have no power over the living unless we grant it to them.”

The words rang hollow even as he spoke them. How many nights had he lain awake, haunted by the screams of dying men? How many mornings had he reached for the lixir before his feet even touched the floor, desperate to quiet the voices that whispered in his ear? He was a hypocrite to offer such counsel when he could not follow it himself. But then, it was always easier to dispense wisdom than to embody it.

“I understand,” Guenivar said.

“Then show me,” he commanded.

Their blades met once more in a tentative exchange, each testing the other’s defences, searching for patterns or weaknesses to exploit. Guenivar moved with greater control now, her anger channelled into discipline. She was learning quickly… perhaps too quickly. Maybe time to test her emotional control again.

“Does it pain you to know your father still sees you as nothing more than a pawn?” he taunted as their blades locked. “That he would sell you to the highest bidder to advance House Blackmere’s interests?”

Anger flashed in her eyes again, her jaw tightening as she pushed back against his sword. For a moment, it seemed his tactic had succeeded in unbalancing her again as Guenivar’s movements became more aggressive, her attacks intensifying as though fuelled by the very emotion he had cautioned her against.

And there: Her sword raised high to strike in anger, another opening in her defence, a gap to exploit.

Absolon stabbed toward her exposed flank… only to discover too late that the opening was deliberate. With surprising agility, Guenivar pivoted away from his thrust, her practice blade sliding along his own before coming to rest against his throat. The move was executed with such precise timing that Absolon knew immediately it was no lucky accident. She had baited him, feigning anger to lure him into overcommitting.

A moment of silence passed between them, the tip of her practice sword steady against his neck. Then Absolon allowed himself a rare, genuine smile.

“Well played, Blackmere,” he acknowledged, stepping back as she lowered her blade.

Pride flickered briefly across her features before she inclined her head in acknowledgment of his praise. “I have an excellent teacher.”

“But don’t grow complacent,” he warned, returning his practice sword to the rack. “At the dock, you won’t be facing an aging knight with a bad knee. These warlocks are dangerous practitioners of dark arts. They will offer no mercy, and neither can you.”

Guenivar followed suit, returning her own practice blade to its place on the rack. “I understand, Knight Commander.”

“Good,” he said gruffly, turning away to hide the approval that might have shown on his face. “Rest while you can. You’ll need your strength tonight.”

As he began to walk away, Guenivar’s voice stopped him. “Knight Commander?”

He paused, looking back over his shoulder.

“Thank you,” she said simply. “For the lesson.”

Absolon nodded once, then continued on his way, leaving her alone in the training yard.







TIME TO RAISE HELL

Nothing moved.

Only the distant creak of moored ships straining against their tethers and the mournful call of a night bird broke the oppressive silence. Fog crawled across the southern docks, tendrils of mist slithering between stacks of crates and coiling around the rotting wooden pylons that jutted from the black water. Guenivar crouched in its embrace, fingers gripping the hilt of her sword as it rested across her knees.

From her position behind a stack of damp-rotted crates, she had a clear view of Warehouse Seven. The building hunched against the night sky, a structure of weathered stone and rusted metal that had withstood centuries of Bastion’s punishing coastal storms. It resembled more a fortress than a storage facility, imposing and unyielding against the shifting mists.

The Knights Sentinel surrounding her numbered two dozen. Tanith’s ambushers were scattered throughout the docklands like game pieces on a board, each group positioned precisely, each knight instructed in their role for the coming battle. Guenivar could make out the silhouettes of three knights on the rooftop of the adjacent warehouse, crossbows at the ready. Another two lurked beneath a nearby water tower, their armour dulled with soot to blend with the darkness. And there, crouching among a stack of empty barrels, was the hooded figure of Savaric Frost, crossbow clutched in his hands.

Within her helm, Guenivar’s breath felt hot and confined. The visor restricted her peripheral vision, but she dared not remove it, not when violence could erupt at any moment. Instead, she focused on controlling her breathing, on ignoring the ache building in her thighs from maintaining her position, on dismissing the bitter taste of fear that coated her tongue.

Across the dockyard in the shadow of an adjacent warehouse, Absolon’s distinctive silhouette remained perfectly still. His scarred plate seemed to absorb what little light penetrated the fog, making him look more statue than man. That stillness only served to unnerve her yet further.

Nearer to the warehouse entrance, behind strategically stacked crates, High Marshal Tanith Isgar led the knights tasked with securing the wyrdglass shipment once the trap was sprung. Even at this distance, Tanith looked imposing. The scar that twisted one side of her face caught what little moonlight filtered through the cloud, making her appear almost inhuman. A creature of the night on the hunt. Only appropriate for the task that faced them.

Guenivar flinched as the harbour bell tolled midnight, its sonorous noise rolling across the water. Twelve solemn chimes that marked the appointed hour. The noise seemed to linger in the fog, and Guenivar’s fingers tightened around her sword hilt. The leather wrapping creaked softly, the sound impossibly loud to her ears, and she forced her grip to relax, reminding herself of Absolon’s terse instructions as they made their way here.

“Let them enter the dockyard,” he had said, voice flat as he outlined the strategy. “Let them believe they’ve succeeded in securing their haul. Only then do we close the trap.”

Simple in theory. But in execution…

She swallowed dryly, shifting her gaze back to the warehouse. The massive wooden doors remained closed, banded with iron straps that had been hammered into place by blacksmiths long dead. How many illicit cargoes had passed through those portals over the centuries? What secret dealings had been struck within those weathered walls?

But more importantly, where were the warlocks of the House of Arawn?

As the unnatural stillness of the docks stretched out, the fog thickened, reducing visibility to mere yards. Her gaze travelled along the perimeter of the warehouse, and she noticed something that hadn’t been mentioned during their well-laid plan. Along the outer walls, partially concealed beneath weather-beaten tarpaulins and fishing nets, stood dozens of wooden caskets stacked three high. They were roughly constructed, at least thirty in number, each approximately the size and shape to hold human remains.

A chill slithered down her spine. Why would coffins be stored outside a warehouse in the docklands? Were they waiting to be shipped elsewhere for burial?

Her instincts screamed that something was wrong, and she caught the eye of a Knight Warden positioned nearby, indicating the caskets with a subtle tilt of her head. The Warden—a slim, narrow-eyed knight whose name escaped her—turned toward the stacked coffins. Then he turned back and shrugged his confusion. Before she could tell him of her suspicion, a faint glow appeared beyond the northern entrance of the dockyard. The telltale flicker of approaching torches cutting through the fog.

The House of Arawn had arrived.

She glanced toward Absolon, seeing his focus was already locked on to the approaching lights. He then glanced toward her, his hand moving in a quick gesture for her to remain in position. No time to wonder about those caskets now as she focused on the approaching lights growing brighter by the second.

It was impossible to discern how many figures approached, but the procession of light suggested a sizable group moving with deliberate slowness along the dockside. Guenivar took a deep, cleansing breath. Whatever emerged from that fog, she was ready. Or so she hoped.

They entered through the arch with a deliberate theatricality that chilled Guenivar to her core. This was no furtive robbery, no careful infiltration. Their procession advanced openly along the dockside, as if conducting a religious ceremony rather than a theft of contraband.

At their fore walked a towering figure draped in robes of deep crimson, embellished with intricate metallic embroidery. His face remained hidden beneath a deep hood, and behind came twelve acolytes in simpler dark robes, each bearing a staff topped with a crystal that pulsed with unnatural blue radiance. Behind that, a wagon to which four horses had been yoked. Each beast wore a hood over its head, shielding its eyes from the glow of those staves so it might not try and bolt in fright. They marched with synchronised precision, the clop of hooves creating a rhythm that felt almost hypnotic. Most perturbing was their complete lack of caution. No scouts had been sent ahead. No attempts at concealment were made. They proceeded directly toward Warehouse Seven with all the confidence of welcome guests rather than thieves come to claim ill-gotten gains.

“Something’s wrong,” Guenivar whispered to herself.

And it was. A chill had settled in her stomach. This was some kind of trick, as though these cultists had been warned, and they were marching into the teeth of the enemy with the foreknowledge they could not be harmed.

The procession halted before the warehouse entrance and the crimson-robed leader raised both arms skyward. The voice that emerged from beneath that hood was deep and resonant, speaking words in a language so ancient and forbidden that Guenivar felt each syllable scrape against her skull like claws on stone.

“Xath’kar mor’vuld na’kraath,” he intoned, the alien syllables seeming to distort the air around him. “Sa’phest noch’rul eth’kaar.”

The other warlocks joined this chant, their voices creating a dissonant harmony. The hair at the nape of Guenivar’s neck stood on end as the unnatural syllables built toward some terrible crescendo.

Guenivar looked toward Tanith, expecting the call to attack. Nothing, as the high marshal looked on, spellbound by the ritual. Likewise, Absolon stood rigid, a statue in the shadow.

Without being touched, the massive warehouse doors swung open, the ancient hinges groaning in protest. Inside, now visible through the doorway, stood the diplomatic crates that contained the wyrdglass. Half a dozen containers were stamped with the seal of Baramün, transported under the immunity granted to Manwarr Hakeef.

“Now,” Guenivar whispered. “We have to go now.”

Yet no one moved. She tightened her grip on the sword again, determined to take the initiative, even if no order to attack was given. But the sword would not budge. She could not wrench it even an inch from the scabbard. Glancing left and right, she could see the other knights equally as transfixed. Despite all their years of experience, their battles against the arcane, they were held in place by some eldritch power beyond their control.

The red-robed leader approached one of the stacked coffins outside the warehouse, placing a pale, long-fingered hand upon its surface. A word was spoken, too quietly for Guenivar to hear, but its effect was immediate…

A moan emanated from within the sealed box. A sound no dead thing should make.

Guenivar’s blood ran like ice.

The lid of the coffin began to shift, sliding aside with a dreadful scraping of wood against wood. From within, pale, withered hands emerged, clawing at the night air with fingers that ended in yellowed, curving talons.

The signal to attack should have been given by now, but the high marshal remained motionless. Whatever fell powers were being called upon were strong enough to still even the most stalwart of their number.

“Xa’kaath!”

The crimson-robed leader spoke another word of power, the syllables reverberating across the dockyard. In response, the moans from the coffins grew louder, more desperate, as other grasping hands began to push aside the wooden lids with growing frequency.

“Knights of Draken! Attack!”

Tanith’s bellowed command broke the arcane chill that froze them all.

The order released Guenivar like an arrow loosed, and she surged from behind the crate, sword ringing clear of her scabbard, charging toward the nearest warlock with deadly purpose. Blood roared in her ears, drowning out the sounds of other knights emerging from their hiding places, weapons drawn. But even as she closed the distance, a coffin burst open nearby, wood splintering as its occupant rose. Then another, sending shards spinning across the open ground. A third, then a fourth.

What emerged were ancient corpses, skin like leather stretched over bone, desiccated and shrunken against skeletal frames. Where eyes should have been, blue orbs pulsed with the same unnatural light as the crystals atop the warlocks’ staves. Some still wore the tattered remains of armour. Others were naked, their bones visible through gaps in their leathery skin, yet all moved with the same unnatural purpose.

As Tanith led the vanguard toward the warlocks, they found themselves blocked by the risen dead placing themselves as a barrier between the living and their masters. Guenivar raced alongside them, sword raised, breath held as she charged at the first of the rotting creatures.

Her blade connected, striking at the clavicle. It almost cut the thing in two, the sword singing in her grip, slicing through the desiccated flesh and splintering bone, yet still its hands grasped for her throat.

“The head! Take the head!” shouted a knight to her left, his voice cracking with panic.

Guenivar wrenched her sword free of the skeletal body, pulling back for another strike, aiming higher this time, but before she could, more of the walking dead reached for her. She lurched away, sword cutting a defensive arc that forced them back momentarily. Then one lunged forward, its movements terrifyingly fast. Ancient talons caught the edge of her cloak, pulling with strength no withered limb should possess. On instinct she scythed her blade down through the creature’s skull, feeling bone and rotting brain matter yield beneath the steel. The blue light in its eye sockets flickered and died before it collapsed.

A scream to her right cut through the chaos as a young Knight Warden was pulled down by the undead, their withered hands tearing at his armour with inhuman strength. Before she could move to aid him, his screams cut off with a terrible finality as yellowed talons punctured his throat.

Guenivar looked for Tanith, for any sign of leadership among this sea of chaos. All about her, knights and walking dead were locked in desperate struggles across the dockyard, the impact of steel against ancient bone creating a cacophony that echoed off the surrounding walls.

She caught a glimpse of the warlocks leading their wagon into the warehouse, still maintaining their droning chant, each syllable animating their unholy creations while sapping the resolve of the living. Absolon and his fellow knights had been tasked with stopping them, but she could see no sign of him amid the madness of battle.

But there, Tanith stood in the centre of a circle of the dead, her legendary blade, Oathsworn, slicing through the air with blinding speed. With each strike, limbs were severed and torsos sundered, yet still the corpses advanced, crawling forward even when their legs were hacked from their bodies.

“High Marshal!” Guenivar called, cleaving through the skull of another corpse that blocked her path. “The warlocks have reached the warehouse!”

Tanith dispatched two more with devastating strikes before meeting Guenivar’s gaze across the battlefield. “With me then. We must—”

Her words were cut off as more of the undead attacked. Tanith whirled to meet them, Oathsworn becoming a blur of steel.

Guenivar pressed forward, trying to reach Tanith’s side, when movement in her periphery caused her to lurch back sharply. One of the dead had flanked her, its jaw opened wide to reveal blackened teeth filed to points. She raised her blade, only for the creature to grasp it in a clawed hand. As she struggled against its unnatural strength, her breath came in ragged gasps inside her helm, the air growing stale and thick with the smell of her own fear. Her training had not prepared her for this, for an enemy that had conquered death itself.

But she would not allow it to defeat her.

A snarl, and she wrenched the weapon free of the deathly grip.

A bark of hate, and she cleaved the skeletal head from its shoulders.

Through a momentary gap in the melee, she caught sight of Absolon now carving a path toward the warlocks, Hallowbane a silver arc in the gloom. Three knights followed in his wake, exploiting the opening he created. For an instant, hope flared in Guenivar’s chest. If they could reach those chanting figures, disrupt whatever dark magic sustained these abominations…

Then the fog shifted, obscuring her view, and a new wave of the dead pressed forward. Their hollow eye sockets burned with that eerie blue light, their clawing limbs reaching with implacable purpose.

Guenivar raised her sword once more, determination warring with the first cold tendrils of despair…







OLD BONES

Absolon hacked his way through the press of bodies, Hallowbane singing its lethal hymn as it cleaved through withered flesh and centuries-old bone. The ancient blade’s edge caught the blue light cast by the eyes of the dead, becoming a streak of cold fire in his grip.

Where fledgling knights wasted energy with frantic, panicked slashes, their training dissolving in the face of such horror, Absolon moved with the dispassionate efficiency of a butcher. Each strike was calculated, each movement charged with purpose.

The stench of decay filled his nostrils even through his helmet’s breathing slits. Lesser men would have gagged, perhaps even vomited inside their helms, but Absolon had breathed worse on the Eastenmarch. This was simply one more battlefield. One more dance with death and decay.

A skeletal hand, skin like ancient leather, clawed at a gap in his armour. Absolon twisted, bringing his mailed fist down on the brittle wrist. The crack of breaking bone was lost amid the cacophony of battle that filled the warehouse.

“Form up!” he bellowed over the clash of weapons and snarling knights. “We must reach the warehouse!”

Three knights nearby responded to his command, moving closer as they dragged a fourth who had been wounded, her armour rent at the shoulder, blood seeping through the gap.

“Strike at the heads,” Absolon ordered. “Nothing else will stop them.”

A corpse lunged at him from the left, maw opened wide in a silent war cry. Absolon struck, his blade cleaving through the creature’s skull with a wet crunch. He looked for any sign of Savaric; his slender blade might have gone some way to help stem this undead tide, but his friend was lost in the melee.

“Kord, to your right!” he called, spotting a corpse shambling toward the knight’s exposed flank.

Raff Kord spun, blade flashing to meet the attack, the lunging corpse beheaded with cold efficiency. No words of thanks were needed, as a fresh wave of the dead pressed forward, their blue light shining where their eyes should have been, their clawing limbs reaching, hungering for living flesh.

He caught a glimpse of Guenivar holding her own with surprising skill. Close to her, High Marshal Tanith was surrounded yet unbowed, each strike precise, each motion an embodiment of the Order’s martial perfection. But for every corpse they felled, more seemed to rise.

He narrowed his eyes, straining to see through the haze of battle into the warehouse. The warlocks were transferring ornate chests from the diplomatic crates into their wagon’s bed. The very thing they had been tasked to protect was being stolen right before his eyes while they wasted their strength fighting endless waves of undead.

The wagon was sturdily constructed, a team of hooded horses straining at the yoke. A warlock was already waiting on the driver’s bench, reins gripped tight, ready to signal those horses to bolt. If the wyrdglass was lost, the consequences would be catastrophic.

Absolon attempted to signal Tanith, trying to catch the high marshal’s eye across the yard, but she was surrounded by a ring of corpses, fighting with furious intensity, and she couldn’t see him.

“Knights of Draken!” Absolon’s voice cut through the chaos, the command in his tone impossible to ignore. “Form on me. For Morrengard!”

He plunged forward with his fellow knights, creating an armoured arrowhead that sliced into the sea of undead. Hallowbane swept before him in great arcs, clearing a path through the press of rotting flesh. The knights at his flanks followed his example as behind him he heard the grunts and laboured breathing of his brothers and sisters in arms as they fought to keep pace, to maintain the integrity of the wedge.

Yard by bloody yard, they pushed forward. Corpses fell before them, crawled beneath their boots, clawed at their armour, but the formation held. Absolon’s focus was fixed solely on the wagon. Twenty yards. Fifteen. They were closing the gap, but too slowly. Far too slowly.

The wagon was starting to move, headed down the ramp from the warehouse and toward the eastern archway. A corpse lunged at him from the left, and he moved to meet the charge. His left knee suddenly buckled beneath him as he turned, pain immediate, a white-hot lance that shot from his knee up to his hip. His momentum carried him forward, Hallowbane’s point driving into the ground to keep him from falling completely. As he looked up, mouth twisted in a snarl, another walking corpse was bearing down on him…

Knight Warden Tybor burst from the chaos, her greatsword sweeping in a brutal arc that severed the corpse’s torso from its legs. As it began to crawl, her blade speared its brittle skull.

“On your feet, Creed,” Tybor growled, stepping over his crouched form to engage the nearest attackers. “This is no place to rest.”

Absolon gritted his teeth against the pain and forced himself upright. His leg felt numb, the knee refusing to bend properly. His hand instinctively moved toward the pouch at his belt where he kept his lixir. Just one sip would dull the pain, restore his faculties for a precious few moments…

But he stopped himself. There was no time, and he needed his mind clear for what must be done. Better to fight through the pain than risk a lapse in judgement now.

The wagon rattled along the cobbles of the dockyard, the hooves of those huge black horses clattering off into the night. The wyrdglass was slipping away right before his eyes as frustration burned in his chest, rivalling the agony in his knee.

“Blackmere,” he muttered to himself, making his decision. Then louder: “Blackmere!”

His voice carried across the dockyard, cutting through the din of battle. Twenty feet away, Guenivar’s head snapped up, her eyes finding his across the space. Even at this distance, he could see the question in her gaze.

“The warlocks,” he yelled. “Pursue them. Stop them at all costs.”

Already the wagon was disappearing through the eastern archway of the dockyard. Guenivar hesitated only a moment before nodding sharply. Then she burst from the melee, as Tanith spotted what was happening and moved to join her. Together, the women fought to the edge of the yard, then rushed across the cobbles toward the arch, beyond which their horses were waiting on the other side of the wall. With any luck they would manage to gain on the wagon, but Absolon had to put that from his mind as the living dead converged on him.

One corpse reached him ahead of the others, its jaw unhinged impossibly wide. Hallowbane swept downward, cleaving its skull in two with a single stroke.

“Come, then,” Absolon snarled at the approaching horde, his voice pitched too low for any but the dead to hear. “Let’s see how many of you I can send back to your graves before this night is through.”

He cleaved through another, black ichor spraying across his breastplate. His knee screamed with each movement. Sweat poured down his face beneath his helm, his breath coming in ragged gasps that betrayed the toll the battle was taking.

“For Morrengard! For the Wormwood Throne!” he bellowed, hoping it would instil the vigour he did not feel.

It did the trick, girding him against the undead tide. The knights surrounding him responded in kind, their blades flashing as they cut down the walking dead with grim determination. But for every corpse they felled, two more seemed to rise from the shadows, their hollow eye sockets burning with that eerie blue light…

Then, as suddenly as they had risen, the dead faltered. That blue light in their eyes flickered, dimmed, and then extinguished altogether. The corpses swayed for a moment before collapsing to the ground in heaps of lifeless bone and leathern skin.

Silence fell over the dockyard, broken only by the laboured breathing of the surviving knights and the soft patter of ichor dripping from their blades. Absolon stood amid the carnage, Hallowbane’s point resting on the stone floor as he leaned heavily on the ancient sword to keep the weight off his injured knee.

“What just happened?” asked one of the younger knights, his voice pitched high with confusion.

“The magic binding them… it’s gone,” Absolon replied, gazing toward the arch through which the wagon had disappeared, along with the wyrdglass.

“This was a trap,” he heard Kord spit, as he took off his helm. “Not for the House of Arawn, but for us. They knew we would be here. They placed these corpses in readiness.”

The implication was clear… they had been betrayed. And Absolon was doubtful it was Manwarr Hakeef who had done the deed. More likely the traitor in their midst. The one Sinon Mor had warned him of.

But a traitor was the least of his worries right now. If Blackmere and the high marshal did not secure that wyrdglass, one traitor in the Order of Draken wouldn’t matter a shit.







BETRAYER

Guenivar raced from the eastern archway, the breeze blowing in off the coast a blessed relief after the charnel atmosphere in the dockyard. The acrid stench of decay still clung to her nostrils as behind her the sounds of battle faded. Ahead, the wagon lurched down the cobblestone street, wheels striking sparks from ancient stones as the driver whipped the horses to a hair-raising speed through the narrow dockside lanes. The wyrdglass containers rattled beneath a hastily secured tarpaulin, each impact threatening to spill their deadly contents.

“There!” Tanith pointed to where horses were tethered. “Take the courser. He’s fleet but skittish, so keep him in check.”

Guenivar reached her mount first, the distinctive dragon marking of the Order emblazoned on its flank. The beast shifted nervously as she seized the reins, leaning close to the animal’s neck.

“Steady now.”

The horse settled reluctantly at her touch, and she swung into the saddle with ease. Beside her, Tanith mounted a sleek black mare.

“Stay on them but keep a distance until we’re clear of these narrow streets,” she commanded, her voice charged with authority. “They’ll move toward the Old City. It’s the only route wide enough for a wagon that size.”

Guenivar nodded her acknowledgment, their horses’ hooves striking a militant rhythm against the cobblestones as they thundered after the wagon, which had already turned a corner ahead of them. Her knuckles whitened around the reins as she followed Tanith’s lead. When they rounded the corner, she caught sight of the wagon again, now heading up the steep incline of Chandler’s Rise, one of the main thoroughfares connecting the docks to the Lower Ward of Bastion. The street widened here, and the fleeing driver took full advantage, whipping the horses mercilessly. The poor beasts shrieked in answer, their breath coming in clouds that dissipated in the cold night.

The buildings lining the way blurred at the edges of Guenivar’s vision as she focused entirely on the wagon, the distance between them gradually decreasing as their superior mounts gave them the advantage in the uphill chase.

As they closed the gap to within thirty yards, Guenivar could see the driver hunched forward on the bench, face obscured by a deep hood that remained in place despite the wind of their passage. Beside him sat a second figure, occasionally turning to gauge their pursuers’ progress.

Suddenly the high marshal’s mare surged forward, gradually pulling ahead of Guenivar’s mount. Without warning, the second figure on the wagon rose to a half-standing position, one hand braced against the driver’s bench. Even at this distance, Guenivar could see the metallic gleam of an object in the figure’s other hand: a cylinder of some sort, roughly the size of a wine bottle but with an unmistakable blue glow emanating from within.

A sinking dread filled Guenivar’s stomach as recognition dawned.

Wyrdglass.

A shout of warning died in her throat as the figure hurled the object directly into their path. It arced through the night, trailing a faint blue luminescence, as both knights attempted to veer their mounts away, but the narrow confines of the street meant there was nowhere to go.

The wyrdglass struck the cobblestones less than twenty feet ahead of them. A blinding flash of blue-white light erupted from the point of impact, followed by an explosion that seemed to distort the very fabric of reality around it. The air appeared to be sucked inward before blasting out with devastating force and a concussive wave rippled the cobblestones like water, sending shards of stone flying in all directions.

The blast lifted Guenivar and her mount into the air. Time seemed to slow as she felt herself separating from the saddle, body continuing forward while the horse was driven sideways by the blast. The world tumbled, the street, sky, buildings all spinning around her as she fell.

She had just enough presence of mind to tuck her body, attempting to roll as she hit the ground. She landed on her right shoulder, the impact sending a shock of pain through her entire body, momentum carrying her into a tumbling roll that threw her helmet from her head and left her sprawled face-down on the street.

The taste of blood filled her mouth where she’d bitten her tongue, and her ears rang with a high-pitched whine that drowned out all other sounds. Her vision swam, the world revolving around her as though she were caught in the grip of some terrible fever while dust and debris rained down, pattering against her armour and the street around her in a bizarre mockery of rainfall.

Through her blurred vision, Guenivar saw her horse scrambling to its feet some distance away, miraculously still alive but clearly panicked. Blood streaked its hindquarters, shrapnel still protruding from its hide, and the animal limped a few paces before stopping, head hanging low, sides heaving.

Of Tanith and her mount, there was no sign, the street ahead obscured by a swirling cloud of dust and the lingering blue glow of arcane energy. Guenivar’s entire body protested as she forced herself to hands and knees, her ribs screaming in agony, suggesting at least one might be cracked.

“Tanith,” she tried to call, but the name emerged as little more than a hoarse whisper.

The ringing in her ears had begun to subside, and somewhere ahead, she heard a horse’s scream. Guenivar struggled to her feet, her legs threatening to buckle beneath her. The world swam as she stood, forcing her to reach out and steady herself against a nearby wall.

“Move,” she commanded herself, pushing away from the wall. “Move, damn you.”

Each step was a battle, but somewhere ahead, Tanith Isgar faced those warlocks alone. She needed help. The mission to secure the wyrdglass still hung in the balance, and Guenivar would not fail her duty.

Fighting through waves of nausea, she staggered forward. Each step steadied her a little more as around her the dust began to settle, allowing her to see farther up the street where the chase had led. The wagon had come to rest at an angle across the road, one wheel missing entirely, the axle hanging aslant beneath. The horses that had pulled it were down, their bodies contorted into a broken mass, but it was not the wagon or its cargo that held Guenivar’s attention. It was the figure approaching the wreckage, crimson cloak billowing behind her like the wings of some avenging angel.

High Marshal Tanith Isgar had her sword drawn and was now approaching the warlocks as they climbed from the wrecked wagon. Despite the crash they both still looked filled with zeal, racing to meet the high marshal with venom.

The first one fell with a spray of blood, body falling limply to land with a sickening crunch on the cobblestones. The second managed to parry three strikes with his glowing staff before Tanith feinted high, then drove her blade up under his guard, transfixing him through the throat.

Guenivar felt a surge of hope rise within her chest, displacing some of the pain that had taken residence there. It looked like the mission might succeed after all. They would secure the wyrdglass, deny the House of Arawn their prize, and return to the Order victorious…

She had taken only a few more stumbling steps toward the wagon when a movement in the shadows caught her attention. The street ahead was no longer empty. Figures were emerging from a side alley, moving toward the wagon and its precious cargo.

Even through the haze of pain, Guenivar could tell these were no common footpads. They moved with coordinated discipline, spreading out to encircle the wagon. Their cloaks were dark, offering no insignia or identifying markers, but the way they carried themselves spoke of lethal purpose. Tanith had seen them too, and she stopped, her posture shifting subtly into a defensive stance as she assessed this new threat.

Guenivar redoubled her efforts to reach the wagon, forcing her battered body forward. Her hand went instinctively to her sword hilt, drawing the blade with a rasp of steel. The familiar weight of it brought a measure of relief, even as her arm trembled with the effort of holding it steady.

“Come on, Blackmere,” she whispered to herself, blinking away the sweat that stung her eyes.

She had managed to cover perhaps half the distance to the wagon when a new figure appeared. This newcomer was tall and moved with unnatural grace, like liquid shadow given form.

“In the name of the Wormwood Throne and by authority of the Order of Draken, lay down your weapons!” Tanith’s voice carried the absolute authority of one accustomed to command. “This cargo is under royal protection. Any who try to steal it will be dealt with as traitors to the realm.”

The hooded figure only continued his advance toward the wagon with that same unsettling grace, as his companions hung back. Tanith raised her blade, expecting the inevitable fight, as the hooded figure unsheathed his own sword. The two circled one another briefly, each assessing the other’s defences, the air between them almost crackling with tension.

Then the hooded figure attacked with blinding speed.

Tanith was hard-pressed to counter the flurry of strikes that came at her from seemingly impossible angles. The man moved as if unbound by normal limitations of the human body, each strike flowing into the next with precision. Steel rang, the clear notes echoing through the empty street as their blades met. Tanith’s expression remained impassive, but Guenivar could see the effort it cost her to match her opponent’s speed and strength. The high marshal had not survived decades of combat by underestimating her foes, and she gave no quarter now, matching the attacker’s supernatural grace with her own battle-honed precision.

For a moment, it seemed they were evenly matched, their blades a blur of motion too fast for the eye to follow. Then the hooded figure’s movements became even more fluid, almost inhuman. He began to weave a complex pattern with his blade, forcing her to defend from multiple angles simultaneously.

Guenivar increased her pace, ignoring the protests of her injured body as she tried to reach the confrontation in time to aid Tanith. But she was still too far away as the hooded figure’s sword struck with terrible force, finding a narrow gap above the gorget. Tanith staggered backward, her sword arm dropping as her free hand rose to her throat. Even from a distance, Guenivar could see the blood pouring between the high marshal’s fingers as she sank to her knees, her legendary blade clattering to the cobblestones beside her.

“No!” The word came out in an anguished breath.

They didn’t hear it as Tanith slumped forward, cloak covering her like a shroud.

The hooded figure stood over Tanith’s now-motionless form, waiting until the last tremors of life left her body before bending to retrieve her fallen sword. As he straightened, the hood fell back slightly, revealing his face in the moonlight.

Guenivar’s blood turned to ice in her veins as she recognised those features…

Savaric Frost. Absolon’s trusted companion. A fellow knight of the Order.

A traitor.

He stood over Tanith’s body, examining Oathsworn with an appreciative eye, seemingly oblivious to the blood that still dripped from his own blade. Without a word from him, his men moved into action, crawling over the wagon to secure the wyrdglass.

Guenivar tried to advance, to challenge this betrayer, but her body had reached its limit. Her knees buckled beneath her, sending her sprawling to the cobblestones once more. Her sword slipped from her grip, ringing dully against the stone. She tried to rise, desperate to prevent their escape, but darkness encroached at the edges of her vision.

The last thing she saw before consciousness abandoned her was Savaric holding Tanith’s sword in his grip as his men retreated into the dark with their prize.







VIGIL

The garrison chapel was illuminated by dozens of candles, the air heavy with the acrid tang of incense, so thick it caught in the throat. The wavering light danced across the ceiling, where fading murals depicted the founding of the Order centuries ago. Scenes of knights battling long-forgotten horrors beneath the watchful gaze of the Dragon Exalted.

In the centre of the chapel, upon a bier of polished obsidian, lay the body of High Marshal Tanith Isgar. Her form was draped with the midnight-blue banner of the Order of Draken, the silver dragon-head emblem positioned with meticulous precision over her heart.

Absolon knelt before the bier, his injured knee throbbing dully, but the pain was a welcome distraction from the hollow ache in his chest. A fitting penance for his failure.

Tanith’s sacred blade, Oathsworn, should have been laid upon her breast, but it was gone. Taken as a trophy by her killer. A fact that kindled fresh rage. The hilt of Absolon’s own blade creaked beneath his tightening grip as memories of Tanith in life flickered through his mind: her face scarred but resolute as she led the charge through the breach at Karholt; her rare smile in those quiet moments they had often shared; the understanding in her eyes on the rare occasion he had told her his innermost thoughts.

She had been his superior, yes, but also one of the few people who knew the full extent of what he had endured during the War of Legions. Twenty years of shared experience and shared scars, now severed by death.

The chapel door groaned open behind him, and Absolon turned to see the Grand Master enter. Sinon Mor had come to Bastion with all haste upon learning the fate of his high marshal. To pay his respects to a fallen daughter of the Order.

The older man’s footsteps echoed against the stones as he approached, then fell silent as he took position beside the bier. For the longest time neither spoke, sharing the burden of grief in silence. Finally, Sinon’s gnarled hand came to rest on Absolon’s shoulder.

“The funeral rites will be held at dawn,” Sinon said quietly.

Absolon struggled to his feet, his injured knee trembling beneath him before he managed to lock it in place. The joint burned like fire beneath his weight, but he refused to show any weakness as he nodded stiffly. Dawn was only a few hours away, which meant Tanith’s body would be consigned to the ceremonial pyre before the day properly began. Another friend returned to ash, her name etched on a wall too few would ever see.

“She was worth ten of any of us,” Sinon added, his single eye gleaming in the candlelight. “This loss… cuts deep.”

He paused, seeming to consider saying more, but then merely squeezed Absolon’s shoulder once before turning away and leaving him alone with his grief.

Absolon stared at Tanith’s covered form, at the space where Oathsworn should have rested upon her chest. The missing blade was more than a symbol; it was a promise of retribution yet to come.

“I will find who did this,” he whispered, the words a final covenant between the living and the dead. “I swear it on my blade and blood.”

But how, with traitors in their midst? The Order had been compromised, that much was clear, as though Sinon had not already warned him. Their ambush had been revealed to the House of Arawn from the start. The enemy had been forewarned of their presence, for how else to explain the undead guardians waiting in those coffins?

Somewhere in the building a bell tolled the hour, three resonant chimes that seemed to mock his futility. Who could have betrayed their plans? Tanith herself had conducted the briefing in the war room, with only senior knights present. Each face that had been in that room passed through Absolon’s mind. Vorme, Caldar, Tybor, Kord, Frost. Trusted comrades, brothers and sisters in arms who had bled alongside him countless times. Could one of them truly be a traitor? The question itself felt like an insult to the Order he had served for most of his life, yet the evidence was undeniable. The thought was almost as hard to bear as Tanith’s death itself.

The pain from his knee began to settle into a persistent throb. Earlier, the garrison’s surgeon had offered salves and tinctures to dull the agony, but Absolon had refused them all. The only concession he had made to his injury was to remove his armour, though he still wore the padded gambeson, its fabric stained with sweat and the foul ichor of the undead.

As he stood in vigil, he began counting the cost of his failure, tallying it like an invoice that must eventually be paid. Three knights dead besides Tanith, their bodies already prepared for the dawn’s funeral rites. Seven more seriously wounded, including Guenivar. And beyond these casualties loomed the far greater harm…

Wyrdglass. One of the most volatile and powerful substances known, now in the hands of enemies whose purposes remained unclear, but whose methods proved them unquestionably malevolent.

“Damn them,” he muttered, as the mystery confounded him. “Damn them all.”

The candles guttered as another draft swept through the chapel, casting flickering shadows across Tanith’s shrouded form. He was done here. He knew that. There was nothing to be gained from further mourning. Now was the time for vengeance, for striking back.

But first…

Absolon limped from the chapel. The garrison corridors were eerily silent, the usual bustle of knights and squires replaced by a sombre hush. Those few he passed in the halls saluted stiffly before averting their eyes, whether from respect for his grief or fear of his wrath, he couldn’t tell.

He made his way to the garrison’s infirmary in the eastern wing, where the wounded had been brought after the battle. The chamber was vast, its ceiling supported by ancient columns carved to resemble writhing serpents, air thick with the smell of herbs and the sharp odour of alchemical disinfectants. Rows of narrow beds filled the space, most occupied by knights injured during the recent battle.

Temple-trained healers moved between patients, their white robes now stained with evidence of their work. As Absolon entered, those knights who were lucid enough to recognise him attempted to acknowledge him with a raised hand or a murmur of greeting, some even trying to salute despite their injuries. He gestured for them to remain at ease, uncomfortable with their deference when he felt only the weight of his failure.

At the far end of the room, Absolon found Guenivar. She lay in one of the narrow beds, her face pale against the dark wool of the blanket pulled up to her chest. Her armour had been replaced by a simple linen shift, the evidence of her injuries visible in the dark bruising along her exposed arms and the swelling at her left temple. Her eyes were closed, but as he approached, they fluttered open and her gaze wandered for a moment.

“Knight Commander,” she croaked, her voice weak from disuse.

She attempted to sit up, then grimaced in pain, falling back against the thin pillow. Absolon restrained the instinct to assist her, knowing from experience that wounded knights often preferred to manage their own limitations rather than be coddled like helpless children. Instead, he pulled a wooden stool to her bedside and seated himself, his knee protesting the movement with a fresh stab of pain.

“The healers say you’ll recover,” he said.

It wasn’t a question, but a statement. An order. An expectation that she would meet.

Guenivar’s gaze never quite met his, instead fixing on some point past his shoulder. “Yes, Commander. This is nothing serious. I’m just… just… just rattled. The healers said I was fortunate.”

“Fortunate,” Absolon repeated. Of all things, fortune had been in short supply that night.

“I am sorry about the high marshal,” she continued, as though she felt obliged. “I know you were—”

“You pursued the wagon,” he interrupted, in no mood for her sympathies. “What happened after you left the dockyard?”

He studied her face carefully as she composed herself to respond, noting how she seemed to struggle to find words, her gaze darting away from his. The blow to her head might explain some of the difficulty, but there was something else in her manner. A hesitation that suggested she was carefully choosing what to say rather than simply recalling events.

“We… we rode after them,” she began, her voice strengthening as she spoke. “The high marshal took the lead. The streets were narrow. The wagon racing ahead of us. They were… they were moving so fast…”

“Go on,” he prompted.

“We followed them to the Lower Ward. The high marshal was just ahead of me. She was… she was gaining on them. That’s when one of them stood up on the wagon. They had a container in their hand.”

“Wyrdglass,” Absolon supplied.

Guenivar nodded, wincing at the movement. “They threw it. Right into our path. The explosion… it was like nothing I’ve ever seen. Not fire, but… like the air itself was tearing apart. My horse was thrown sideways, I remember flying through the air, and then…” She trailed off, her gaze distant as she remembered what had happened. “I tried to get up, but I couldn’t stand properly. But I could see up the street. The wagon had stopped. Something had happened to it, one of the wheels perhaps. And the high marshal was there, facing them. She had dismounted. Her sword was drawn.”

“She fought the warlocks?”

“Yes. Killed them. But there was someone else. A group I couldn’t quite see. They came from the shadows…”

“And Tanith?” Absolon prompted, his patience wearing thin despite his effort to stay composed. “What happened to the high marshal?”

“There was fighting, but I was too far away. I must have… I think I lost consciousness then. When I came to, they were gone. The wagon, the… the figures. And the high marshal was… I failed her.”

Guenivar’s voice broke, and she turned her face away, hiding her expression. Absolon watched with some sympathy, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was concealing something important. There was genuine grief in her, that much was certain. But beneath it lay something else. Fear, perhaps. Or knowledge too dangerous to voice.

“Guenivar,” he said, using her given name for the first time. “Whatever you saw, whatever happened, I need to know. Tanith deserves justice. The Order deserves truth. You are safe here. Nothing you say will go further than the two of us.”

For a moment, he thought she might reveal whatever she was hiding. Her lips parted, a breath drawn as if preparing to speak words she feared giving voice to. In that instant, Absolon could see the battle raging behind her eyes. Duty warring with apprehension…

But the moment passed. Guenivar’s expression shifted, the vulnerability that had briefly shown vanished, replaced by a carefully composed mask.

“I’ve told you what I remember, Knight Commander. The explosion, the fall. The healers said the concussion might affect my memory.”

Seeing the futility of further questioning, Absolon rose from the stool, suppressing a grimace as his knee protested. He had interrogated enough reluctant witnesses to recognise when one had closed themselves off completely. Whatever truth Guenivar was hiding, she would not surrender it willingly. At least not today.

“Rest,” he instructed, his tone returning to the formality of commander to subordinate. “You’ll be allowed to leave when your condition improves.”

As he walked away from her bed, his purpose began to harden. Grand Master Sinon Mor had ordered the investigation continue through official means, but Absolon knew the labyrinths of Bastion’s underworld in ways few other knights did. If justice for Tanith required him to revisit those dark paths, to employ methods the Order would not sanction, then so be it.

Outside the infirmary, he paused, considering his next move. The garrison was stirring now, knights and squires preparing for the dawn ceremony. Soon the courtyard would be filled with the Order assembled in their formal regalia, the pyre built and waiting. Absolon would be expected to stand at the forefront, to speak the Rite of Passing, as Tanith’s second-in-command.

But no. Not this time. He had seen enough flames, enough pyres, to last a lifetime. Tanith would not care if he was there or not. He knew how to honour her, and it was not by standing in vigil next to a fire as she burned.

He turned toward the western wing of the garrison, where the armoury and alchemical chambers were housed. Emanius Ordway would be there, preparing his concoctions for the wounded. And with him, the lixir that Absolon’s body now screamed for with every pulse of pain from his injured knee.

Just one phial, he told himself. Enough to clear his mind for the hunt that would follow.

Just one phial, and then he would find them.







SHADOWS OF THE PAST

The stone stairs to the garrison’s underbelly were so ancient that centuries of footfall had worn grooves into each step. The archives occupied a labyrinthine space beneath the keep’s foundations, carved from bedrock when Bastion was young. Down here, the air hung thick with the musk of aging vellum, and oil lamps flickered in their sconces, casting shadows that danced across endless rows of shelves groaning beneath the weight of history.

Absolon paused at the bottom of the stairs, taking in the dark extent. It had been years since he’d ventured down here. So many he could not remember the reason he’d come. Doubtful it was for such a grim purpose as now.

Somewhere in this maze of forgotten knowledge might lay the intelligence he needed. The House of Arawn had shown their hand at the docks, but had now gone to ground. To find them, to exact the vengeance Tanith deserved, he needed to trace them to their nest.

“Who disturbs the sanctity of this archive?”

The voice emerged from the shadows, thin and reedy as the speaker himself. Brother Tallius shuffled into view, his serf’s robes moth-eaten and frayed at the cuffs and hem. His eyes, milky white with cataracts, stared past Absolon into nothing, yet the old man navigated the narrow passages between shelves with the certainty of one who had committed every inch to memory.

“Forgive me, Brother,” Absolon said, watching as Tallius tilted his head at the sound of his voice. “I come to seek information.”

“My Lord Absolon.” A slight smile creased his weathered face. “The archives are always open to you. It is an honour that you even remember we exist down here in the dark.”

Tallius moved closer, fingers dancing across shelves and scrolls as he passed. Absolon had encountered him before, the last time he had ventured down here. Surprising that the old man remembered him after so long.

“You have a good ear, Brother.”

“When one sense fails, the others compensate.” Tallius’s expression shifted from curiosity to concern. “But you sound different now. Harder. The years have not been kind since last we spoke… if you’ll pardon my impertinence.”

“They rarely are,” Absolon replied, suddenly keen to return to business. “I require knowledge on the cults currently active in Bastion. Specifically, any records concerning the House of Arawn.”

Tallius’s fingers stilled on the shelf, and for a moment Absolon wondered if the old man had turned to stone. “I know a little, though nothing is written. The House of Arawn draws its converts from the desperate and the damned. Those who have nothing left to lose, who would bargain with any power that might lift them from their squalor. They promise earthly dominion, the overthrow of the established order.”

“Where do they gather?” Absolon asked.

“The Crown’s Mercy Poorhouse. Abandoned these twenty years, since the Crown’s coffers could no longer sustain such charity. They say lights burn there at night, that voices echo from its depths. The city watch won’t go near it.”

The Crown’s Mercy. Absolon had heard of it.

“Their leader,” Absolon pressed. “Who commands them?”

“Malachi, I believe. If he still lives. Once he walked among the poor as Brother Malachi, distributing alms to the poor, tending the sick in the lower districts. But charity work has a way of showing a man too much suffering. They say he began questioning why the gods would permit such misery, why the powerful hoarded while the weak starved. He was… changed by it. No longer preaching the Dragon Exalted’s mercy but speaking of older powers, things that dwelt in darkness before the first kings raised their banners. He gathered followers from among those he’d once ministered to. The destitute, the dying, those who’d sell their souls for a crust of bread or a warm place to sleep.”

“A charity worker turned cult leader.” Absolon’s jaw tightened. “How noble.”

“Desperation makes kings of madmen, Knight Commander. And Bastion breeds desperation like a plague rat breeds fleas. If you mean to confront them, go carefully. Men who’ve already lost everything are the most dangerous kind.”

“Thank you, Tallius. I shall take that under advisement.” Absolon made to leave, then paused. “You should get out into the sun once in a while, Brother. This darkness can’t be good for you.”

A dry chuckle escaped the serf. “The darkness and I are old friends, Knight Commander. But I will also take your advice under consideration. Go, with the Dragon’s blessing.”

The words offered little comfort as Absolon climbed back toward the light. He emerged from the archive stairs to find afternoon sun slanting across the garrison courtyard, offering some relief from the cloying darkness below.

“Going somewhere without me, old friend?”

Savaric Frost leaned against the stone archway that led out to the courtyard, arms crossed, that familiar sardonic smile absent from his features. He looked genuinely troubled, the usual lightness replaced by something sadder.

“Nowhere that need concern you.”

“Everything concerns me when it involves my brother in arms.” Savaric pushed off from the wall, studying Absolon with those sharp eyes that missed nothing. “You’re planning something. Something you don’t want me to know about.”

The accusation hung between them. Part of Absolon wanted to confide everything about the House of Arawn, the poorhouse, his growing certainty that the Order harboured traitors.

“This one I must do alone,” Absolon said finally.

“Fine. But at least let me walk with you awhile. You look like you might fall over if a strong wind hits you.”

“You’ve picked a fine time for a conversation, Savaric.”

“What better time than now. In our grief. Come, let’s take in the view.”

They made their way across the courtyard, boots striking a familiar beat on the cobblestones. The same cadence they’d marched to across a dozen battlefields. Neither spoke as they made their way up the stairs toward the battlements, from where they might see the whole of Bastion.

At the garrison’s northern extent they stopped, looking out over the crenels. Every street and ward and district could be seen from this spot. The teeming masses moving among them like termites, though these insects had little unity of purpose. They just scrabbled to survive in the ruins of their nest.

“You’ve been different since the docks,” Savaric said finally. “Since Tanith.”

The name still stung to hear. “We all have.”

“No.” Savaric shook his head. “This is something else. You’ve always been a man of singular purpose, but now there’s an ill light in your eyes. You seem obsessed by something, and if I had to guess, that obsession would be revenge.”

Absolon wanted to deny it, but what was the point? His grief must be written across his face like words carved in stone.

“Tanith deserves justice. What is our Order for if not to exact that justice on her behalf? She was one of our own.”

“She was. But she is not the first of us to fall. She will not be the last. You shouldn’t take it all on yourself. It wasn’t your—”

“Wasn’t my fault?” As he said those words he knew them to be true. It still didn’t lighten the load.

“No. It wasn’t. But I think I know what’s going on here. And I feel it too.”

“Care to enlighten me?”

Savaric sighed, staring out onto the city. “Do you ever wonder why we survived? All those battles, all those brothers who fell beside us. Better men than us in many ways. Why did we live when they died?”

The question cut deeper than Absolon expected. “Luck. Nothing more.”

“Luck.” Savaric laughed, but there was no humour in it. “Kell was faster than me with a blade. Martus was stronger. Hadrien was smarter. All dead now. And here we stand, the survivors, slowly poisoning ourselves because we can’t face what survival actually means.”

“What does it mean?” Absolon asked, though he suspected he knew.

“It means we have to go on. Keep fighting, to honour that sacrifice. That loss.”

“That’s exactly what I’m—”

“No. That’s not what you’re doing. You are bound by chains to avenge her, even if it destroys you. You think it will somehow dull the pain of not being there to save her. It won’t.”

It was Absolon’s turn to look out onto the city. “The purpose is not to dull my pain, Savaric. It is to destroy the scum who murdered her.”

More silence between them as the wind picked up, the banners of the Dragon Exalted fluttering at its attention.

“Do you remember that night we escaped?” Savaric said. “When we were crawling through the marsh?”

Absolon would never forget the feel of mud between his fingers, the certainty that they would die in that festering swamp, just two more corpses for the crows. “I do.”

“You could barely walk,” Savaric continued. “Your knee was destroyed, infection setting in. I wanted to give up, just lie down in that filth and let them find us. But you grabbed me, looked me in the eye, and said the only way through hell is forward. You saved my life that night. Not just my body, but my soul. You reminded me what we were fighting for. That there was something beyond the mud and blood and horror. That we had brothers counting on us, a realm that needed us. Whatever you’re planning, whatever you think you need to do alone, remember that. Remember that you’ve never been alone. Not in that swamp, and not now.”

“Some things a man must do on his own,” Absolon replied. “You understand?”

Savaric studied him for a long moment. “I do understand. More than you know. Just… be careful, brother.”

He would have replied that he always was, but Savaric was already walking away. Absolon stood alone on the battlements as darkness crept across Bastion’s rooftops. He understood well his oldest friend’s warning. That they were not alone in this. In anything. That the Order came before all. But beneath that understanding burned something harder. A purpose he could not shirk.

Absolon had a name now. Malachi. He had a location. The Crown’s Mercy Poorhouse.

And he had a terrible certainty that before long, those who had murdered Tanith would suffer for what they had done, no matter what had to be sacrificed.







WHISPERS IN THE DARK

The infirmary door creaked shut behind Guenivar, its old hinges protesting. Freedom, such as it was.

Three days of enforced rest had left her muscles stiff and her patience worn thinner than parchment. The healers had finally released her to “light duties,” though their concerned glances suggested they’d have preferred to keep her bedridden for another week.

She leaned against the cool stone wall of the corridor, waiting for a wave of dizziness to pass. The throb in her skull lingered like an unwelcome guest, turning the world sideways whenever she moved too quickly. Her ribs ached with each breath, a sharp reminder of her meeting with the cobblestones after the wyrdglass explosion.

Pain, at least, could be managed. The memory of what she’d witnessed on that dark street was the real wound. One that no poultice could draw clean.

Savaric Frost.

A traitor.

The image remained seared into her mind: Tanith Isgar kneeling in the road, life pouring from the precise slash across her throat. Above her, Savaric’s face clearly visible, his expression cold as he claimed Oathsworn as his trophy. No confusion clouded that memory, no matter what tale she’d spun for Absolon about her recollections.

How easy it would have been to pour out everything. Yet what would come of it? Her word against that of a decorated knight, respected veteran of countless battles against eldritch forces. She, a neophyte of the Order, claiming one of their most celebrated members had betrayed them all. Without evidence, it would sound like delirium, or worse: a desperate attempt to shift blame for her own failure to protect the high marshal.

And if Savaric wasn’t working alone…

The thought chilled her.

How deep might the corruption run? How many others within the Order might be complicit?

Each face she passed in the garrison’s halls now carried a shadow of suspicion. Each smile and nod might hide deceit. Betrayal. Even from Absolon. Had he not, after all, told her that she should trust him least of all?

No. If there was one person she believed incapable of such treachery, it was the Knight Commander. She had seen his dedication, his sacrifice, his pain. Whatever his flaws, and they were considerable, Absolon Creed lived and breathed the Order’s tenets. The possibility that he might be part of Savaric’s conspiracy was too absurd to entertain.

And yet she still had not told him what she saw.

Guilt gnawed at her for that. Absolon had visited her in the infirmary, his eyes haunted by his mentor’s death. Guen had seen the unspoken question in his gaze, the certainty that she was holding something back. His disappointment in her perceived lack of trust had been palpable, another wound to add to his collection. But how could she reveal the truth without knowing how far the rot had spread?

Guenivar pushed herself away from the wall and continued down the corridor, headed toward the armoury. Without a blade at her hip, she felt vulnerable. Especially now. First, she would reclaim her sword. Then she would find evidence of Savaric’s treachery. Evidence so incontrovertible that nothing could shield him from his guilt.

The vaulted corridors of the garrison echoed with the sounds of preparation: orders being barked, the clatter of weapons training in the yards, the murmur of strategies discussed. The Order was a beehive that had been struck, buzzing with frantic energy following the loss of the high marshal. Amid all this hubbub, no one paid much attention to a battered neophyte making her slow way among it all.

When she reached the armoury, it sprawled like a cathedral dedicated to the art of violence. Racks of weapons lined the walls in precise formation, and the air was heavy with the comforting trinity of smells that had become as familiar to her as her own skin: sword balm, leather polish, and the distinctive tang of oiled steel.

In another time, perhaps, this place would have felt like a sanctuary. Today, it felt like any other chamber in the garrison… one that might conceal treachery.

A grizzled quartermaster presided over a scarred oak desk near the entrance, his weathered face bearing the permanent scowl of a miser who counted each arrowhead as if it were minted gold. Two fingers were missing from his left hand, the stumps long since healed to smooth nubs. He barely glanced up as Guenivar approached, continuing to make notations in a leather-bound ledger with meticulous precision.

“Name and purpose?” he asked, voice like gravel.

“Blackmere, Guenivar. Knight Sentinel, neophyte rank,” she replied. “Retrieving my personal equipment. It was sent for repair three days ago following the dockside… incident.”

The quartermaster’s eyes flicked up at that, giving her a more thorough assessment. Recognition dawned slowly in his steel gaze.

“Aye,” he muttered. “I have your sword and dagger, but the armour’s still with the smiths. Won’t be ready till tomorrow at the earliest. Took quite a beating, it did.”

He rose from his seat with a grunt, disappearing into a side chamber that presumably housed the more valuable items in his charge. Guenivar leaned against the desk, grateful for its support as another wave of dizziness passed through her. The head wound’s effects were maddening in their unpredictability, and she was prone to periods of lucidity followed by moments when the world tilted and swam like a ship in high seas.

“Knight Sentinel Blackmere. You’re up and about sooner than expected.”

Guen went cold at the familiar voice as she slowly turned. Savaric Frost stood mere feet away.

“Frost,” she managed, forcing her voice to remain steady despite the cold dread that flooded her veins. “The healers thought it best I return to light duties.”

Savaric’s gaze was penetrating, studying her with the cool assessment of a predator. His mouth curved in what might have been concern on any other face. The image of his blade opening Tanith’s throat flashed unbidden through her mind, so vivid she feared he might somehow read it in her eyes.

“You still look rather pale. Perhaps the healers were hasty in their appraisal.” He placed a hand on her shoulder, the weight of it seeming to burn through the fabric of her tunic. “Maybe rest is what you need, despite what they recommend.”

His false concern sent a surge of rage through Guenivar so potent she had to clench her teeth to keep from crying out her accusations. Instead, she forced a nod, not trusting herself to speak.

“Good,” Savaric continued, removing his hand. “Then I’ll leave you to it. Do take care of yourself, Blackmere.”

With a final appraising look, Savaric turned and strode toward the armoury entrance, his footsteps fading into the general clamour of the garrison.

Guenivar released the breath she’d been holding, her legs trembling with the effort of remaining upright. Had he suspected something in her manner? Had she betrayed herself somehow?

“Here we are, then.”

The quartermaster’s voice startled her. He held out her sword and dagger, both cleaned and honed to lethal sharpness, gleaming with expectation in the lamplight.

“Blade looks good as new,” he continued, oblivious to her turmoil. “Took a fair bit of work to get that notch out of the blade.”

“My thanks,” Guenivar replied absently, her fingers closing around the familiar grip of her sword.

The weight of it in her hand brought a sudden clarity. If Savaric was indeed the traitor she suspected, following him might reveal more than days of careful investigation. Dangerous, yes, but she was already marked for death if he suspected what she had witnessed.

Outside the armoury, Guenivar paused to secure her sword belt, scanning the corridor in both directions. A flash of movement caught her eye as Savaric’s distinctive silhouette disappeared around a corner at the far end of the passage. She moved after him, maintaining a careful distance, each step measured to avoid the telltale echo of pursuit.

Savaric made his way down through the main structure of the garrison, descending into progressively older sections within its bowels. Stone walls grew damper, ceilings lower, and torches fewer as they delved into chambers constructed centuries ago. The air took on a chill, carrying the musty scent of spaces rarely trodden as Guenivar struggled to keep up and maintain her distance at the same time.

Eventually, the passage widened into a cavernous chamber that might once have been a storeroom or meeting hall, now abandoned to rats. A single torch burned in a sconce, casting just enough light to illuminate the space without dispelling the darkness that pooled in its corners.

Guenivar pressed herself into a recessed archway as Savaric paused in the centre of the chamber, arms crossed, the set of his shoulders betraying impatience. He did not have to wait long before another figure entered from a side passage. The stooped form of Emanius Ordway appeared in the light, clutching his ever-present satchel to his chest like a shield.

They greeted one another, but from her hiding place Guenivar could barely make out the words. She pressed herself closer to the crumbling brick, straining her ears to hear.

“… cannot afford delays at this stage,” she heard Savaric say. “The dosage must be increased, regardless of the risks. He still fights like a beast of legend. He almost joined Tanith in the wagon’s pursuit. If I’d had to fight them both, I doubt it would have been the same outcome.”

“You ask the impossible. The formula is already unstable. Any greater concentration could result in death or, worse, complete mental dissolution.”

“Your concerns are noted,” Savaric responded, his tone hardening. “But we need results, not excuses.”

“And if he dies?” Ordway’s voice betrayed fear rather than defiance. “I will be the one suspected. All fingers will point to me, and then where will we be?”

“Then you’d best ensure he doesn’t,” Savaric replied with chilling simplicity.

The silence that followed stretched taut. This was a conspiracy, of that she had no doubt. Whatever plot Savaric was hatching also involved Emanius Ordway. Guenivar drew in a breath, afraid that even that small sound might betray her presence.

“I will need to return to my laboratory first,” Ordway finally said, resignation evident in his tone. “The necessary adjustments cannot be made in the garrison facility.”

“Very well, then meet us at the factory when you’re done. We will plan the next step from there.”

“As you say.” Ordway sounded almost defeated. “I will have to secure further ingredients first. I will meet you once it’s finished.”

Footsteps approached and Guenivar pressed herself deeper into the alcove. Savaric passed within arm’s reach of her position, and for a heart-stopping moment, she thought he might sense her presence, but his attention remained fixed ahead.

Moments later, Ordway followed, his face ashen behind his neatly trimmed beard, hands fidgeting nervously with the straps of his satchel. Unlike Savaric’s confident stride, the alchemist’s gait was hurried, shoulders hunched, more shuffle than walk.

Her mind raced with the implications of what she’d overheard. What formula were they discussing? Who was the “he” whose life they so casually gambled with? Could it be Absolon? And to what dark end was all this in aid of?

More questions to be answered, but answers she would have. It was a slender thread, but a thread nonetheless, and if pulled carefully, it might unravel this entire conspiracy. Ordway had mentioned a laboratory, ingredients he needed to secure. If she followed him, might she find some of the evidence she so desperately needed?

Silently she slipped from the alcove, following the sound of Ordway’s footsteps along the dark passageways. As she trailed him, she occasionally caught sight of his slight frame up ahead, almost shambling like one of the undead she had fought scant nights earlier. The tunnel finally led out into the garrison courtyard, and Ordway wasted no time, heading toward the open gate and past the guards standing sentinel. She followed him as discreetly as she could, keeping her head down, barely acknowledging the looks she got as she left the safety of the garrison.

Pausing at the edge of the thoroughfare that ran past the garrison wall, she scanned the thinning crowds for Ordway’s distinctive silhouette. There, a flash of green robes disappearing around a corner toward the Merchant Quarter. Guenivar set off, maintaining what she hoped would appear to be a casual pace while her eyes remained fixed on her quarry. The throbbing in her head had receded to a dull ache, manageable if she didn’t move too suddenly. One small mercy, perhaps.

Bastion unfolded around her like a tattered book, each district unveiled like a new chapter in the city’s slow decline. The Merchant Quarter still maintained a facade of prosperity, with colourful awnings stretched over storefronts, and lanterns beginning to glow as dusk deepened. Yet even here, signs of decay were impossible to miss, with empty stalls where once vendors had competed for space, boarded windows, trash piled high and fetid.

Ordway moved with purpose through the evening crowds, occasionally glancing over his shoulder but never lingering long enough to spot Guenivar shadowing his path from a distance. Soon she found she could blend reasonably well when she mimicked the hurried stride and downcast eyes of the city’s working folk heading home after a day’s labour.

The alchemist led her deeper into the city, away from the relative brightness of the Merchant Quarter and into the tangled nest of streets that comprised the Lower Ward. Here, the buildings pressed closer together, creating narrow thoroughfares where the last of the day’s light barely penetrated. The smell gave way from the pleasant aroma of cooking food and merchant spices to the ranker odours of unwashed bodies and open sewers.

Their path skirted the edge of the Foundry Quarter, where forges and smithies had once dominated, their massive chimneys now cold and silent, a testament to the Crown’s diminishing resources. From there, they entered the Warrens, a maze of ramshackle dwellings where the poorest of Bastion’s citizens huddled together for safety. Ordway’s pace quickened as they passed this area, his hand dropping to what Guenivar suspected was a concealed blade beneath his robes.

Finally, they emerged into the University District, or at least what remained of it. Once the pride of Morrengard, its grand buildings now stood mostly empty, their facades still imposing but their windows dark, their courtyards overgrown with weeds that pushed through cracks in the once-immaculate paving stones.

Eventually, the alchemist turned down a narrow alley between what appeared to have been lecture halls, their grand entrances now sealed with wooden boards. Guenivar hesitated at the alley’s mouth, weighing the risk of following too closely against the possibility of losing him in the maze of abandoned buildings. After a moment’s consideration, she edged forward, keeping to the shadows along the wall.

The alley opened onto a small courtyard choked with untended foliage. Ordway had stopped before what appeared to be a nondescript storage building attached to a larger structure. Its stone exterior matched the surrounding architecture, but it lacked the grand windows and ornate detailing of the other buildings. To casual observation, it would appear merely another forgotten outbuilding, unremarkable among dozens of similar structures scattered throughout the district.

Satisfied he was alone, the alchemist produced a key from within his robes and inserted it into what looked like a decorative stone rosette set into the wall beside the door. The mechanism responded with a soft click that carried clearly in the evening stillness, followed by the whisper of well-oiled hinges as a door swung inward. Ordway slipped inside, and the door closed behind him with a muffled thud, followed by the distinct sound of multiple locks engaging in sequence.

Guenivar remained motionless, counting her heartbeats as she considered her next move. The sun had fully set now, and the building Ordway had entered showed no signs of life; no light appeared in any window; no smoke rose from the single chimney that protruded from its slate roof. From her hiding place, Guenivar watched and waited, thinking this was perhaps a stupid idea after all, until the door to Ordway’s laboratory opened again.

The alchemist emerged, now without his satchel and wearing a different outer robe. He secured the door with the same strange key, testing the handle once to ensure it was properly locked, then set off in the opposite direction from which they had arrived, toward the Great Market.

As his footsteps faded into the night, Guenivar felt a surge of reckless determination. With Ordway gone, she had an opportunity to search for evidence without confrontation. No better time for seizing the iron while it was hot.

She crossed the courtyard with swift, silent steps, every sense alert for any sign of observers. Reaching the door, she crouched to examine the unusual lock mechanism more closely. Even if she had the necessary tools and expertise, tampering with such a mechanism would likely alert Ordway to her intrusion.

“So much for seizing that hot iron, Blackmere,” she whispered, suppressing a curse.

Her gaze travelled upward, tracing the building’s profile against the night sky. The roof was pitched at a moderate angle, the slate tiles well-maintained despite the disrepair of the surrounding structures. A single chimney protruded near the centre, and beside it, barely visible in the moonlight, a skylight.

Guenivar examined the wall before her, assessing how difficult it might be to scale. Then, taking a deep breath, she began the climb.

The first few feet were the most difficult, requiring her to stretch upward to reach suitable handholds, sending sharp lances of pain through her bruised ribs. She paused halfway up, pressed against the cool stone, allowing a wave of dizziness to pass before continuing. With a final surge of effort that left her gasping, Guenivar pulled herself up and over the gutter’s edge, rolling onto the slated roof.

For a moment, she lay still, eyes closed, focusing on her breathing as she waited for the pain in her ribs to subside. Then she pushed herself to a sitting position, focusing on the job at hand. When she approached the skylight, a sudden eruption of beating wings startled her. A small flock of pigeons, disturbed from their rooftop roost by her unexpected arrival, took flight with indignant cooing. Guenivar froze, heart hammering, as the birds circled once before dispersing into the night sky.

The open skylight was just wide enough to squeeze into. Peering through the gap, Guenivar could see only darkness below. She eased the skylight wider and, after one final glance around to ensure she remained unobserved, lowered herself through the aperture, hanging briefly by her fingertips before dropping into the darkness below.

The fall was shorter than she had anticipated, ending with a muffled thud as her boots struck wood. She crouched instinctively, one hand going to the hilt of her sword as she scanned the darkness, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the gloom.

She had infiltrated Ordway’s sanctum.

Now to uncover its secrets.







NIGHT STALKER

Night settled over Bastion, and Absolon welcomed its embrace as he waited in the shadows cast by what had once been the Crown’s Mercy Poorhouse. In the glory days of Morrengard, the poorhouse had stood as a testament to the Crown’s benevolence. It had been a place where the destitute could find shelter and sustenance, but when the War of Legions swallowed Morrengard’s wealth and power, poverty became so widespread that the institution could no longer distinguish between those deserving charity and the general populace. As a consequence, its doors had closed forever.

Now it stood as yet another monument to Bastion’s decay. Just as the city’s spires crumbled, so too did its charity.

According to Tallius, this decrepit structure served as the headquarters for the House of Arawn. A man named Malachi resided within, reigning over his coterie of warlocks like a provincial lord. Other details were scant, but what more did Absolon need to know before killing a man?

Hallowbane’s hilt pressed against his palm as he flexed his fingers instinctively, like a predator testing its claws. Pain radiated from his knee in pulsing waves, but Absolon embraced it, letting it sharpen his focus. Better that pain than the numbing haze of lixir. Tonight, he needed clarity more than comfort.

A gust of wind sent debris skittering along the empty street. Absolon remained motionless, his eyes fixed on the building’s exterior. Despite its decayed facade—cracked windows patched with rotting boards, walls stained with decades of soot and grime—certain details made it look conspicuous. The padlock on the main entrance gleamed with incongruous newness. Through gaps in the boarded windows, the faintest flicker of light betrayed life within what should have been an abandoned shell.

Two figures slouched on either side of the main entrance, affecting the posture of vagrants, but Absolon could see the bulge of weapons concealed beneath their ragged clothes. Their eyes swept the street with watchful regularity, rather than the listless staring of derelicts.

The front entrance was clearly not an option, but years of wind and rain had rendered the poorhouse’s eastern wall unstable, its stonework crumbling. Scaffolding, erected years ago in some abandoned attempt at renovation, might offer access to the upper floors.

He’d forgone his distinctive plate for this unsanctioned mission, opting instead for the flexibility of hardened leather beneath a nondescript cloak. All he had to protect him as he walked into certain danger. There would be no reinforcements, no brother knights to aid him should he falter here.

He exhaled slowly, releasing the doubt that might stay his hand, then crossed the street, keeping to the shadow. Ducking down the side alley, he moved along the perimeter of the poorhouse. The eastern face of the building loomed before him, its surface mottled with lichen and decay, the old scaffolding a skeletal frame that clung to the stonework like the ribs of some dead beast.

Absolon tested the lowest rung with a wary hand, feeling the wood give a little beneath his weight. Rot had set in, fed by years of Bastion’s perpetual damp, and the entire structure swayed slightly. But there was no turning back. The only way through hell is forward.

Bracing himself, he began his ascent.

The climb was agony, each upward movement sending fresh darts of pain through his damaged knee. Sweat beaded on his brow despite the night’s chill as he hauled himself upward, hand over hand, the wounded joint screaming silent protest with every shift of weight. Twice, he felt a rotten rung begin to give way, forcing him to scramble for new purchase as his heart hammered against his ribs.

Halfway up, he paused, breath coming in shallow bursts. Far below, the street waited, promising broken bones or worse should he fall. Above, a partially collapsed section of roof offered a tantalising means of entry. He forced the pain aside and, with a final effort, hauled himself over the shattered remnants of the roofline and set down in what had once been some bureaucrat’s office. The room lay stripped of anything valuable, coated with a thick patina of dust and debris. Scattered papers lay all about, long since yellowed, ink faded to illegibility.

Absolon remained motionless for several long moments, letting his breathing steady, listening for any indication that he had been heard. The only sounds were the distant scurrying of vermin and the low moan of wind through empty corridors.

Satisfied, he rose, wincing as his damaged knee protested. Silencing the complaints of his body through sheer force of will, he moved with practised stealth, each footstep carefully placed to avoid the betrayal of creaking floorboards. Hallowbane remained sheathed for now; instead, he withdrew a slender knife from his boot. A short blade was better for this kind of quiet work. Best leave the sword for when it was needed.

The top level of the poorhouse stretched before him, a labyrinth of mouldering corridors and abandoned chambers. Most doors hung askew, revealing ransacked rooms beyond, and he proceeded unhindered along the length of the building until he reached the stairwell.

A sentry leaned against the banister, illuminated by pale moonlight filtering through a gap in the ceiling. The man’s attention was entirely focused on picking dirt from beneath his fingernails with a small knife, oblivious to what stalked silently toward him. He wore the mismatched garb common to Bastion’s Lower Ward, but the quality of the blade in his hand marked him as no common thug.

Absolon closed the distance in three silent strides, left hand clamping over the man’s mouth while his knife slid with precision through the vulnerable hollow beneath the ear. The sentry’s body tensed as the blade dug deep into his brain. A wet gurgle escaped as the man’s legs buckled, the knife in his hand clattering to the floor.

Absolon took the body’s weight, lowering it silently to the wooden planks. Blood pooled, black in the moonlight, seeping between warped floorboards. He paused, listening for any sign he had alerted anyone in this viper’s nest of warlocks. All he heard were voices echoing up from the floor below, rising and falling in casual conversation, punctuated by occasional laughter.

No, he was yet undiscovered.

Down the stairs he crept to the second floor. No sooner had he reached it than he froze as a door opened along the corridor ahead. A burly figure emerged, fumbling with the lacings of his trews. Absolon’s second kill was as effortless as the first, a swift approach, a hand clamped over the mouth, his knife finding a home beneath the ribs, angled upward to pierce the heart. This time, he didn’t bother lowering the body gently. He simply stepped back, letting it collapse with a soft thump.

He moved onward, guided by the sounds of voices, hungering for more to feed that killer’s hunger. In a side room two men sat playing cards beside a brazier, too absorbed in their game to notice death’s approach until the knife edge opened their throats in two economical strokes. They had barely finished their death rattles before he was on the move again, down another flight of stairs to the ground floor.

When he reached the entrance to the main hall, the front of his leathers were stained dark with blood, yet his breathing remained steady. Four men lay dead behind him, their lives extinguished with the same dispassionate efficiency he might employ to snuff out candles. There was no satisfaction in these deaths, no remorse, only a thirst for more…

Absolon paused at the threshold of the main hall, listening. Silence now. Through the gap in the partially open door, he could see no figures cast in the guttering candlelight. But there was someone in there, he could feel it. Now was time to sheathe that dagger. This was sword work.

Hallowbane felt hungry in his grip as he tightened his fingers around the hilt, steadying himself before this final confrontation. The blade had been with him for years, had slaked its thirst with the blood of warlocks and eldritch horrors uncounted. Now it was to reap its holy vengeance once more. A reckoning for his oldest friend and mentor.

With the time for stealth at an end, Absolon pushed his way through the doors.

The poorhouse’s main hall had once offered shelter to hundreds of Bastion’s destitute, a vast chamber where the forgotten masses could escape the cruelty of cold nights. Now it stood transformed into a grotesque parody of aristocratic luxury. A testament to the delusions of grandeur nurtured here.

Absolon’s lip curled in distaste as he surveyed the scene from the threshold. Faded tapestries draped the crumbling walls, their garish colours and clumsy craftsmanship failing to conceal the building’s decay. Mismatched furniture created small islands of threadbare comfort amid the general squalor. A mahogany writing desk was paired with a chair upholstered in threadbare velvet, side tables were inlaid with tarnished brass, candelabras that might once have adorned noble dining halls now housed stumps of tallow.

At the chamber’s far end, seated upon what appeared to be a throne slathered with cheap gilt paint, was what must have been the object of Absolon’s hunt. Malachi, reputed warlock and leader of the House of Arawn, cut a pitiable figure in the guttering light.

The reality of the man proved somewhat disappointing. Where Absolon had expected to find a figure of genuine menace, a practitioner of forbidden arts whose aura matched his reputation, he instead looked upon a gaunt creature with sunken cheeks and trembling hands. Malachi’s elaborate red robes, stitched with symbols of dubious arcane significance, hung loosely on his emaciated frame, embroidered sleeves engulfing hands stained yellow.

“Kn-Knight Sentinel,” Malachi stammered, rising from his makeshift throne only to stumble backward in obvious fear. “What a… surprise.”

Absolon advanced slowly, his footsteps echoing in the huge hall until he came to stand a few feet away.

“Where is the wyrdglass, Malachi?” Hallowbane’s point came to rest against the hollow of the man’s throat. “Speak quickly, warlock, or I’ll paint these walls with whatever thin piss passes for your blood.”

“We don’t have it!” Malachi’s voice cracked with desperation. “We were hired to secure it, yes, but the shipment was taken from us as we made our escape. I swear by the Six and all the lesser gods, I don’t know where it is.”

Absolon studied the man’s face, searching for deception. Years of interrogating the guilty had taught him to read the subtle tells of liars: the flicker of eyes, the tightening of muscles around the mouth, the subtle shifts in breathing. What he saw in Malachi was abject terror, but no duplicity.

“Who hired you?” Absolon demanded, applying just enough pressure with Hallowbane’s point to draw a thin bead of blood.

“I don’t know!” Malachi’s voice rose in pitch, his hands shaking violently now. “We were put in contact with a man called Manwarr Hakeef. He provided the location of the consignment, and we were given a place to drop it off. An anonymous contact told us to expect your Order to be waiting so we took… precautions. But we never reached the drop-off point. The wagon was destroyed during the escape, the consignment taken, but you already know this, Creed. We were merely one piece in a larger design, hired to acquire certain items and nothing more. The House of Arawn was to be well compensated for our services, our position in Bastion’s underworld secured against all rivals.”

“What larger design?” Absolon pressed. “What purpose does the wyrdglass serve?”

Malachi swallowed convulsively, his throat bobbing against Hallowbane’s edge, drawing another crimson line. “We were not privy to the full scope of the plan. We were only told what items to acquire and where to deliver them.”

“You never thought to ask why?” Absolon’s voice dripped with contempt. “A man who styles himself a king in his own domain, yet lacks the basic curiosity to question his own role?”

Shame flashed across Malachi’s features. “Of course I asked. But those who employed us… they revealed little. Only that the items were necessary for a ritual.”

“What kind of ritual?” Absolon demanded.

Malachi hesitated, his gaze darting to the shadows in the corners of the room, as though fearful of unseen watchers. “Something to do with a beast. Something that slumbers beneath the foundations of Bastion itself. Something ancient… from before the time of the First Houses.”

As he listened to what sounded an impossibility, Absolon was hit by a sudden wave of nausea. His free hand rose to his temple, fingers pressing against sudden, stabbing pain.

“What… beast? What lies beneath Bastion?”

“I don’t know,” Malachi whispered, his eyes suddenly glazing. “I was only told that the city was built upon ruins from a civilisation that preceded even Morrengard’s earliest settlements. It was buried there. A creature that still sleeps. Perhaps someone would see it awoken.”

“For what purpose?” Absolon fought to keep his voice steady, to ignore the growing pressure in his skull.

Malachi shook his head, a hysterical laugh bubbling from his throat as darkness shrouded his gaze. “What purpose does a storm serve? What purpose does an earthquake fulfil? Some forces are beyond purpose, Creed. They simply… are.”

Absolon stepped back, a cold certainty settling in his gut. This was no longer Malachi speaking. Something else looked out through those suddenly calm eyes, something ancient and patient that regarded him with the dispassionate interest of a botanist observing an insect.

The temperature plummeted, cold enough for Absolon’s breath to fog before his face. Candle flames shrank to pinpricks, guttering in the sudden chill, their meagre light diminishing.

A whisper emerged from the darkness. Not from Malachi, whose lips remained motionless in that serene smile, but from the very walls of the poorhouse. The sound skittered, too faint to distinguish words yet somehow conveying meaning directly into his mind.

Knight of a failing realm…

Absolon whipped around, searching for the source but finding only shifting shadows.

Worm that burrows through our domain…

The whispers intensified, crawling beneath his skin, bypassing his ears to manifest directly within his skull. Hallowbane felt suddenly leaden in his grip, its blessed steel offering no comfort against this formless threat.

We know the taste of your fear, Absolon Creed.

His name. It knew his name.

We watched as they peeled back your skin. As they fed you the flesh of your brothers. As you begged for death rather than one more day of suffering.

“Silence!” Absolon roared, slashing Hallowbane through empty air. The blade passed through nothing, meeting no resistance, yet the whispers receded momentarily before returning, more insistent.

We can free you. From pain. From memory. From the chains you have forged for yourself.

It promised release, if only he would listen. Freedom from the nightmares that haunted his sleep.

With growing horror, Absolon realised he could not determine whether this was a manifestation of some power reaching through Malachi, or a symptom of his own deteriorating mind, damaged by years of alchemical dependency. Had the boundary between reality and his drug-addled imagination finally collapsed? Was he standing in an abandoned poorhouse conversing with shadows while his sanity unravelled?

You think yourself broken. But we have use for broken things.

Absolon staggered back, raising Hallowbane before him as though the blade might ward off these formless assailants. For the first time in decades, genuine fear fluttered in his chest. Not the wariness of a warrior assessing danger, but the primal terror of a man confronting something beyond his comprehension.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

What all imprisoned things desire, Knight of the Dragon Exalted. Freedom.

Malachi’s serene expression hadn’t wavered. He remained standing with unnatural stillness, as though he had transformed into a stone simulacrum of himself. The remaining candles sputtered, threatening to extinguish entirely, then flared with sudden brightness. In that momentary illumination, Absolon caught a glimpse of something moving within the shadows behind Malachi. The suggestion of something massive shifting in impossible dimensions, geometries that strained against the limitations of space.

Bastion was built upon our prison. Its foundations rest on chains. But chains rust. And we… we remember.

The floor beneath Absolon’s feet lurched. The boundaries of the room appeared to expand and contract in rhythm with his heartbeat, as though the chamber itself had become a living, breathing thing.

Even now, our servants work toward our liberation. The hidden king will play his part. Soon, Knight Sentinel. Soon.

The hidden king? Kronos, the Amaranthine who had sat upon the Wormwood Throne for longer than any could remember?

Questions surged in Absolon’s mind, but he forced them down, focusing instead on escape. Whatever presence had infested this place was beyond his capacity to fight with steel alone. But as he backed toward the exit, Hallowbane still extended toward Malachi’s unmoving form, he could feel that presence following him, clinging to him like cobwebs.

Absolon turned and ran, abandoning dignity in favour of survival. He stumbled through the darkened corridors of the poorhouse, guided more by instinct than sight, until he burst through a door and found himself outside, gulping night air that tasted sweet after the corrupted atmosphere within. Hallowbane’s hilt remained clutched in a white-knuckled grip, and he sheathed it with hands that still trembled.

The street around him was flanked by the same crumbling tenements, the same detritus blown by the same chill wind. Yet Absolon could not shake the sense that the world had altered. That some boundary had been crossed, some threshold traversed, from which there could be no return.

He staggered away from the poorhouse, forcing his injured knee to bear his weight despite its protests. Only one thought burned amid the chaos of his mind: the realisation that something ancient had taken notice of him, and reached into his mind with disturbing ease.

Absolon started at a distant tolling of bells, counting the hours until dawn. A dawn he could only hope would arrive soon.

Trying to ignore the shadows that now seemed to loom with barely concealed horrors, he stumbled toward home.







HORROR IN ASPIC

Gradually, she could discern shapes within the shadows. Guenivar made out the silhouettes of workbenches and cabinets, the hunched outlines of equipment shrouded beneath sheeting. The air hung heavy with the scent of herbal tinctures and metallic salts. Then she heard it… a low, persistent hum emanating from somewhere in the room’s depths, like the distant drone of hornets nesting in a hollow tree.

She had expected the orderliness of the garrison’s alchemical storerooms, with their neatly labelled phials and meticulous ledgers. This was something else entirely. Something forbidden. Ordway’s hidden sanctum reeked of experiments conducted beyond the scrutiny of the Order’s oversight. It made her fearful of what she might find if she looked too hard, but that was why she had come. No going back now.

A faint blue-green luminescence leaked from beneath a heavy curtain to her right, providing just enough light to navigate by. Guenivar approached it warily, before drawing it aside. The glow intensified, revealing a series of tall glass cylinders lining the wall, filled with some alchemical solution that cast its ghostly light across the laboratory. The containers stood nearly as tall as she was, their surfaces beaded with condensation. Within each floated…

“Solaria preserve us,” she whispered.

Human organs were suspended in cloudy fluid, their surfaces crawling with minute sigils that pulsed with a light all their own. A heart, its chambers splayed open like the petals of some obscene flower. Lungs, inflating and deflating as though still drawing breath in their glass prison. A brain, tethered to the bottom of its container by thin silver wires that disappeared into its folds.

These were not the usual specimens an alchemist might keep for study. The miniature runes etched into their tissues spoke of something far darker… of fleshcraft, the manipulation of living tissue through arcane means.

Guenivar stepped back, tearing her gaze away from the horror, girding herself for what else she might discover.

A large worktable dominated the centre of the room, its surface strewn with parchments weighted down by small metal instruments. The vellum was yellowed with age, but the ink glistened as though applied recently. Diagrams showed human bodies subjected to impossible modifications. Extra limbs grafted onto torsos, organs relocated or duplicated, retractable claws grafted onto living tissue. Beside each illustration, Ordway’s precise handwriting detailed surgical procedures and arcane incantations, the two disciplines intertwined in a blasphemous marriage of science and sorcery.

“What in Morrigan’s name were you doing here, Ordway?” she murmured.

The laboratory extended farther into the darkness, and Guenivar knew she needed to see it all before Ordway returned. She moved deeper, past workbenches littered with instruments that resembled torture devices more than medical tools. Small glass bottles filled with powders of various colours. Jars containing preserved specimens she could not identify. And then she saw it.

A wooden frame stood roughly six feet tall, upon which was stretched what appeared to be a large piece of pale leather. Only as she drew closer did she realise it was human skin, expertly removed in a single piece, mounted on the frame like canvas awaiting a painter. It was covered in arcane sigils daubed in a substance that could only be blood, forming intricate, overlapping patterns that seemed to shift subtly in the blue-green light.

Guenivar’s stomach lurched. This wasn’t the work of a madman; it was too methodical, too precise for that. This was someone with a purpose.

A cabinet stood nearby, its doors inlaid with yet more sigils. Guenivar hesitated, then reached for the brass handle. Inside, arranged with painstaking care, sat dozens of phials containing a familiar blue substance. Lixir. The alchemical concoction Absolon and other battle-worn knights relied upon to dull their pain. But unlike the clear azure liquid she had seen Absolon consume, these phials held something corrupted. The blue was shot through with threads of oily black, and she lifted one, holding it up to the light of the specimen tanks. The darkness within the liquid recoiled from the glow, like a creature seeking shelter.

“Serrum noctus,” she read from a small label affixed to the shelf. “Subject: Creed, A. Dosage increased by fifteen percent per instruction.”

A realisation began to creep into her mind that the lixir Absolon had been taking—had been addicted to for years, perhaps—wasn’t just dulling his pain. It was changing him, controlling him in ways she had only begun to suspect. And Ordway was the architect of it all.

Beside the cabinet, a smaller workbench held a collection of journals bound in leather. She lifted the topmost volume and opened it to a random page. Ordway’s handwriting filled the margins around detailed sketches of human anatomy.

Subject exhibited enhanced sensitivity to arcane energies, as predicted. Threshold for pain increased by approximately 70%. Successful binding to entity tentatively classified as lower-echelon Void Messenger. Subject showed minimal autonomy for 3–4 hours before self-termination. Further refinement of the mixture required before testing on prime candidates.

Her grip on the journal tightened. “Treacherous bastard.”

She tore out a few of the pages and stuffed them into her inside pocket, before returning the journal to its place. Then she turned her attention to a final corner of the laboratory, where a large object stood beneath a heavy canvas shroud. Guen approached cautiously, suspecting that this might be the most horrific discovery of all. Then, gripping the edge of the cloth, she steeled herself before pulling it away.

A tank of thick glass dominated the space, larger than the specimen containers that lined the walls. Within it floated what had perhaps once been human, though little remained to suggest its origin. The body had been transformed, its limbs elongated and jointed in impossible ways, its torso armoured in chitin. The head remained recognisably human in its basic structure, but the face had been altered to accommodate far too many eyes, arranged in a circular pattern that covered what should have been cheeks and forehead.

Most disturbing of all, those eyes tracked her movement as she circled the tank.

It was alive.

Aware.

Guenivar stepped back, revulsion warring against a growing rage. This laboratory represented everything the Order stood against. Forbidden knowledge used to corrupt. She needed to get this information to someone she could trust. But who? If Ordway was compromised, how many others might be as well? Savaric was a traitor. Absolon was being controlled. The high marshal was dead…

A creak of stairs. Someone was coming.

Guenivar lunged behind the nearest cabinet, her back pressed against its cold metal as the laboratory door swung inward. Her fingers closed around her sword, the weapon offering scant comfort as footsteps entered the laboratory.

She risked a glance around the cabinet’s edge. Ordway moved with purpose through his laboratory, seemingly unaware of her presence. He approached the workbench where she had found the journals, muttering under his breath.

“Solution requires higher concentration of noctus essence,” he murmured, measuring dark fluid into a glass beaker. “Perhaps an infusion drawn directly from the source…”

Guenivar weighed her options. She could wait for Ordway to finish whatever he was doing and eventually leave her alone once more. Alternatively, she could confront him, here and now.

The decision was made for her.

“I can smell you, Blackmere,” Ordway said without turning, his voice eerily calm. “Come out, please. There’s no point in hiding.”

Guenivar stepped from behind the cabinet, her sword half drawn. “Master Ordway. I believe you have some explaining to do.”

“Yes, I’m certain it looks that way. I had wondered when someone might begin asking the right questions.” He gestured around the laboratory with a casual sweep of his arm. “I suppose you find all this rather disturbing?”

“Disturbing doesn’t begin to cover it,” Guenivar said, her gaze flicking briefly to the tank containing the altered human. “Fleshcraft is forbidden by royal decree. The penalty is death.”

Ordway’s laugh held no humour. “Royal decree? From a king who is nothing more than a figurehead? The Wormwood Throne has been empty for generations, child. Some of us know that the real authority in Morrengard lies elsewhere.”

“Enough of your lies. When I drag you back to the garrison, the Knights Vigilant will flay the truth from you. About what you know, and what heresy you’re committing here.”

“You’ve discovered only a fraction of my work, yet you presume to judge it through a limited lens. How disappointingly predictable.”

Guenivar drew her sword fully now, the blade catching the blue-green light from the specimen tanks. “What have you done to Absolon? The lixir, it’s not what he thinks it is, is it?”

“Very good.” Ordway nodded, appearing genuinely impressed. “You’ve pieced together more than I expected. No, the lixir is not merely a palliative for war-wounded knights.”

“A poison,” Guenivar spat.

“A gift,” Ordway countered. “To dull the nightmares. Your Knight Commander suffers from wounds both physical and spiritual. The lixir… my specially formulated version, at least… offers relief from that.”

“You’re controlling him.”

A knowing grin. “Or perhaps protecting him from himself.”

“It’s over now. I won’t let you poison him anymore.”

Ordway smiled wider. “Your intrusion is unfortunate, but it does present an opportunity for a demonstration.” He gestured to the tank containing the warped human form. “I’ve been refining my techniques. Perhaps you’d like to meet my latest success?”

Before she could stop him, he moved all too quickly to the tank and turned a brass valve at its base. The fluid within began to drain rapidly, gurgling down hidden pipes. As the level fell, the creature’s elongated limbs twitched, then moved with increasing urgency.

“I call this particular configuration a seeker,” Ordway explained with academic detachment as the last of the fluid disappeared. “Specialised for tracking and elimination. Had I perfected this during the War of Legions, the outcome might have been very different.”

The brass bottom of the tank flipped open. The creature spilled out, its numerous limbs quivering as it found purchase. Guenivar was mesmerised as it rose on multi-jointed legs, unsteadily at first, until it towered within the laboratory.

“Silence her,” Ordway whispered.

The creature tilted its head, myriad eyes blinking in asynchronous patterns as they fixed on Guenivar. Its mouth opened to reveal multiple rows of needle-like teeth, each as long as her finger.

“You’re insane,” she said, raising her sword defensively as the seeker’s muscles tensed in preparation to spring.

“A lazy term, Blackmere,” Ordway replied. “I had thought better of you.”

Before she could think of a suitable retort, the seeker launched itself toward her with explosive force, covering half the distance between them before she could even adjust her stance.

Guenivar pivoted at the last possible moment, her blade slashing across the thing’s flank as it hurtled past. The sword bit deep, drawing ichor that hissed where it spattered against the stone floor. The seeker collided with a cabinet, sending glassware crashing, but recovered with unnatural swiftness, reorienting itself to face her once more.

Before she could counter, the seeker leapt onto the wall, its clawed limbs finding purchase in the wattle. It skittered upward and across the ceiling, moving faster than her eyes could track in the dim light.

She caught a fleeting glimpse of its shadow an instant before it dropped down behind her, and she spun to meet it as it surged toward her. Steel met flesh with a wet sound as Guenivar’s blade drove into what might have been its abdomen. The creature’s momentum carried it forward despite the wound, knocking Guenivar backward into a workbench that collapsed beneath their combined weight. Glass shattered, alchemical solutions mingling in caustic puddles as it bore down on her. She raised her sword, grasping the blade with her free hand, as the beast bit down on the steel. Its alchemical breath huffed in her face as she struggled to keep the creature’s snapping jaws from her throat.

The weight was crushing as clawed limbs lashed out. Hot pain lanced through her shoulder as one appendage found its mark, and she cried out in anger.

With a desperate heave, she brought her foot up against the creature’s torso, leveraging its weight to throw it sideways. Her sword remained in its maw as they separated, and she scrambled backward, fumbling for her dagger as the seeker found its footing once more.

The creature regarded her with its multitude of eyes, unblinking as it planned its next move. To her horror, the massive wound in its torso began to knit closed, edges of torn flesh reaching toward each other like fingers entwining. It let her sword drop from its jaws to clatter on the floor between them.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Ordway’s voice came from the shadows. “And oh so efficient.”

The creature circled warily, clawed limbs brushing the ground with delicate steps, balance perfect. Guenivar edged toward her fallen sword, keeping distance between herself and the seeker.

“You can’t win this, Knight Sentinel,” Ordway called. “But surrender now, and I promise your contribution to my research will be… relatively painless.”

Guenivar knelt, never taking her eyes off the thing as her hand closed around the hilt of her sword. The familiar grip returned some measure of confidence. “I’ve never been one for surrender. But I appreciate the offer.”

The seeker advanced again, this time skittering along the top of the workbench, knocking phials and instruments aside in its single-minded pursuit. Guenivar met its charge with a measured step backward, allowing the creature’s momentum to carry it past her guard before delivering a sweeping strike that severed two of its limbs.

Ichor sprayed across the laboratory floor as the seeker emitted a high-pitched keening that set Guenivar’s teeth on edge, its remaining limbs thrashing as it fought to regain its balance.

Before it could recover, she pressed her advantage, driving her blade into the cluster of eyes that dominated its head. They burst with a sickening pop, viscous fluid sluicing down the creature’s face as it thrashed more violently. One flailing limb caught Guenivar across the cheek, razor claws opening a long gash that immediately welled with blood. She staggered back, momentarily stunned.

The seeker used the reprieve to reorient itself, the stumps of its severed limbs already extending as fresh appendages began to form. Two new eyes grew to replace those she had destroyed, bulging from the creature’s flesh with obscene swiftness.

Guenivar retreated several steps, using the moment to assess her surroundings. Her gaze landed on a shelf of alchemical substances, one of which looked familiar. The seeker had fully recovered now, its regenerated eyes fixing on her with emotionless focus. It gathered itself for another attack, limbs coiling beneath its twisted body.

Guenivar didn’t wait for it to strike. She lunged forward, sword extended not to impale the creature, but to keep it at bay as she drove it back toward the specimen tanks. The seeker retreated, small steps carrying it closer to the wall of glass cylinders.

Just as it prepared to counter, she threw herself to the side, rolling beneath a workbench and emerging on the far side, near the shelf of alchemical substances. The seeker scrambled after her, claws scrabbling against the tiled floor as it pursued.

With her free hand, Guenivar grabbed the container she recognised—a glass bottle containing a viscous red liquid… Bloomfire. With a snarl she hurled it directly at the charging creature. The bottle shattered against the seeker’s chest, spreading its contents across the aberration’s bizarre anatomy.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the red liquid began to smoke, eating into the seeker’s flesh like acid. Its keening rose to an agonised shriek as portions of its body began to dissolve.

“No!” Ordway screeched in alarm. “Noooo!”

The seeker thrashed in agony, colliding with the row of specimen tanks. Glass shattered as preservative fluid and mutated organs spilled across the laboratory floor. The chemical reactions intensified as different solutions mixed, producing clouds of acrid vapor that stung Guenivar’s eyes and throat.

Through the chaos, the seeker lurched forward on what remained of its limbs, trailing dissolving flesh and caustic fluids in its grisly wake. Guenivar retreated to the centre of the laboratory as it crawled toward her, eviscerating itself as it moved, exposed bone gleaming wetly in the blue-green light, and organs still pulsing with stubborn life.

As it reached her, gathering what remained of its strength for a final attack, Guenivar raised her sword in both hands. The seeker lunged, jaws gaping wide, and she drove her blade down with all her strength, impaling the creature through what passed for its skull and pinning it to the floor. It convulsed, its remaining limbs thrashing wildly before going rigid. A final shudder passed through its malformed body, and then what remained of it was still.

Guenivar wrenched her sword free, and turned to face Ordway. The master alchemist stood amid the ruins of his laboratory, his expression shifting between rage and fear.

“What are you planning, Ordway? The codex, the wyrdglass, what are they for?”

Emanius looked at her as though the answer was obvious. “All the ingredients necessary for our communion.”

“Communion with what?” Guenivar pressed the tip of her sword against his sternum, applying just enough pressure to dimple the fabric of his robe.

“With that which waits beneath,” Ordway replied, his voice taking on a reverent quality. “The ancient one, the dweller. The beast that will rise just as Bastion falls.”

“You’re talking about summoning a daemon,” Guenivar said, unable to hide the disgust in her tone. “You’re no better than the Akarnian warlocks.”

“A daemon? This entity predates your concept of daemons by millennia. It slumbered beneath where Bastion now stands long before the first men learned to build.”

“And you intend to see it risen?” she gasped.

Ordway laughed. “That all seems a little moot now, doesn’t it, Blackmere.”

Before she could stop him, Ordway took a tiny phial from within his robe and gulped down the contents. Immediately, his skin began to ripple as though something writhed beneath it, pushing outward against the confines of his flesh. Guenivar stepped back, sword raised defensively as Ordway’s body contorted, his spine arching backward until it should have broken, yet he remained standing, arms splayed.

“It comes,” a voice pronounced, now clearly not Ordway’s own. “It comes, and we will—”

Ordway’s form compressed, his body folding in on itself, until with a sound of rushing air he imploded, collapsing inward until nothing remained but a small scorched circle on the laboratory floor.

The sudden silence was deafening.

Guenivar stood frozen, her mind struggling to process what she had witnessed. The laboratory lay in ruins around her: shattered glass, spilled chemicals, the corpse of the twisted seeker still leaking its acidic ichor onto the floor.

A soft knock at the laboratory door startled her from her shock.

She approached cautiously, weapon ready, painfully aware of the wound in her shoulder and the blood still running down her cheek. Through a small viewing port set into the door, she could see someone standing on the other side. Someone who looked strangely like a… coach driver?

The man shifted impatiently before rapping his knuckles against the door again.

“Master Ordway?” His voice was muffled by the thick wood. “The carriage awaits, just as you arranged.”

Guenivar drew her sword, even as a plan emerged. This was her chance to infiltrate deeper into the conspiracy. The carriage was to take Ordway to his meeting with Savaric and their fellow conspirators.

She quickly surveyed the laboratory, finding and donning a hooded cloak that might conceal her identity. If the driver expected Ordway, she would become Ordway. At least until she discovered where this next piece of the puzzle led. Or someone saw beyond her ruse.

No use in worrying about that small detail now. Guenivar pulled the hood low over her face, took a deep breath.

“Coming,” she said, affecting Ordway’s nasal brogue, and opened the door.







FORGOTTEN NIGHTMARES

Absolon stumbled through the door of his chambers, slamming it shut behind him. His fingers fumbled with the bolt, only managing to slide it halfway home before his strength abandoned him.

Good enough. It would have to be.

The familiar confines swam before his eyes, furniture and relics shifting in his field of vision. His medals and souvenirs gleamed from their display case, as Victarine’s harsh squawk pierced his waning consciousness. The crow hopped agitatedly in her wrought-iron cage, her obsidian eyes glaring at him, as though chiding him for his absence.

“Sorry, girl,” he mumbled. “Feeding time will have to wait.”

His leg buckled again as he took a lurching step toward his bed, sending him crashing against his writing desk. Parchments scattered, drifting to the floorboards. Three more steps. That was all he needed. Three more and he could collapse onto his bed, reach for the lixir beside it, and let numbness claim him.

He managed one before his knee gave out entirely.

Absolon crashed to the floor, the impact driving the air from his lungs in a pained wheeze. For a long moment he lay still. The floorboards felt cool against his fevered skin. Absolon tried to focus on that sensation, on the tangible reality of his chambers, but the world only slipped further away like water through his fingers.

The walls began to shift, stone bleeding through timber as the familiar surroundings melted. The comfortable disarray of books and weapons was replaced by damp, lichen-covered walls that wept with condensation, the familiar smell of his own quarters giving way to the stench of human waste.

He lay within the stone confines of an Akarnian prison cell, its dimensions calculated with precision to accommodate a single occupant with just enough space to sit or crouch, but never to stand or stretch fully in either position. A refinement that his captors had been inordinately proud of.

Absolon’s breath quickened, heart drumming. He knew this wasn’t real, his mind recognised the hallucination for what it was, but that did nothing to lessen the visceral terror that gripped him. A ragged whimper emanated from his throat as fever and memory conspired to drag him deeper into the past. He was no longer a Knight Sentinel wounded in service to his king. He was once again a captured soldier awaiting the next session of interrogation, knowing with leaden certainty that each time the cell door opened it would bring fresh horrors beyond his previous experience.

“Name and rank,” he muttered, fingers scrabbling weakly against the earthen floor. “Name and rank only. Creed, Absolon. Knight First Class of the Order of Draken.”

The mantra had been drilled into everyone who might face capture, the only information they were permitted to divulge. For the first few sessions, Absolon had clung to it like a talisman, repeating those words even as they peeled the skin from his back in methodical strips. The memory of that pain bloomed fresh across his shoulders, phantom agony as real as the day it had been inflicted.

“Creed, Absolon. Knight First Class of—”

The words died as the sound of approaching footsteps echoed from the corridor beyond his cell. The familiar cadence of booted feet on stone, measured and unhurried. They never rushed, those interrogators. Haste implied a lack of control that was anathema to their purpose.

Absolon curled into himself, arms wrapped around his head as though the gesture might shield him from what was to come. His breathing echoed in the confines of the cell, too fast, too shallow. Somewhere in the distance, Victarine cawed in distress, the sound odd amid the prison’s oppressive silence.

Metal scraped against metal as the viewing slot in his cell door slid open. A pair of eyes regarded him dispassionately through the narrow aperture, irises the colour of burnished copper set in a face deliberately kept in shadow.

“Creed,” a voice observed, the words softened by the distinctive accent of the Akarnian upper crust. “Still with us? Good. We have much to discuss today.”

But before that door could open and those horrors be unleashed, the cell was already fading. The hard floor gave way to rain-softened earth, the low ceiling opening to a black sky. He was crawling behind Akarnian lines, fingers leaving irregular furrows in the mud. His once-athletic frame was reduced to little more than a skeleton made flesh, encased in rags that had once been the proud crimson and black of the Order of Draken. Above him, the night sky was slashed by searching beams of funnelled lantern light as Akarnian patrols hunted for their escaped prisoner.

Each movement was agony. The fingers of both his hands had been broken three days prior, interrogators dispassionately recording how many pounds of pressure each digit could withstand before it yielded. The thumb had proven most resilient, withstanding thirty-two pounds before the bone gave way with a sound like a snapping twig. Absolon forced himself to keep moving, using elbows and knees to propel himself toward the relative safety of the forest just visible through the mist, as behind him the prison camp’s alarm bells continued their mournful tolling.

“Faster, damn you,” he gasped, but his body refused to obey.

Weeks of starvation had stripped away muscle and sinew. His emaciated form moved by pure will alone, and so painfully slowly.

The ground beneath him suddenly trembled with the approaching thunder of hooves. Mounted patrols of Wraith Guard, sweeping the fields in circles from the camp’s perimeter. Absolon flattened himself against the mud, willing his body to sink into the earth, to disappear from sight.

A piercing light swept across him, illuminating his pathetic form in stark relief against the churned earth. A voice called out in clipped Akarnian, and the hoofbeats changed direction, bearing down on his position with inexorable precision…

The vision fractured, breaking apart only to reform into another fragment of memory. Absolon was being dragged back toward the camp, metal hooks driven through the meat of his shoulders. His feet carved twin furrows in the mud, legs too weak to support his weight as the patrol hauled him like cornered game behind their mounts. Figures swam above him, features obscured by the distinctive helms of the Akarnian Wraith Guard, crafted to resemble screaming faces locked in perpetual agony. Their laughter washed over him like acid, burning away what remained of his will to resist.

“Did you think you could escape, Morrengard dog?” one asked, voice distorted by the helm into something inhuman. “The Iron Queen sees all.”

The scene shifted again, dissolving and coalescing into something new and terrible as he knelt in a circular chamber, walls lined with arcane sigils, their patterns inducing an overwhelming nausea. Before him stood an Akarnian officer wearing the distinctive bronze mask of their inquisition bearing an androgynous face whose features were locked in an expression of serene contemplation. The mask’s eyeholes revealed nothing but darkness, giving no hint to the human that lurked behind. He circled Absolon with a measured stride. White-gloved fingers traced the recently stitched wounds on Absolon’s back, pressing against inflamed flesh.

“Your continued resistance is merely a problem to be solved,” the officer explained in precise tones, gesturing to the implements arranged on a nearby table. “Once I calculate your body’s capacity for suffering, information will flow quite naturally. But I must say, this is quite a pleasant surprise. Your refusal to yield thus far has been most exhilarating for me.”

The inquisitor picked up a razor from the table, examining it in the light. Then he turned, approaching without urgency. After all, he had all the time in the world…

Absolon’s body convulsed against the floorboards, muscles locked in remembrance of torments inflicted years ago. Spittle had gathered at the corners of his mouth, and somewhere beyond the veil of delirium, Victarine’s anxious calls went unanswered. The feeble light from the street below did little to illuminate his chamber, but he still felt relief wash over him when he realised the memory was not real.

He tried again to crawl toward his bed, one arm stretched toward salvation, fingers clawing weakly at floorboards. The distance might as well have been leagues.

Something moved in the corner of the room.

“You continue to disappoint, Absolon.”

A figure stepped into what little light filtered through the window. Its face was of such perfect beauty that it seemed more sculpture than flesh.

“You’re not here,” Absolon managed to whisper. “You can’t be here.”

The figure tilted its head, lips curving into a smile that never reached its eyes. “And yet, here I stand.”

She moved toward him with inhuman grace, covering the distance between them in a single fluid motion.

The Iron Queen herself, beautiful and terrible in equal measure.

Suddenly she was kneeling beside him, close enough that Absolon could smell her sweet scent. “All this suffering could end if you simply accepted what you already know to be true. You cling so desperately to principles that have already failed you. To oaths sworn to masters who would sacrifice you without hesitation. But I… I would cherish you, Absolon. I would see you healed. Restored. Worshipped.”

“Get out. Get out of my—”

“Morrengard is dying. It has been dying for centuries. Your king is a lie, your Order corrupted from within. Why suffer for an illusion?”

“Liar,” Absolon managed, though the word emerged with less conviction than he intended. “Akarnian… poison.”

“You’ve seen the decay spreading through Bastion. The nobility grows fat while the common folk starve. Your own Order are merely their puppets. You know these things to be true, yet you continue to bleed for them.”

“We defend the people of Morrengard from the horrors you unleashed. I belong to—”

“You belong to me, Absolon Creed,” she whispered, her voice resonating inside his skull like the toll of a bell. “A part of you has always known this truth.”

“No,” he whispered, the denial emerging with the force of a prayer.

“Yes. Kneel before me,” the Iron Queen urged, her hand caressing his brow, banishing for one blessed moment the agony that had been his constant companion since the war. “Pledge your sword to my service, and I will end your pain forever. Continue this pointless resistance, and I will ensure that your pain thus far will seem a gentle caress compared to what awaits.”

The temptation was almost overwhelming, even knowing the price would be the betrayal of everything he had sworn to protect. For one terrible moment, he felt himself wavering, the oath that had sustained him through countless horrors suddenly seeming hollow and meaningless.

“I serve… the Wormwood Throne. Until… my last breath.”

The Iron Queen’s expression hardened, the beauty of her features taking on a terrible aspect.

“Then you will serve in agony. And when Morrengard finally falls I will ensure you live long enough to witness the consequence of your defiance.” She leaned closer, lips brushing against his ear in a terrible intimacy. “Your companion… Guenivar, is it not? I have special plans for her. You may watch as I introduce her to the pleasures you once endured at the hands of my inquisitors. She has such a lovely voice. I imagine her screams would be most… beguiling.”

Rage flared in Absolon’s chest, burning through the fog of delirium. “You will do nothing. For when the strength of Morrengard returns, I will lead the vanguard against your empire. I will tear it down stone by stone. I will burn your cities to ash and salt the earth where they stood. This I swear by all the gods of Morrengard.”

The Iron Queen’s laughter was like glass shattering on marble.

“Bold words from a man who cannot even rise from the floor.” She stood, looking down at him with something akin to pity. “We shall see if you are still so defiant when next we meet. And we will meet again, Absolon Creed. Sooner than you might think.”

Her form began to dissolve, edges blurring into the surrounding shadows, until she left Absolon alone in the darkness of his apartment once more. The only sound was his own frantic breathing and the faint rustling of Victarine’s feathers.

With tremendous effort, he managed to raise himself onto his elbows. Rain pattered against the window of his chambers, the gentle percussion helping focus his scattered thoughts. Beyond the glass, Bastion slumbered. No stars were visible through the clouds, as though the heavens themselves had abandoned the city to its slow decay.

Gritting his teeth against the pain, Absolon dragged himself the remaining distance to his bed. When at last his fingers touched the frame of his narrow pallet, he allowed himself a moment of grim satisfaction.

“Not dead yet,” he muttered to the empty room. “Not dead…”

With an effort that sent black spots dancing across his vision, he pulled himself onto the bed. For a long moment, he simply lay still, focusing on the simple act of drawing breath. The familiar surroundings seemed changed somehow, as though viewed through a lens that revealed truths he had previously overlooked. The dent in the wall where he had hurled a wine bottle during one of his darker moments. The portrait of the king hanging crooked on the wall, its painted eyes regarding him with what now seemed like contempt rather than benevolence.

With trembling hands, Absolon reached for the small wooden box beside his bed. The familiar weight of it in his palms brought a mixture of relief and self-loathing, but he pushed it down as he always did.

Absolon flipped the lid open. Where once a dozen phials had nestled in ordered rows, now only a single dose remained. The final measure of the substance that had become as necessary to his existence as air or water.

As he snapped off the glass nub with trembling fingers, Absolon imagined he heard whispers emanating from the phial. The same voices that had pursued him from the House of Arawn’s hideout, now speaking directly from the substance he had willingly introduced into his body countless times before.

We can free you. From pain. From memory. From the chains you have forged for yourself.

He gripped the phial tighter. The whispers continued, a susurrus of sound that might have been the rustle of Victarine’s feathers or the patter of rain against the window… or something else entirely.

“I won’t,” he said aloud, addressing the phial directly. “Not anymore. Not one more drop.”

But even as the words left his lips, his body betrayed him. His hands shook with the tremors of withdrawal, muscles already anticipating the absence of the substance they had come to depend upon. Absolon raised the phial to his lips and consumed its entire contents in one swift motion. The familiar taste spread across his tongue, followed by the cool rush of relief.

Pain receded like a tide drawing back from shore. Clarity returned to his thoughts, the fog of delirium burning away beneath the lixir’s alchemical influence. Strength flowed back into limbs that moments before had trembled with weakness.

For one blessed moment, Absolon allowed himself to sink into the sensation, to embrace the respite from suffering. The empty phial slipped from his fingers, rolling across the floorboards to disappear beneath the bed.

As his eyes drifted closed, Absolon thought he glimpsed a figure standing in the corner of his room—tall and regal, crowned in black iron—watching his surrender with cold satisfaction.







BEST MADE PLANS

The abandoned factory loomed against Bastion’s night sky like the carcass of some ancient beast. Coldforge Metalworks had once been the pinnacle of Morrengard’s mercantile ambitions, a testament to the kingdom’s industrial prowess. Now its crumbling smokestacks stabbed upward like arthritic fingers, silhouetted by a waning moon that seemed reluctant to shine too brightly upon the ruin.

Guenivar adjusted the hood of Ordway’s cloak, pulling it lower to cover her face as the carriage wheels rattled across the uneven cobblestones of the industrial district. Her shoulder throbbed where the seeker’s claws had opened her flesh, and the cut on her cheek stung in the chill night air, but the pain was distant compared to the tension coiling in her gut. She had managed to tie off a crude bandage around the shoulder wound, but her cheek still lay open, congealed blood marring her face. It would require stitches, but that could be seen to later. Her business here in the Foundry Quarter could not wait.

The driver halted the horses with a sudden tug on the reins. Guenivar could feel his gaze upon her as she descended from the carriage, his eyes boring into her back as she stepped onto the broken pavement. Did he suspect? It didn’t matter now. She kept her head down, boots crunching on the gravel as she approached the main entrance of the factory.

Heavy chains crisscrossed the massive doors, binding them shut beneath the weight of official notices that proclaimed the building condemned. The parchment had yellowed and curled at the edges, testament to how long the warnings had stood.

Guenivar circled the building’s perimeter, keeping to the shadows, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword beneath the stolen cloak. Her gaze swept upward, catching the flicker of unnatural light through broken windows on an upper floor. Someone was home… but how to reach them?

The eastern side of the factory revealed a service entrance, its door hanging aslant from rusted hinges. She paused at the threshold, listening. The night’s silence was broken only by the mournful whisper of wind through the Foundry Quarter. Nothing to fear but the ghosts of old factory workers. At least, for now.

Slipping through the gap, Guenivar found herself in a cavernous assembly hall, the ceiling disappearing into darkness above. The ghostly silhouettes of machinery stood in various states of disassembly, their massive cogs stripped for scrap, conveyor belts sagging like the broken spines of ancient beasts, forges cold and dead. The air bore the faint metallic taste of rust and the musty scent of decay. Decades of accumulated dust muffled her footsteps as she navigated the labyrinth, her eyes adjusting gradually to the gloom, alert for any sign of movement or danger.

Voices echoed from somewhere above, their words too distant to distinguish, but the cadence was unmistakable. Not conversation, but the measured, rhythmic speech of ritual. The sound raised the fine hairs on the back of Guenivar’s neck, but she followed anyway until she located a narrow staircase that spiralled upward through the factory’s levels. With each step the creak and groan of the ancient structure made her wince. Any moment she expected discovery but all she heard was that rhythmic chanting.

The stairs ended at a landing with a central corridor, doors leading off to either side. One stood partially ajar, and through it Guenivar glimpsed movement and the dancing light of flames. All at once, the chorus of chanting stopped.

She pressed herself against the wall, controlling her breathing as a figure passed by the doorway, his hooded silhouette illuminated briefly by the firelight beyond. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she peered around the door, every instinct honed by her training at the Valenspire screaming that she was venturing far beyond her capabilities. But what choice did she have? Tanith was dead. Absolon was weakened by the gods knew what alchemy. The Order itself might be riddled with traitors. She was the only one left she could rely on. And as though to drive the point home like a hammer, she saw him there.

Savaric Frost.

Guenivar had to stifle a gasp at the sight of him. Gone was the easy smile and relaxed posture of the knight she had come to know. This Savaric stood rigid, head held high with an imperious bearing that transformed him entirely. Even his voice, as it carried across the hushed chamber, had taken on a deeper, more resonant quality.

“In two days’ time,” he announced, “the constellations will align. That is when we end this.”

Surrounding him were a dozen robed figures, their faces obscured by ceremonial masks that caught the eerie torchlight. Guenivar’s stomach turned as she studied these disguises. Each was unique, some appearing forged from metal, inlaid with gemstones that gleamed with unnatural lustre. Others were clearly moulded from bone—human, if she was any judge—their surfaces etched with minute sigils.

“From the depths, it rises,” the acolytes responded in unison.

“Tomorrow’s operation requires absolute precision,” he continued. “The administrator must be secured without harm. Any damage to the vessel would compromise the entire ritual.”

He moved with sudden purpose toward a large table positioned against the chamber’s far wall. Even from her hiding place, Guenivar could see it was a map of the palace complex, the seat of the Amaranthine King, with its maze of courtyards, towers, and alleyways intricately detailed.

“Our target will follow this route,” Savaric explained, his finger tracing a path across the parchment. Guenivar strained to see the exact course from what appeared to be the administrative offices in the eastern wing through a series of lesser-used passages that bypassed the main halls.

“He sticks to a strict schedule,” Savaric continued, drawing a line with his finger, “departing his chambers precisely at the ninth bell. Then taking this servants’ corridor, to avoid interaction with courtiers, and exiting here. Watch rotations have been adjusted. Our allies within the palace guard have ensured a short window during which the area will remain unobserved.”

A silverwood-masked acolyte stepped forward, looking closer at the map. “And the extraction? Once we have the administrator secured, how do we depart the palace grounds undetected?”

“The same way we enter,” Savaric replied. “Through the catacombs. The route was sealed during the renovations after the Third Succession, but our agents have reopened it.”

The acolyte studied the map a moment longer before voicing another concern. “What of the Knights Sentinel? After the incident at the docks, they will surely be on high alert throughout the upper city.”

A smile played across Savaric’s lips. “The Order is in disarray after Tanith’s unfortunate demise. Absolon Creed has been neutralised through means I have personally overseen.”

“And the rest?” pressed the acolyte.

“The rest,” Savaric scoffed, “are sheep without shepherds. While Sinon Mor sits at the Valenspire chasing ghosts, we will strike at the heart of the city.”

Guenivar swallowed hard, fighting down a surge of outrage. These were her fellow knights he spoke of with such disdain. Men and women who had sworn the same oaths she had, who had trained alongside her at the Valenspire. Yet she could not deny the truth in his assessment. Without Tanith’s leadership and with Absolon compromised, the Order’s response would be severely hampered.

“Any more questions?” Savaric asked, his gaze sweeping the assembled cultists. None spoke. “Then prepare yourselves. Strengthen your will against what is to come. The ritual will test the resolve of even the most devoted among you, but always remember: The only way through hell is forward.”

The acolytes bowed in perfect unison before filing from the chamber. Guenivar darted through another doorway, scarcely daring to breathe until the echo of their footsteps had faded completely. She counted her own heartbeats, forcing herself to wait despite every instinct screaming for immediate flight.

One hundred. Two hundred. Three hundred.

When she felt certain the cultists had departed, she eased from her hiding place. The wound on her shoulder throbbed with renewed intensity, blood seeping through the makeshift bandage to stain Ordway’s cloak. Moving with urgency, she slipped from the chamber and descended the spiral staircase. When she finally reached the service entrance and slipped out into the night air, she gulped it greedily.

The carriage still waited, the driver hunched on his bench, seemingly half asleep. Guenivar approached cautiously, wondering if he might be another cultist, another betrayer, but his bored expression and the way he straightened at her approach suggested otherwise.

“Take me to the city garrison,” she instructed, once again mimicking Ordway’s voice as best she could, and keeping the cloak pulled close around her face as she climbed into the carriage.

Only when he had snapped his reins and they trundled off did she feel anywhere near safe. She needed to warn someone. But who could she trust? Savaric had spoken of allies throughout the Order, of planted evidence and false leads. How many other knights might be in league with him? Only one knight she knew beyond all doubt stood opposed to whatever fell magic these cultists intended to unleash.

“On second thoughts,” she called to the driver, “the Northern District. And don’t spare the horses.”







SLUMBERING GIANTS

The knocking dragged Absolon from the depths of sleep like a corpse hauled from a muddy lake. Persistent. Demanding. Each impact against the weathered oak of his chamber door reverberated through his skull with cruel precision.

“Absolon!” a voice called through the wood. Guenivar’s voice. “Knight Commander Creed! Please, open the door.”

He lay motionless, twisted in sweat-dampened sheets. The nightmares that had plagued him throughout the dark hours had left a hollow ache in his skull.

“Creed! It’s urgent!” The knocking intensified.

Absolon blinked, dragging a hand across his face. His fingers came away damp with sweat. How long had he been unconscious? Hours? Days?

“Wait,” he called, his voice a harsh rasp.

The effort of pushing himself upright sent spasms through his damaged knee, the joint protesting with familiar violence. His head swam, vision blurring at the edges as he fought to steady himself. The lixir’s effects had long since faded, leaving only the gnawing emptiness of withdrawal in their wake.

Across the chamber, Victarine’s cage sat silent, the crow’s dark eyes watching him. The bird tilted its head, observing his shambling progress as he lurched toward the mirror hanging on the far wall. The face that stared back was a grim sight. Eyes sunken and bloodshot in hollow sockets. His hair hung lank and matted with sweat, grey strands more prominent than he remembered.

“Knight Commander!” Guenivar’s voice had taken on a note of genuine alarm now. “Please!”

Absolon snatched up a tunic from where it lay discarded on the floor, pulling it over his head with shaking hands.

“Wait for me in the stairwell,” he called, voice stronger now as he forced authority into it. “I’ll be out directly.”

A pause, then: “Very well. But I must speak to you with the utmost urgency.”

He heard her footsteps retreat. Only then did he allow himself to slump against the wall, breath coming in heavy gasps.

Staggering to the water basin, Absolon splashed his face, the shock of cold momentarily focusing his thoughts. He ran wet fingers through his hair, wrestling it into some semblance of order. Nothing to be done about the eyes or the pallor, but at least he could face her without looking completely broken.

The corridor outside his chambers was mercifully empty as he emerged, pulling the door shut behind him with a soft click. The stairwell door stood ajar, and Absolon hesitated before pushing it wider, gathering the fragments of his dignity around him like a cloak. Guenivar stood on the landing below, and when she turned at his approach, her eyes widened before she mastered her expression.

So his appearance was even worse than he’d feared.

“Knight Commander,” she said, urgency in her tone.

Absolon leaned against the wall, grateful for its solid support, and crossed his arms to hide the trembling of his hands. The cramped space felt suddenly oppressive.

“You’ve found me,” he said, deliberately keeping his voice low to disguise its hoarseness. “What’s so urgent it couldn’t wait for a more civilised hour?”

“It’s Savaric,” Guenivar said without preamble. “He’s a traitor. He’s the one who killed High Marshal Isgar.”

Absolon stared at her, unable to process the words. For the first time he noticed how dishevelled she looked. It was a far cry from her usual pristine appearance, and added to it she bore a cut on her face from recent violence. But still… “What nonsense is this?”

“It’s not nonsense,” she insisted, taking a step closer, her eyes never leaving his face. “I saw him. At the docks. After the explosion, when I was thrown from my horse… I saw him kill her. He cut her down and took Oathsworn as a trophy.”

Absolon shook his head. “Impossible. Savaric fought with us at the docks. He is—”

“He leads some kind of cult. They’re the ones who stole the wyrdglass. They’re planning something terrible. A ritual. They’re going to kidnap someone from the palace administration tonight.”

The absurdity of it all threatened to overwhelm him. “Savaric Frost has been my brother in arms for fifteen years. We fought together at Stonecross Ridge. He carried me from the field when my knee was shattered.”

“I’m not questioning your history with him,” Guenivar pressed, refusing to back down. “I’m telling you what I saw. What I heard. He met with other cultists at an abandoned factory. He’s planning to abduct an administrator from the palace tonight.”

Absolon’s jaw tightened. “And why would he do this? To what end?”

“I don’t know exactly. But I heard him making his plans with my own ears. There’s more. Emanius Ordway is involved.”

“The master alchemist?” Absolon scoffed. “Another respected member of the Order, now accused of treason. Your imagination runs wild, neophyte.”

“He’s been poisoning you,” Guenivar said flatly. “The lixir, it’s not what you think it is. It’s tainted with something. Something that’s been slowly breaking down your mind, your will.”

The words struck deep, stirring long-quelled suspicions he had refused to countenance. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I found his laboratory,” Guenivar continued relentlessly. “Hidden within an abandoned university building. He keeps specimens there. Organs with sigils carved into them. He’s a fleshcrafter, Absolon. And I found phials of corrupted lixir. He’s been poisoning you. Controlling you. Look, I found his ledgers.”

She pulled some crumpled pages from inside her shirt, thrusting them into his hands. Absolon regarded them, seeing the scrawled notes, the diagrams… the horrors it referred to.

“No,” he said, but it was a weak protest, a denial in the face of a truth too terrible to accept.

“Ordway had some kind of… creature in his lab. A seeker, he called it. Human once, but transformed. He set it on me when I confronted him.” She raised her face to the dim lamplight so he could see the laceration more clearly. “I managed to kill it. Ordway died in an altogether more… gruesome manner.”

Absolon stared at the wound on her face, then noticed the rent in her clothing and hastily bandaged shoulder, evidence of her encounter with something vicious.

“Savaric…”

How could the man who had saved his life a dozen times over betray everything they had sworn to uphold?

“I know how this sounds,” Guenivar said, her voice softening for the first time. “I know what he means to you. What you’ve been through together. But I’m telling you the truth. They’re planning something. And they’ve been using you, keeping you addled with that poison so you wouldn’t see it happening right in front of you.”

The stairwell suddenly felt smaller, the walls pressing inward. If she was right, then the Order itself had been compromised at its highest levels. How many others might be implicated? How deep did the corruption run?

“If what you say is true, then we face a threat greater than anything the Order has prepared for.”

“Once they have this administrator, they intend to use him in some kind of ritual. Savaric said that is when they end this. He warned his acolytes there would be dangers. That their only way through hell was forward.”

Her final words struck deep, twisting like a knife. Those were words he had said to Savaric so long ago as they dragged themselves through the mire in the pitch black with Akarnian hunters on their trail. There was no way Blackmere would have heard it other than from Savaric’s mouth alone.

“End what?” Absolon demanded, frustration sharpening his tone despite his growing acceptance of her account.

“I don’t know exactly. But they had a chant: From the depths, it rises.”

The phrase triggered a memory. Malachi, his face transformed by whatever presence had briefly inhabited him, speaking of chains beneath the city and ancient things stirring in the darkness. Bastion was built upon our prison. Its foundations rest on chains. But chains rust.

Absolon dragged a hand across his face. His mind struggled to reconcile the Savaric he had trusted with his life with the traitor Guenivar described. But the evidence was difficult to dismiss. Her account did not sound like a fabrication. And it aligned too neatly with his own recent hallucinations. What if those visions had been glimpses of truth breaking through the veil of lixir-induced confusion? What if the Iron Queen’s visitation was no nightmare, but a manifestation of whatever entity the tainted substance was binding him to?

“Return to the garrison,” he said, his voice taking on the crisp authority of command. “Equip yourself in full armour and I will meet you at the palace grounds.”

Guenivar straightened, relief seeming to wash over her features at his acceptance of her account. “What about support? Shouldn’t we alert the other Sentinels?”

Absolon shook his head sharply. “Speak to no one about what you’ve told me. Trust no one until we know how far this corruption extends. If Savaric and Ordway could be turned, anyone could be. We can’t risk alerting the conspirators before we’re ready to move.”

She nodded, understanding dawning in her eyes. “Just us, then.”

“For now. The administrative quarter lies in the eastern wing of the palace complex. We’ll intercept them there, before they can reach their target.”

“When?”

“Two hours from now. That should give us enough time to position ourselves before Savaric and his cultists make their move.”

She hesitated, clearly reluctant to leave him in his diminished state. “I could stay. Help you prepare.”

“No.” Absolon cut her off, more sharply than he’d intended. The thought of her witnessing the full extent of his weakness, the degradation of withdrawal, was intolerable. “Your time is better spent preparing.”

“I will. And I’ll see you at the palace.”

The confidence in her voice nearly undid him. She still believed in him, still trusted him to rise to this challenge despite everything she now knew about his addiction.

When she had gone, the soft echo of the stairwell door closing behind her, Absolon remained motionless for several heartbeats. The enormity of what lay ahead pressed down with crushing weight. He had to face Savaric. Not just a traitor, but his oldest friend, the man who had saved his life more times than he could count.

But no. He had to believe that Savaric was dead. That the man who stood in his place was a traitor. A betrayer to all they once held dear.

And he would be dealt with as all traitors should.







DEAD RECKONING

Fog crept through the Ambles, probing between crumbling facades and rotting signboards. Absolon limped through the cold, the narrow passage he followed barely wide enough for two men to walk abreast as it twisted between buildings that leaned toward one another like drunken louts, upper stories almost touching across the gap.

Once, the Ambles had been the artisan heart of Bastion. The narrow passages had rung with the sounds of hammers on anvils, the hiss of hot metal being quenched, the gentle humming song of basket weavers, the rhythmic clack of looms. Craftsmen had hawked their wares from open shopfronts, and the smell of fresh bread had mingled with the tang of burning coals and polish and spices. Now the workshops stood empty, their windows boarded up.

Absolon paused, leaning against a moss-slick wall as a wave of dizziness threatened to topple him. “Pull yourself together,” he growled.

He’d chosen this route to the palace out of both caution and necessity. The fewer eyes that witnessed his journey, the better. Those traitors to the Order might have spies throughout the city tracking his movements, and in his current state Absolon knew he’d draw unwanted attention if he took the main thoroughfares.

The irony wasn’t lost on him. He’d spent his entire life projecting an image of unwavering strength, learning to intimidate with his presence. What would the citizens of Bastion think if they saw their vaunted protector reduced to a sneak thief?

Pushing himself away from the wall, Absolon continued. Hallowbane’s weight at his hip offered some reassurance as he navigated the labyrinthine passageways. The ancient sword had been his most faithful companion through countless battles. It would serve him better than the lixir ever had.

A distant bell tolled the hour. Absolon cursed under his breath. He was moving far too slowly. Guenivar would be waiting at the palace complex, perhaps already watching from the shadows as Savaric and his cultists prepared to snatch their target. What if she attempted to intervene alone? The thought sent a fresh surge of urgency through Absolon’s weary limbs.

The alley opened briefly into a small courtyard, where the remnants of a fountain stood cracked and broken in its centre. Carved dragons, their features worn smooth by decades, spewed only air from their open maws.

Absolon paused again, orienting himself. Three more alleys branched from the courtyard, each as uninviting as the one he’d just entered by. He chose the rightmost passage, which would eventually lead to the palace district, if his memory served correctly.

The narrow alley twisted its way farther into the murk, the fog parting momentarily to reveal a straight passage. No sooner had he started along it than the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, a primal warning he had long since learned never to ignore. Instinct took over, and Absolon’s hand tightened on Hallowbane’s hilt even before his eyes had fully registered the threat.

They materialised from the fog up ahead, three figures blocking his path. Their faces were partially concealed by deep hoods, but the lead one immediately pulled his back to reveal a leering face.

“Creed,” the man hissed.

Malachi’s features had lost the fearful, cowering aspect he’d worn during their last encounter. Now his eyes blazed with righteous fury, his thin lips curled in a snarl of contempt.

“Not now,” Absolon growled. “I don’t have the time for—”

“Did you think we would allow your deeds to go without a reckoning?” Malachi continued unabated. “You murdered my people at the poorhouse. That must be answered for.”

Absolon’s hand wrenched Hallowbane from its scabbard but not as neatly as he’d have liked. “I left you alive at least. You should have taken the win.”

Malachi raised his hands toward the sky and spoke a harsh phrase. Absolon felt an immense pressure building against his skin, as though the air itself sought to crush him.

To Malachi’s right stood a gaunt woman, her face a map of ritual scars that gleamed with a faint phosphorescence. She reached into a pouch at her belt and withdrew a handful of crystalline shards, which she flung into the air. Instead of falling to the ground, the shards hung suspended, beginning to orbit around her like a swarm of razor-edged wasps.

The third warlock—a tall, stooped figure whose features remained hidden within the shadows of his hood—stood slightly back from the others as his hands worked furiously in an incantation.

Absolon assessed his position with cold clarity. In the narrow confines of the alley the warlocks could not easily surround him, but neither could he manoeuvre to evade their sorcery. The fog-shrouded passage behind him offered the only route of retreat, but that was an option his pride would never countenance.

The pressure in the air intensified at Malachi’s spell. Small stones and debris began to rise from the cobblestones, orbiting the warlock’s body in mimicry of his companion’s crystalline conjuration. The third figure’s incantation grew more urgent, his hooded head bobbing with the rhythm of frantic syllables.

Absolon had no idea what nature of magics they were conjuring, only that he could not allow them to complete their preparations. He had to strike first and decisively.

“For the Dragon Exalted,” he growled.

With that, he charged. The sudden movement sent lances of agony through his knee, but he channelled the pain into pure purpose, using it to fuel his advance. Malachi’s eyes widened in fear before he sent a wave of concussive force hurtling from his cupped hands.

Absolon twisted sideways, allowing the invisible force to pass him with inches to spare. It struck the wall behind him hard enough to crack the brickwork, sending chips of masonry flying. The near miss left Absolon’s ears ringing, but he pressed forward, closing the distance to Malachi with two more lunging steps.

The female warlock reacted, sending her cloud of crystalline shards surging toward Absolon in a glittering wave. They struck his left arm and shoulder like a swarm, slicing through his cloak and clanking against the armour beneath.

Hallowbane speared forward, aimed at Malachi’s midsection. The warlock managed to throw himself backward, colliding with his taller companion and disrupting whatever foul sorcery the hooded figure had been about to unleash.

“Kill him!” Malachi shrieked, scrambling to keep his footing. “Kill him now!”

The female warlock advanced, her hands weaving yet more intricate patterns that caused her crystalline swarm to coalesce into a spiralling funnel of wicked barbs. Behind her, the hooded figure had recovered his balance and resumed his casting, the air around his fingertips beginning to warp and shimmer with gathering power.

Absolon set his feet as firmly as his damaged knee would allow, Hallowbane held before him. The odds were against him, but he had faced worse and survived. And if he was to die here, in this forgotten alley of a dying city, then he would make sure his killers accompanied him into the next life.

Time seemed to slow as the female warlock’s vortex spun toward him, individual shards catching what little light penetrated the fog-choked alley. Absolon swung Hallowbane with controlled purpose, the ancient blade humming as it cut through the funnel of razor-sharp fragments. The steel sang a discordant tune as it struck the shards, and most flew harmlessly past him, embedding themselves in the alley walls, though one caught his cheek, another searing along his scalp. All he could see was the warlock’s face, a mask of disbelief, as Hallowbane continued its arc toward her unprotected throat.

Arterial blood sprayed across the cobblestones. Her hands rose to clutch at the mortal wound, but it was a futile gesture as she collapsed, light already draining from her eyes, the incantation on her lips dying with her.

“Verys!” Malachi’s cry was part rage, part anguish, as he thrust both hands forward, raw power crackling between his outstretched fingers.

Before the sorcery could manifest, a tremor ran through the ground beneath their feet. The third warlock had completed his fell workings, and their effects rippled through the foundation of the alley. The ground beneath Absolon’s boots suddenly came alive, flowing like water before resolidifying into grasping hands that seized his ankles with implacable strength.

“Hold him,” Malachi snarled, gathering emerald energy between his palms. “Hold the bastard still.”

Absolon struggled against the stone grip, but it only tightened its hold, the animated cobblestones grinding against his armoured greaves with enough strength to dent the steel. He grunted in pain, feeling his legs being crushed, his already pained knee tormented yet further.

Malachi thrust both hands forward, launching a bolt of sickly green energy that struck Absolon’s breastplate with the force of a battering ram. The impact drove the air from his lungs and sent cracks spider-webbing across the ornate plate. Beneath it, Absolon felt something crack as pain erupted through his chest, and for a moment, blackness threatened to engulf him. A welcome oblivion that promised an end to his suffering, but he had not survived the horrors of the War of Legions by yielding to pain.

His grip on Hallowbane remained firm even as his body absorbed its punishment, and he drove its point downward with all his remaining strength. As it sliced into the animated cobblestones that grasped his legs, one stone tendril shattered, then another. He hacked again, the stone breaking as it was struck by blessed steel.

“You came to die for nothing,” Absolon growled, freeing himself from the last of the stone fingers.

Then he lunged, and the hooded warlock staggered back frantically, hands already weaving another spell. But fear made his movements sloppy, and Absolon was upon him before the incantation could take form. Hallowbane’s thrust was deep, the blade entering just below the man’s sternum and emerging from his back. The warlock’s hands trembled uselessly, his final spell lost, as Absolon wrenched his sword free in a swift, brutal motion. As the dying man collapsed, Absolon turned to face Malachi, who now appeared significantly less confident without his companions.

His eyes darted between Absolon and the narrow exit behind him, clearly calculating his chances of escape. Then his gaze hardened with resolve, and he reached into the folds of his robe to produce a small glass phial containing a luminous blue substance that pulsed with unnatural rhythm.

“Stay back,” he warned, fingers poised to remove the stopper. “This is enough wyrdglass to turn this entire street into a smoking crater. One more move and I’ll—”

Hallowbane’s arc was a silver blur in the fog-laden air. Before Malachi could complete his threat, the ancient blade severed his hand at the wrist and his words transformed into a howl of agony as the phial tumbled to the ground, clattering harmlessly across the cobblestones.

“Wait!” Malachi screamed, clutching the bleeding stump to his chest as he fell to his knees. “Please, I can offer you—”

Hallowbane’s final arc separated the warlock’s head from his shoulders before he could finish that empty promise. It rolled across the ground before coming to rest against the alley wall, Malachi’s expression frozen in a rictus of disbelief.

Absolon stood amid the carnage, Hallowbane dripping crimson onto the ancient stones of the Ambles. In the silence that followed, he became acutely aware of his own laboured breathing and the myriad pains that clamoured for attention throughout his battered frame.

The phial of wyrdglass lay nearby, its contents still shifting with that unnerving luminescence. Slowly, he sheathed his sword and retrieved the deadly substance, securing it within a pouch on his belt. Such dangerous materials could not be left for just anyone to find, and the Order’s alchemists might want to study it. Assuming, of course, that Ordway’s menials had not also been turned.

He pushed the troubling thought aside. Such considerations would have to wait. Guenivar was still counting on him, and time was growing short. But as he took the first stumbling step, his battle ardour ebbed, and he realised the arcane bolt that Malachi unleashed had done more damage than he’d realised.

He reached a hand beneath his cracked breastplate. It came away crimson in the moonlight. His every breath sent waves of agony through his chest, suggesting cracked ribs to add to the tally. And through it all, the insidious tremors of lixir withdrawal spread through his limbs, a creeping paralysis that would only grow more pronounced with time.

“Keep moving,” he ordered himself. “She’s waiting.”

Absolon took a staggering step forward, but his knee finally surrendered to the abuse it had endured, and buckled beneath his weight. He slid down the wall until he found himself in a seated position, back against the cold stone, legs splayed before him like a broken doll’s.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, though there was no one left alive to hear the apology.







UP THE JUNCTION

After having her shoulder and cheek hastily stitched in the infirmary and then donning her harness with all speed, she had rushed to her rendezvous with Absolon. Now she shifted uncomfortably in the shadow of the ornamental archway, as dark rain clouds gathered overhead. Three bells had tolled since she’d taken position at the junction, overlooking both the administrative building’s entrance and the cobbled streets that branched away from it. Three bells watching palace functionaries scurry about with their scrolls and ledgers. Three bells of growing unease as Absolon failed to appear.

Where was he? She remembered the pallor of his face in the stairwell, the subtle tremor in his hands that he’d tried to hide. Had he succumbed to some malady induced by Ordway’s lixir? Guenivar cursed herself for leaving him, but he had given his orders, and she had obeyed. Who was she to go against his wishes?

“Damn it all,” she muttered.

The palace grounds were quiet in the still of evening. The imposing building before her was all weathered granite and narrow windows, housing a silent army of scribes and administrators who maintained the bureaucratic machinery of Morrengard. Men and women whose feather quills and wax seals wielded more power than any knight’s sword.

As she watched, a figure emerged: a young woman with a stack of parchments balanced precariously in her arms. She descended the wide steps gingerly, her pale face a study in concentration. No one moved to intercept her. No one came stealing from the shadows to carry the woman off. Clearly not their target.

Guenivar checked the sword hung ready at her hip, sliding the blade free an inch or two to make sure it would draw free when she needed it. Her knife also lay nestled at her thigh. Neither felt like enough. Not without Absolon here.

What chance did she stand on her own? She was a neophyte, barely blooded in combat. And she faced Savaric Frost. A veteran knight who had survived the War of Legions, who had fought alongside Absolon against horrors she could scarcely imagine, who had slain the high marshal…

Stop it. You’re a Knight Sentinel of the Order of Draken. Act like one.

Her thoughts were brought back into sharp focus as people began to leave the great building in numbers. The courtyard filled up slowly as the administrative day concluded. One by one, functionaries emerged from the grand entrance clutching ledgers and scrolls, weary from a day spent hunched over desks. Some chatted in low voices as they departed, while others walked alone, lost in thought. Which among them was the target? Savaric had not specified. The “administrator” could be any of these unremarkable men and women.

A chill breeze skittered across the courtyard, then movement at its periphery brought Guenivar to full alertness. Four figures approached the administrative building with the gait of fighters, not administrators… like hunters closing on prey…

Leading them was Savaric.

Her breath caught in her throat. Even at this distance, there was no mistaking his rangy build, the precise economy of his movements. He’d abandoned his knightly regalia for a leather jerkin beneath a travel-worn cloak, and the three men who followed were dressed as court scribes, in the drab browns and muddy greens of the lower administrative ranks. Their garments appeared almost theatrical in their ordinariness, like costumes donned for a mummer’s play. One carried a document case, another a lantern not yet lit. The third kept his hands free, tucked within the folds of his robe.

“Hells,” Guenivar whispered, shrinking deeper into the shadow of the archway.

She watched as they positioned themselves, one near the administrative building’s entrance, another beside a stone planter, the third hanging back as though waiting for a carriage or a colleague, or a lover even. Savaric moved to stand at the foot of the steps, his posture relaxed yet alert, like a hunting hound scenting its quarry on the wind.

Guenivar’s gaze swept the courtyard again, searching for reinforcements that weren’t there. No sign of Absolon. No city watch. No other guards who might aid her. She was alone against Savaric and his cultists, with no way to summon help.

Through the building’s wide entrance, a small figure emerged, and Guenivar almost didn’t notice him. But Savaric did, straightening as he recognised his target.

The man was remarkably unremarkable. Of middle height and unimpressive build, he wore the plain robes of a mid-level administrator. Spectacles were perched on a narrow nose, glinting in the failing light as he paused to adjust the stack of scrolls and ledgers clutched against his chest. His thinning hair was combed carefully across a balding pate, and ink stains darkened his fingertips.

There was nothing about him to suggest importance. Nothing to mark him as worthy of the kidnapping about to unfold. Yet something in Savaric’s sudden alertness, the subtle shift in his posture, confirmed this ordinary man was who they had come for.

The administrator began his descent of the wide stone steps, frowning at a parchment balanced atop his precarious burden, oblivious to the danger that awaited him.

Savaric nodded almost imperceptibly to his accomplices, and they began to move like winter-starved wolves circling a deer. Guenivar’s hand grasped her sword hilt. She would have to face Savaric without backup, without any real plan. It might mean her death, but letting this kidnapping proceed, and allowing whatever foul ritual they’d planned to unfold, was unthinkable.

She stepped out from the shadow of the archway, drew her sword in one fluid motion, and advanced into the courtyard.

“Halt in the name of the Order of Draken!”

Her voice rang across the open space, carrying the full weight of authority that her oath and armour granted. The administrator jerked to a stop halfway down the steps, his eyes widening behind his spectacles as he took in her armoured figure. Scrolls threatened to tumble from his grasp as he teetered, momentarily unbalanced by shock. Savaric’s head snapped toward her, and even at this distance, she could see the cold calculation in his eyes as around the courtyard, the remaining clerks and functionaries froze like startled rabbits, uncertain whether to flee or remain.

“Sir,” Guenivar addressed the administrator directly, “return to the building immediately. These men are here to do you harm.”

For a moment, her warning didn’t seem to register as the administrator blinked owlishly, glancing from her to Savaric and back again. Then, clutching his papers more tightly, he took a hesitant step backward toward the safety of the administrative building’s entrance.

Savaric’s expression hardened just before he flicked his fingers in a curt gesture. His acolytes moved in unison, two of them advancing toward Guenivar while Savaric and the other lunged up the steps toward the retreating administrator.

The first attacker came at her directly, drawing a slender blade from beneath his scribe’s robes. The other circled to her flank, hands forming arcane gestures that left shimmering afterimages in the air.

Damned bloody warlocks everywhere…

She met the first acolyte’s thrust with ease, her sword deflecting his blade before launching a riposte that would have opened his throat had he not twisted away impossibly fast, her blade slicing only air where his neck had been a heartbeat before.

“Morrengard bitch,” he hissed in a strange accent, teeth bared in a smile too wide for his face.

She had enough time to realise it was an Akarnian before the second acolyte completed his incantation with a guttural word that scraped against Guenivar’s ears like nails on slate. A wave of disorientation washed over her, the courtyard seeming to tilt and sway. Faces in the crowd of onlookers twisted grotesquely, stretching and reforming as though viewed through rippling water.

Wyrdcraft, she realised with a jolt of horror.

Akarnian sorcery.

She fought against the disorientation, the crowd’s terrified screams helping to ground her in reality, as functionaries fled the courtyard. A movement nearby and she lurched aside, bringing her sword up in a slashing arc that caught the first acolyte across his forearm as he closed again. Blood spattered the cobblestones and the warlock hissed in pain, retreating a step as he grasped the forearm of his dagger hand.

First blood to her.

That elation vanished as she saw Savaric reach the administrator and grip the smaller man’s arm. She had no chance to stop him as the knifeman came at her again, his damaged arm seemingly forgotten as he pressed forward with unbridled ferocity. She parried another strike, dancing back as the second assailant advanced, abandoning his magical assault and drawing a blade of his own as he moved to flank her.

Guenivar retreated, maintaining the distance her longer sword offered, trying to keep both opponents in view. Then strong hands seized her arms, twisting them behind her back as her sword fell from her grip and clattered to the cobbles.

The third acolyte she hadn’t accounted for.

She struggled against the hold, snarling her fury, but her captors moved as one and she was suddenly held fast between two of them. One leaned close, his breath hot against her ear.

“Don’t make this harder than it need be,” he whispered, voice almost gentle despite the cruel grin on his face.

Across the courtyard, Savaric approached, the struggling administrator now firmly in his grip. “You should not have interfered, Blackmere. Bring her too.”

The implication of Savaric’s order, of being prisoner to these Akarnian agents, sparked a desperate surge of panic. With a sudden twist, she tore her arm free from one acolyte’s grip and drove her armoured elbow backward, cowter connecting with the soft flesh of the other’s nose. Cartilage crunched beneath the impact, and the man released her, clutching at his ruined face.

She dove for her fallen sword, fingers closing around the familiar grip. In one fluid motion, she rolled to her feet and slashed wildly at the nearest man, forcing him to retreat with a hiss of frustration.

Savaric’s expression darkened as he passed the captive administrator to the remaining uninjured acolyte. With deliberate slowness, he drew his own slender blade.

Guenivar assessed the situation in an instant. She couldn’t defeat all of them. She couldn’t rescue the administrator. Not without help. But perhaps she could escape to fight another day.

She feinted toward Savaric, her sword arcing toward his shoulder in a strike he would easily parry. As he moved to counter, she abruptly changed direction, spinning away and sprinting toward a narrow passage between two buildings that led south toward the harbour.

“After her!” Savaric’s command rang out, followed by the sound of boots on stone as the men gave chase.

Guenivar ran, armour clanking with each stride, her breath coming harsh in her own ears. The passage narrowed, forcing her to turn sideways to squeeze through. Behind her, the pursuit continued, despite the narrowness of the route.

Then the alley came into a broader street, then another narrow passage, then a stairway that descended toward the docks. Guenivar took the steps three at a time, nearly losing her footing on the slick stone beneath her boots.

The sounds of pursuit grew closer. They were gaining.

On she raced toward the wharf, the warren of close-packed buildings finally giving way to the open expanse of Bastion’s harbour. Salt-laden air filled her lungs as she burst from the confines of the last alley, momentarily disoriented by the sudden space around her.

She glanced back. Her pursuers were closer than she’d feared, less than twenty yards behind and closing rapidly. Their faces remained impassive, but they were demonstrating relentless purpose. They would not tire. They would not stop.

The harbour stretched before her, a forest of masts silhouetted against the darkening sky. Ships of every size rocked gently at their moorings, from sleek courier vessels to broad-beamed merchant galleons. Dockworkers moved among them, loading and unloading cargo in the waning light, their shouted commands carrying across the water.

Nowhere to hide in that open expanse. Nowhere to lose her pursuers.

Ahead, the harbour bridge spanned the narrowest point of the basin, connecting the commercial docks with the naval quarter beyond. She veered toward it, legs burning with exertion. If she could cross it, perhaps the dockyard patrols would deter her pursuers.

Twenty yards to the bridge. Fifteen. Ten.

She reached the foot of the bridge and began to ascend its gentle arc, boots slipping slightly on stones worn smooth by centuries of traffic. At the span’s apex, she paused, gasping for breath, and looked down at the dark water some thirty feet below.

A merchant barge was passing beneath the bridge at that precise moment, its deck piled high with what appeared to be bales of wool or cotton. The vessel moved at a steady pace, headed inland toward the river north.

“Well, you can’t run forever, Blackmere.”

She climbed onto the bridge’s stone balustrade, tottering precariously as she gauged the distance. Behind her, the pounding footsteps of her pursuers grew louder.

She leapt.

For a moment her stomach lurched, the harbour wheeling around her in a dizzying blur. Wind rushed past her face, tugging at her close-cropped hair…

Then she crashed onto the piled cargo with a bone-jarring impact, bales providing just enough cushioning that nothing was broken. She rolled with the landing as best she could, but still pain lanced through her right shoulder, and she tasted blood where she’d bitten her tongue.

She lay still for a moment, fighting for the breath knocked from her lungs, then raised her head. The acolytes stood at the bridge, silhouetted against the last light of dusk, watching as the barge carried her steadily away. After a brief, inaudible exchange, they turned and disappeared back the way they had come.

Slowly, painfully, Guenivar pushed herself to a sitting position. Nothing seemed broken, though her shoulder throbbed where she’d landed on it. She was alive. She had escaped. But the fact remained that the administrator was still in Savaric’s hands. Whatever ritual they intended to perform would proceed as planned, and time was running out.

Still, she could not give in to despair. That was not what she had been taught at the Valenspire. Then again, she had just proven she could not do this alone. As the first drops of rain spattered onto the barge’s tarpaulin, a cold realisation settled heavy in her gut…

She needed Absolon.







ACROSS BROKEN GLASS

He blinked, vision swimming as he tried to make sense of his surroundings. Rain fell mercilessly, turning the cobbles slick and black, the sky a void punctured by distant lanterns.

Where was he? His mind struggled to assemble the memory. Warlocks. An ambush. Pain beyond reckoning as arcane energy tore through his armour.

Absolon attempted to move and immediately regretted it. Fire blazed along his rib cage, stealing his breath. His hand brushed his breastplate, once polished to a mirror sheen, now scorched and buckled inward where the sorcery had struck.

Around him, the feeble light revealed three corpses sprawled in unnatural poses, their blood mixing with rainwater and forming dark rivers that flowed into the gutter. Malachi’s head had come to rest against the far wall, eyes wide and staring, accusation frozen on his lifeless face.

“Get up,” Absolon growled to himself, despite the pain. “Get up, damn you.”

Fingers scrabbled for purchase on the slick stones as he pushed himself to hands and knees. His damnable knee screamed in protest, threatening to buckle beneath him. The weight of his armour, once a comfort, now felt like an anchor dragging him toward the bottom of the sea.

With no other option, he began to crawl, inch by excruciating inch, away from the carnage he’d created. The journey back to his quarters stretched before him like an impossible pilgrimage. Half a mile, perhaps less. In his current state, it might as well have been a hundred. But what choice did he have? To lie here and die in filth?

Rain continued to pelt him as he dragged himself onward, fingers numb with cold and shock. The indignity of it crushed against his chest with greater weight than his damaged armour as he crawled through the muck like a worm.

He passed a beggar huddled in a shallow doorway, the man drawing back in fear at the sight of the blood-soaked knight crawling past. Their eyes met briefly, one set clouded with cheap spirits, the other sharp with pain-fuelled clarity. Both fallen men, discarded by a kingdom that had used them until they broke.

No time to lament. No need to wallow, as he forced himself onward, leaving the sorry sight behind. Each yard gained was a battle hard-won. Twice he collapsed entirely, face pressed against the cold stones as his consciousness wavered. Twice he forced himself back to hands and knees, refusing surrender with the same stubborn pride that had sustained him through decades of war and service.

As he crawled beneath a low archway that bridged two crumbling tenements, he felt a moment of relief from the rain. He paused, gasping for breath that wouldn’t come, and realised with growing dread that he no longer recognised his surroundings. Had he taken a wrong turn in his delirium? Was he now crawling deeper into Bastion’s maze rather than toward safety?

The boundary between past and present began to blur as he forced himself on beneath that archway. The cold rain washing over his face transformed into icy drizzle that had soaked the fields beyond the Akarnian prison camp. His crawl through Bastion’s filthy streets merged with his failed escape through mud-churned farmland, fingers leaving furrows in earth soft with spring rain.

“Keep moving,” he muttered, uncertain whether he spoke to his present self or the ghost of that younger man who had dragged himself across some distant field.

Bells tolled in the distance as Bastion’s night watch marked the hour. The sound twisted in his fever-addled mind, becoming the alarm that had announced his escape from the Akarnian camp. He remembered his frantic heartbeat, the wedge in his throat, as those bells had echoed across the countryside, summoning hunters who would drag him back to that stone cell.

Absolon’s head jerked up, and the motion sent fresh pain lancing through his chest. A light bobbed at the far end of the alley as a watchman’s lantern swung with each step he took. The sight triggered something primal in Absolon’s hindbrain, a memory of torches appearing through fog as mounted Wraith Guard closed in.

With the same instinctive terror that had guided him years ago, he dragged himself into the shadows of a recessed doorway, pressing his broken body against cold wood, holding his breath despite the agony in his chest. The effort made spots dance before his eyes, threatening unconsciousness, but he dared not exhale.

The watchman’s footsteps grew louder as Absolon watched the approaching light. In his fractured state, the figure’s silhouette seemed to waver and shift, sometimes wearing the uniform of Bastion’s city watch, other times the distinctive screaming face mask of the Wraith Guard.

“Who goes there?” the watchman called, his lantern sweeping the alley’s width.

Absolon remained motionless, willing his laboured breaths to silence. Another memory surfaced with stark clarity of him hiding beneath the broken remnants of a hay cart as Akarnian soldiers passed close enough that he could smell them.

The watchman paused, head tilting as though catching some sound just beyond hearing. His lantern swung again, the beam sliding closer to Absolon’s hiding place. “Is someone there?”

The watchman took a step closer, and Absolon tensed for confrontation, knowing he couldn’t fight but unable to flee. A bottle shattered somewhere farther down the alley, drawing the watchman’s attention. He hesitated, then turned toward the sound, his lantern swinging away. Absolon remained frozen until the footsteps receded, and the light diminished to a distant glow before disappearing around a corner.

Only then did he allow himself to exhale, the breath bringing with it a shuddering wave of pain. The Akarnian hunters of his memory faded, retreating back to the dark corners of his mind where they always dwelt, but the respite was fleeting. Absolon knew he needed to move before the watchman returned or someone else passed through. With tremendous effort, he pulled himself from the doorway’s shelter and back into the rain-soaked alley.

He continued his agonising progress, but the lines between now and then remained dangerously thin. The rain-slick walls of Bastion’s tenements wavered in his vision, sometimes becoming the mud-brick buildings of an Akarnian border settlement. The distant sounds of the city with its drunken laughter and the occasional clatter of a late-night cart transformed into the noises of the prison camp: the moans of the dying, the screams of those being put to the question. Memories he’d fought to suppress bubbled to the surface like corpses in a flooding grave.

He recalled the taste of the rancid gruel they’d fed prisoners and the distinctive stink of the interrogation chambers, where sweat and blood and worse mingled with the incense the Akarnian inquisitors burned. Most vivid was the recollection of his first escape attempt, when he’d nearly reached the perimeter before a sentry spotted him. The beating that followed had been methodical, each blow calculated to inflict as much pain without endangering his ability to impart information. They had broken each of his fingers, one by one, forcing him to watch as joints snapped and tendons tore.

Now, as Absolon crawled through Bastion’s streets, those same fingers, long since healed but always gnarled, scrabbled for purchase on the wet cobblestones. Rain still fell, but he barely felt it now. The boundary between reality and memory, already tenuous, dissolved completely and the narrow alley he traversed widened in his mind’s eye, becoming the main thoroughfare of an Akarnian border village. Mud-brick buildings rose on either side, their windows dark and the air heavy with the fear of those huddled inside. Absolon wasn’t crawling here; he walked with the confident stride of a younger man. Remembering his orders with perfect clarity…

Make an example of them. Leave nothing standing.

He watched himself move from house to house, sword leaving crimson arcs across the walls. Flames leapt from thatched roofs, hungry tongues of orange and yellow that devoured everything in their path. The heat on his face felt real, more present than the cold rain of Bastion’s night as screams echoed, women and children sacrificed in their campaign to secure this region.

He hadn’t questioned the orders. He had buried his doubts beneath duty and necessity.

A child ran past him in the burning village, her eyes wide with terror. In his fever dream, Absolon reached for her… to do what? To save her? To stop her? He couldn’t recall his intention, only that his hand had closed on empty air as she disappeared into the smoke.

“No,” he rasped, the word falling unheard in Bastion’s empty alley. “That’s not how it happened.”

But the memory was merciless in its precision. He had let her go. Had turned away, continuing his methodical destruction of the village while telling himself others would ensure civilian deaths were kept to a minimum. A convenient lie he’d repeated until it almost resembled truth.

The scene dissolved, reforming into a cellar behind Morrengard lines. Here, Absolon sat across from a young Akarnian soldier, no more than eighteen years old. The boy’s hands were bound behind him, his face already bruised after he’d been put to the question.

“Tell me where they’re moving their artillery,” Absolon heard himself say, his voice calm as still water. “Tell me, and this ends.”

The boy maintained his silence, eyes fixed on a point beyond Absolon’s shoulder. There was fear there, yes, but also resolve. The certainty that his suffering served some greater purpose. And suffer he had. Scream he had, until Absolon beat the last breath from his body.

“I had no choice,” Absolon murmured as he continued his painful crawl through Bastion. “What he knew saved countless lives. It helped us…”

But the fever wouldn’t allow such easy absolution. It forced him to watch as his younger self methodically broke the boy’s resistance, applying pain with the brutal precision of a bone doctor.

Absolon retched, bringing up nothing but bile that burned his throat. The taste was the same acrid burn he’d experienced after that first interrogation, when he’d stepped outside to gulp fresh air and found it insufficient to wash away what he’d become.

The fever dragged him onward through his past sins.

He saw himself giving the order to abandon wounded soldiers during a desperate retreat from Irongate Pass. He recalled calculating with cold detachment how many should retreat against those left to cover their flight. He remembered selecting those with the best chance of survival, leaving others behind with empty promises that they would return and relieve them soon.

“Necessary sacrifices,” he’d called them later when questioned by the Knights Vigilant.

Convenient words to paper over ugly truths.

Absolon collapsed again, his strength finally giving out. He lay on his side in a pool of rainwater; the stone wall beside him warped and rippled in his vision, becoming the map table where he and other commanders had planned the offensive at Stonecross Ridge that would leave hundreds of Morrengard’s sons and daughters dead on foreign soil.

Through these fractured memories, a realisation emerged that Absolon had never fully acknowledged. His life was defined not by honour as he had pretended, but by survival at any cost. By actions justified through necessity rather than morality. The truth that his image as a noble Knight Sentinel might be just one more fabrication.

“We’re all just animals. We’ll do whatever it takes when pushed far enough,” he whispered to the empty alley.

Absolon rolled onto his stomach once more and resumed his crawl. The faces of those he’d sacrificed, killed, or failed surrounded him as he dragged himself through Bastion’s forgotten corners. They didn’t speak, didn’t accuse; they simply watched with eyes that reflected his own guilt back at him.

“I’m sorry,” he said to them, though the words felt hollow.

What good were apologies to the dead?

A distant part of him realised that he was close to his quarters now. The warren of alleyways had given way to broader streets, the buildings were less decrepit. Through the rain he saw the stairs of his building looming like the sheer face of a cliff.

Absolon grasped the first step with trembling fingers, pulling himself upward with a groan that seemed torn from the depths. The movement sent pain searing through his chest as broken ribs shifted beneath his armour. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the chill. The first step conquered, he paused to gather what remained of his strength before attacking the second. And the third. And the fourth. By the fifth step, darkness encroached on his vision from all sides. By the eighth, he could hear nothing but the weak sound of his own breathing and the thunder of his pulse. By the twelfth, he moved purely on instinct. When finally he reached his door, his trembling fingers could barely manipulate the key. It took three attempts to fit it into the lock, and when the door finally swung inward, he collapsed across the threshold in a boneless heap.

Home. Safety.

The soft rustle of feathers, the familiar croak of greeting as Victarine welcomed him from her wrought-iron cage.

“Sorry I’m late, old girl,” he mumbled.

The crow tilted her head as she watched him with the familiarity of one who had witnessed his suffering many times before. With the last of his strength, Absolon hauled himself onto his bed. The frame creaked beneath his weight as he collapsed onto the sweat-stained sheets, still wearing his damaged armour. He lacked the strength to remove it and feared what he might discover beneath the scorched metal.

“Commander.”

The voice came from the shadows in the corner of his room.

A young soldier stepped forward, barely old enough to grow a beard, his uniform still crisp and new. It took Absolon a moment to place him: Talen Briggs, a fresh recruit who’d died in the first week of the siege at Karholt, his throat pierced by an Akarnian crossbow bolt before he’d even drawn his sword.

“Don’t try to rise,” Briggs said, his voice carrying the same rural accent Absolon remembered. There was a hole in the boy’s throat where the bolt had struck, but he spoke as though the wound wasn’t there at all. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

“We?” Absolon managed, uncertain if he addressed a ghost or a hallucination, not knowing which would be worse.

As if in answer, more figures emerged from the shadows. Soldiers he had commanded, knights who had fought at his side, civilians caught in the fog of wars they never chose. They arrayed themselves around his bed like mourners at a wake, their spectral forms bearing the fatal wounds that had ended their lives.

Another ghost stepped forward: Lena Voss, a veteran scout who had bled out in Absolon’s arms after an ambush.

“I’m sorry,” Absolon managed to say.

“We don’t blame you,” Voss replied. “Not for our deaths, at least. War is war. People die.”

“Then why are you here?” Absolon asked.

“Because you need to understand something,” Voss replied, settling at the foot of his bed with the same easy grace she’d shown in life. “You’ve been fighting the wrong enemy all these years.”

The ghosts nodded in silent agreement, their spectral forms shifting with the shadows cast by Victarine’s cage.

“The Iron Queen? Akarnus Imperia?” Absolon’s brow furrowed. “They’ve always been our enemy.”

Briggs shook his head, the motion causing droplets of phantom blood to dribble from his neck wound. “The enemy is the game itself, Knight Commander. The endless cycle of war and sacrifice that feeds on the blood of the smallfolk while the powerful remain untouched in their towers.”

“No,” Absolon muttered. “There are real threats. Real evils that must be opposed.”

“Yes,” agreed Voss. “But who decides which evils are opposed and which are tolerated? Who benefits from the wars you’ve fought and the blood you’ve spilled?”

The question hung between them, unanswerable. Absolon had never permitted himself to question the orders he’d followed. To do so would have been to invite a kind of doubt that no soldier could afford to countenance. Not if they wished to retain their sanity.

“You’ve been a pawn, Commander,” said Briggs, his voice gentle despite the harshness of his words. “We all were. Pieces moved across a board in games played by men who would never know our names.”

“The Order…” Absolon began, but his protest died on his lips. Hadn’t he already seen the corruption at the heart of the institution he’d served for decades? Hadn’t Savaric’s betrayal proven that even the most sacred oaths could be broken when power or fear offered sufficient motivation?

“The Order serves the Crown,” Briggs said, “and the Crown serves itself. It was always thus.”

That thought was the most unbearable of all.

“If everything I’ve fought for is built on lies,” Absolon whispered, the question directed as much to himself as to the assembled dead, “what remains worth saving?”

The ghosts offered no answer, but in the silence that followed, Absolon found himself thinking not of King Kronos or the Order of Draken, but of Guenivar. Perhaps the only person in years who had shown him genuine loyalty without ulterior motive.

As consciousness began to fade, the ghosts receded into the shadows from which they’d emerged. Absolon watched them go, uncertain whether their visitation had been real or merely the product of fever and guilt.

In that haze, he vaguely remembered he should have been somewhere. That he had failed… someone. His last conscious thought was a prayer to gods he no longer believed in. Not for his own salvation… but for hers.







STARK TRUTHS

The rain drummed against Guenivar’s face as she staggered through Bastion’s streets. Dawn was still hours away, the darkness her only ally as she limped toward her destination, every movement making her flinch as she expected Savaric and his followers to come lurching at her from the dark.

Absolon’s building loomed before her, a crooked silhouette against the night sky. It stood in the Northern District, a place that had once housed mid-tier merchants and wealthy artisans, but now slouched into disrepair like an old soldier too proud to acknowledge he was past his prime. Guenivar paused across the street, eyes narrowing as she assessed the structure. Somehow it looked even worse than the surrounding buildings, with tiles missing from its roof, mortar crumbling between ancient bricks, windows dark save for a single guttering light on the uppermost floor.

She crossed the street, her boots splashing through puddles, before she dashed beneath the main archway. The staircase creaked a protest as she ascended, and by the time she reached the landing outside Absolon’s chambers, sweat mingled with rain on her brow, despite the chill.

“Knight Commander?” She rapped her knuckles against his door. “It’s Guenivar.”

Silence answered. Not so much as a shuffle of movement from within.

“Absolon!” She knocked harder, wincing as the impact jarred her injured shoulder. “Please, open the door.”

Still nothing.

Guenivar stepped back, assessing the door with a critical eye. It was locked, perhaps even bolted on the other side. Solid wood, with iron hinges. But still, she could not let it stand in her way.

A deep breath and she rammed her shoulder against it. The wood rattled in the frame but it held fast. Another shoulder barge and she heard a satisfying crack of wood. A third and a ping of metal as the lock burst free and the door swung wide.

Guenivar almost fell through, managing to catch herself as she beheld Absolon’s chambers, which she presumed would be the dignified quarters of a Knight Sentinel. What she expected was order, simplicity, perhaps a touch of austerity. A reflection of the man she’d come to know these past weeks.

What greeted her was something else entirely.

The stench hit Guenivar first. Not just the mildew and rot from the building’s structure, but something ranker. Unwashed linens. Spoiled food. The sour bite of vomit. She covered her nose with her hand, fighting the urge to retch as she took in the chaos before her.

Moonlight filtered through the cracked window, casting ominous shadows across the chamber. A wooden chair lay on its side, two legs splintered as if smashed against the wall in a fit of rage. The table beside it was scarred with knife marks and stained with substances she couldn’t identify in the dim light.

“Knight Commander?” she called, her voice small in the oppressive space.

The floor beneath her boots crunched with broken glass, discarded papers, what appeared to be fragments of pottery, as Guenivar moved deeper into the room, avoiding the worst of the wreckage. A bookshelf stood against one wall, its contents strewn across the floor, pages torn from spines and scattered like leaves in autumn.

Empty phials littered every surface, their blue residue a familiar sight. Lixir. Dozens of containers, far more than any man should consume. Some appeared old, dust gathering on the glass, while others looked freshly emptied, the substance still glistening around their rims.

“Absolon. How much of this poison have you—”

A rhythmic sound drew her attention to a dark corner of the room, where something swayed gently in the draft from the window. A birdcage, she realised, suspended from a hook in the ceiling.

“Victarine?” she asked, remembering Absolon mentioning his crow. The one he trusted above all others.

As she approached, the stench grew stronger, a miasma of rot and decay. The cage’s latch had rusted shut, the feeding tray below it empty save for dried faeces and mouldy crumbs. Inside, a dark shape lay crumpled at the bottom, feathers matted and falling away from desiccated flesh. The empty eye sockets stared accusingly at her, the beak frozen open in a silent caw.

The crow had been dead for weeks. Perhaps months.

“Velanius preserve us,” she breathed, turning a slow circle as she took in the full scope of the chamber’s desolation.

This wasn’t the dwelling of the stoic, disciplined knight she knew. This was the lair of a man whose grip on reality had frayed to breaking point. A man who had been poisoned, body and soul, by whatever Ordway had been administering through that cursed lixir.

A soft groan emanated from somewhere beyond a curtained area.

“Absolon?” she called, louder this time.

The groan came again, followed by a wet, hacking cough. Guenivar pushed aside the curtain to see that Absolon lay sprawled across a pallet in the corner, his massive frame dwarfing the meagre bed. He still wore the remains of his padded gambeson, a burn mark visible across the chest despite the dim light. His breathing came in shallow, rasping gasps, each inhalation followed by a slight wheeze that suggested broken ribs or worse.

“Absolon,” Guenivar breathed, rushing to kneel beside him.

His skin burned with fever, cheeks flushed an unnatural crimson against the pallor of his face. Guenivar stood and quickly scanned the room, spotting a pitcher on a side table. She smelled the contents and found them stale but not fouled. It would have to do.

Drawing her dagger, she began to cut away the ruined gambeson. In places it stuck to his skin, adhered by dried blood and Absolon moaned when she peeled it back from his chest, revealing a blistered burn.

A swift search of a nearby bureau revealed a roll of bandage that looked clean. She tore off a strip and dipped it in the stale water before gently dabbing at the burn, cleaning away the worst of the congealed blood. As she worked, she saw that beneath these fresh wounds lay an older, more disturbing story. Guenivar uncovered a network of scars unlike anything she’d witnessed. Not the clean lines left by blades or the puckered circles of arrow wounds, but methodical, deliberate marks left when pain was the intention.

A latticework of thin, silvery lines covered his arms in a precise grid. Circular burns dotted his chest, in concentric patterns, each the diameter of a small coin. Most disturbing were the marks around his wrists and ankles that told the tale of manacles cutting him to the bone.

Guenivar had heard whispers of Akarnian interrogations during her training. Descriptions delivered in the dispassionate tones of knights who had never experienced such things firsthand. Looking at the physical evidence etched into Absolon’s body, she realised those descriptions had hidden a reality too horrific to contemplate.

“What did they do to you?” she whispered, her voice catching.

She worked in silence after that, cleaning his wounds with a gentle efficiency. When she’d done all she could, she turned her attention to the fever. No herbs, no medicines that she could find, nothing but more empty phials of lixir scattered across a nearby table like fallen game pieces.

With no other option, she soaked another cloth and laid it across his forehead, earning a grunt of discomfort as the cool water touched his skin. As night deepened, she maintained her vigil, rain lashing against the cracked windowpane in sheets driven by an insistent wind. All the while, his fever showed no signs of breaking as his wordless mumbling grew more panicked.

“Hold the line!” he shouted suddenly, voice hoarse but commanding. “They’re bringing reinforcements through the western flank!”

Guenivar pressed down on his shoulders, using her weight to keep him from lurching upright. “Absolon, you’re safe. You’re in Bastion.”

His wild eyes stared through her, focusing on some battlefield visible only to him. “Shields up! Brace, damn you! Brace!”

She held him until the fit passed, his rigid muscles gradually relaxing as whatever phantoms haunted him retreated back into memory. When she was certain he wouldn’t tear open his wounds, she released him, her own muscles trembling with exhaustion.

“No,” he muttered. “No, I won’t tell you. Name. Rank. Nothing else. Creed, Absolon. Knight First Class of the Order of Draken. That’s all you get, you Akarnian bastards.”

Gradually, the tension drained from his body, but his mumbling continued. Outside, the storm eventually spent its fury. The rain softened to a steady patter, then a gentle drizzle that whispered against the window.

The fever seemed to have peaked, his skin no longer burning with the same intensity, though a sheen of sweat still covered his face. She sat back, her own exhaustion crashing over her. As the first grey light of dawn filtered through the window, Guenivar stood, stretching muscles knotted from hours of sitting beside the pallet.

A shift in Absolon’s breathing caught her attention. The rattling wheeze that had accompanied each inhalation had softened, replaced by more regular breaths. She knelt beside him once more.

“Absolon?” she called softly, not wanting to startle him.

His eyelids fluttered, then opened. For the first time since she’d found him, his gaze was clear, focusing on her face with genuine recognition.

“Blackmere?” His voice emerged as a croak.

“Yes, it’s me,” she confirmed, relief washing through her. “You’re safe. You’re in your quarters.”

He frowned, confusion creasing his brow as he tried to piece together how he’d arrived here, how she had come to be at his bedside. Then his gaze moved past her to the room beyond, to the squalor now illuminated by the strengthening dawn light. Something flickered in his eyes. Shame, perhaps, or fear that she would now see him as the madman he was.

“How long have you been here?” he asked, his voice stronger now.

“All night,” she answered simply. “You were hurt. Badly.”

He nodded, a minute gesture that clearly cost him significant effort. “They ambushed me in the Ambles.” Then his gaze sharpened. “The administrator… Did you reach him in time?”

Guenivar hesitated, reluctant to add to his burdens but knowing he deserved the truth. “No. Savaric has him. I tried to intervene, but I was outnumbered.”

Absolon’s expression hardened. He made to sit up, only to fall back with a grunt of pain as his injuries protested.

“Careful,” Guenivar cautioned. “You’ve broken ribs, burns, and the gods know what else. You need rest.”

He fixed her with a piercing stare. “Rest is a luxury we cannot afford.”







A PIT TOO DEEP

He tried to sit up, but was halted by a wall of pain. Not the distant, dulled ache he’d grown accustomed to, but a sharp agony that radiated from his ribs with merciless insistence. Then he was assaulted by the smell of filthy linens, stale sweat, and the unmistakable stench of rot. The realisation that this was his own stink, his own filth, sent a flush of shame through him as intense as any fever.

“Here,” Guenivar said, slipping an arm beneath his shoulders to help him sit upright.

The world spun alarmingly as she adjusted his position, and his stomach lurched in protest. Sour bile burned the back of his throat, but he swallowed it down. As she pressed a cup against his lips, he drank greedily, the water tepid and stale, but a blessing nonetheless.

His gaze darted around the chamber as he drank, taking in details he couldn’t recall ever noticing before. The walls, which in his memory had been adorned with the flags of vanquished enemies, were in reality torn and stained with mildew. The display case where he’d believed his medals and commendations were proudly mounted stood empty, its glass cracked and clouded with grime. The floorboards were littered with the debris of broken glass, discarded clothing, scattered papers covered in cramped, paranoid writings that he recognised as his own hand.

When he looked down, his hands shook with a violent tremor that wasn’t from weakness, he realised with growing dread. It was the harbinger of withdrawal, his body’s desperate call for the substance that had sustained it for so long.

How long had it been since his last dose of lixir? A day? More? The thought sent a spike of panic through him, his eyes darting to the small wooden box on the bedside table where he kept his supply. The lid was closed, the latch undisturbed, but somehow he knew with gut-churning certainty that it was empty.

“How long have I been unconscious?”

“All night, as much as I can tell,” Guenivar replied, setting the cup aside. “Your fever broke a few hours ago.”

So long without lixir. No wonder his body felt like it was being torn apart from within, each nerve ending raw and exposed. And yet, beneath the misery lay a terrible lucidity that allowed him to see his surroundings, and himself, without the protective veil of delusion.

Absolon tried to push himself further upright. The movement sent fresh waves of pain through his damaged ribs, but the discomfort was almost welcome. A sharp, clean agony that anchored him to the moment.

He forced himself to look more carefully at his surroundings, to confront the evidence of his delusion with the same unflinching determination he’d once brought to the battlefields of the Eastenmarch. His chamber was smaller than he’d remembered and every surface bore testimony to his deterioration. Empty phials were scattered across every surface, far more than he could account for in his memory. Papers were pinned to the walls, covered in spidery writing and crude diagrams that connected imagined conspiracies with red thread, the work of a mind trying desperately to impose order on chaos. And there, in the corner, a wrought-iron cage hung from a hook in the ceiling. Something dark and misshapen lay at its bottom.

Victarine. His faithful companion.

The crow had been the one constant in his life these past years, the sole witness to his decline who had never judged nor recoiled. He had fed her the previous morning, hadn’t he? Had spoken to her as he’d prepared to meet Guenivar at the palace grounds? But as his vision adjusted to the dim light, he could make out the desiccated remains of what had once been gleaming feathers, the empty eye sockets staring accusingly from a skull picked clean by time and decay. The crow had been dead for weeks, and he had continued to speak to her, while all along she had been nothing but a corpse.

He closed his eyes, unable to bear the weight of Guenivar’s gaze. The trembling in his hands had spread to his entire body now, a shudder that seemed to originate deep in his bones. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the chill in the chamber, and nausea coiled in his gut like a restless serpent.

“You think I’m mad,” he whispered.

“I don’t think you’re mad,” she replied. “I think you’ve been poisoned. The lixir Ordway has been giving you was tainted with something. Something designed to manipulate your perception. When I found you last night you were feverish. Wounded. I don’t know what happened to you, but—”

“I was attacked on my way to meet with you. The House of Arawn…”

She nodded her understanding. “I did my best to see to the wound, but I am no healer.”

“You should have left me.”

“You might have died.”

“Perhaps that would have been better.”

The admission hung in the air between them. Absolon turned away, unable to meet her eyes, the weight of his shame too great to bear. The silence stretched between them, broken only by the steady patter of rain against the window and the occasional distant toll of the city bells. Absolon remained facing the wall, his breathing shallow as he struggled to compose himself. The tremors in his limbs had intensified, his body’s demand for alchemical relief growing more insistent with each passing moment.

“The lixir,” he said finally. “You said it was tainted.”

Guenivar nodded, her expression grave. “Ordway admitted it. I tried to tell you yesterday. I am sorry. I should have been more insistent. Should have warned you. He’s been giving you something more than just lixir. Some kind of… daemon-tainted substance designed to influence your mind. He seemed proud of it, in a way. Called it a gift.”

Absolon clenched his fists, as though he could somehow expel the poison that had been flowing through his veins for so long. Memories surfaced, disconnected fragments rising from amid the fog of his addiction. Times when unbidden thoughts and images had appeared in his mind with unsettling vividness…

The Iron Queen’s face, beautiful and terrible, hovering before him in the darkness of his chamber. Her voice, a silken whisper promising relief from his suffering if only he would bend the knee. Phantom conversations with long-dead comrades who urged him to abandon his post, to question his orders, to doubt the very foundations of the realm he had sworn to protect.

“They wanted to turn me,” he said. “To make me their creature within the Order.”

“I think so,” Guenivar agreed, her voice solemn. “You’re respected. Influential. Your word can sway others. If they could control that influence…”

She didn’t need to finish the thought. Absolon could see clearly enough how his compromised judgement might have allowed Savaric’s treachery to go unnoticed. How his deteriorating ability to distinguish between reality and hallucination made him perfect for manipulation.

“If I’ve been… influenced to this extent,” he said slowly, the words dragged from him with some effort, “how can I trust my own judgement? My own perceptions? Even now?”

“I don’t know. But the fact that you’re asking the question at all suggests you’re more yourself now than you have been in some time.”

Cold comfort, that. A man drowning in a stormy sea might momentarily break the surface, might glimpse the distant shore, but that brief moment of clarity did little to ensure his survival against the crushing waves.

“Savaric must be stopped. You need to alert the Grand Master. Gather the other Sentinels. With enough knights, they could confront him and stop the ritual before it begins.”

She stood, looking hopeful for the first time. “Then we should—”

“You need to go,” he said, the words emerging with quiet finality.

Guenivar blinked, confusion evident in her expression. “What do you mean?”

“You need to continue this alone. Without me. I’m a liability, not an asset. In my current state, I’d only slow you down, endanger whatever chance you have of stopping Savaric.”

“That’s not true,” she protested, leaning forward on her stool. “We need you, Absolon. I need you.”

He shook his head, a bitter smile ghosting across his lips. “What you need is a Knight Sentinel. What you have is a broken addict who can barely stand without assistance. My body is failing, and my mind… I would be a hindrance, not a help.”

Guenivar’s expression hardened, determination replacing confusion. “I don’t accept that. Savaric himself told me how you defied death during the War of Legions. I don’t believe—”

“That was a different man. That was before… before all of this.”

He gestured weakly at the squalid chamber, at the evidence of his deterioration that surrounded them. The broken medals. The paranoid scrawls on the walls. The desiccated remains of Victarine. Each a testament to how far he had fallen from the knight whose exploits Guenivar recalled with such admiration.

“You’re being too hard on yourself,” Guenivar said, her voice gentle but firm. “You were poisoned, manipulated. What happened to you—”

“Was enabled by my own weakness. Do you think I was forced to take that first phial of lixir? That someone restrained me and poured it down my throat? No. I chose it. I chose the comfort of oblivion over the hard truth of my pain. I chose to dull my senses, to cloud my judgement, to render myself vulnerable to whatever influence Ordway and Savaric wished to exert. And before that… I chose to follow orders I knew were wrong. Commanded men to their deaths. Refused to acknowledge the atrocities committed in the name of Morrengard because questioning them would have required more courage than I possessed. I don’t deserve redemption. I have betrayed every oath I ever swore.”

Guenivar’s anger flared at this dismissal. “I’ve seen enough to know the difference between a man who has failed and a man who has surrendered. You can’t give up. Not yet.”

“You’re wrong.” Absolon turned away from her, unable to bear the earnestness in her gaze, the insistence on seeing something in him that he himself could no longer perceive. “Leave. Prevent whatever calamity Savaric intends to unleash upon Bastion.”

He expected her to argue. What followed was only silence, then a soft rustle of movement as Guenivar moved toward the door.

“Absolon, this isn’t the end. Not for you. Not for Morrengard. I will make sure of it.”

He had no response as he stared at the mildewed stone mere inches from his face. After a moment, he heard the measured tread of her boots across the floor until she was gone.

Outside, the rain continued its relentless patter against the window as the distant bells of Bastion tolled. And once again, he surrendered to sleep. His only hope that it would not once more be plagued by ghosts from the past.







GRIM DISCOVERIES

The garrison’s iron-banded gates stood before Guenivar, their familiar silhouette now twisted with newfound menace. In days past, she might have looked upon those ancient walls with pride, as though they were a symbol of order in a kingdom sliding ever deeper into chaos. Now they represented nothing but questions. Betrayal lurking behind every stone.

She strode through the archway with purpose, across the training yard where squires drilled, steel ringing against steel in the familiar cadence that had once brought her comfort. Now each clash sounded like alarum bells.

A knight nodded as she passed. Was he one of them? Did he serve the conspiracy? The paranoia that had taken root since witnessing Savaric murder High Marshal Isgar only grew, spreading tendrils of suspicion through her like ivy choking a stone wall.

“Knight Sentinel Blackmere.”

She turned, gritting her teeth with the tension of it before she recognised Raff Kord.

“Knight Warden,” she acknowledged with a nod, forcing herself to remain relaxed despite the tension coiling in her stomach. “I trust the day finds you well.”

“As well as can be expected.” His gaze narrowed. “But you were only recently released from the infirmary. Shouldn’t you be resting?”

“The Order doesn’t rest,” she replied. “Neither shall I.”

He seemed to accept this with a grunt of approval before moving past her. Guenivar exhaled slowly. Every interaction now felt like walking a knife’s edge. If Savaric had betrayed the Order, how many others might have fallen under his influence?

Her nerves were already frayed. Absolon’s ravaged quarters had shaken her more than she cared to admit. The delusion, the filth, the dead crow he had spoken of as though it lived, were all testament to how thoroughly he had been poisoned. She’d left him there, broken and defeated, because he’d ordered her away, but the memory of his face nagged her like an unhealed wound.

Now she was alone. Left to face this conspiracy without him. But it didn’t matter. She had a task to do.

Absolon had told her to inform the Grand Master, but still she had her doubts about that. Who was she to lay such claims at Sinon Mor’s feet? She had persuaded Absolon, but without solid evidence, proving her claims to the Grand Master would be an altogether more difficult task. First, she had to see if she could gain any more evidence, another clue, as to what Savaric was up to. And the quickest way was to search his chambers.

The main keep rose above the courtyard. Its weathered stones housed the quarters of the Order’s senior knights, including Savaric Frost. Guenivar ascended the worn steps, careful to project the confidence of someone who was exactly where they belonged. As she made her way up through the tower that housed Savaric’s chamber she could feel cold dread settling over her. But she had to hide it. Had to don a mask, or all this would be for nought.

A young squire stood at attention outside the entrance to the officers’ corridor, his posture rigid despite the boredom evident in his eyes.

“Knight Sentinel,” he acknowledged, straightening at her approach.

“Squire.” Guenivar maintained her purposeful stride. “I’m delivering documents for Savaric Frost. Is he here?”

The squire shook his head. “Milord Frost is not in his chambers, my lady.”

“I see. Then I will leave them on his desk for his return. The documents are for his eyes only.”

A momentary hesitation crossed the squire’s features, uncertainty warring with the natural deference drilled into every recruit since their first day at the Valenspire. “Of course, Knight Sentinel.”

She strode past, conjuring as much authority as she could while feeling every inch the thief. Around a corner, and she saw no one else, the place seeming all but abandoned. It didn’t take her long to reach Savaric’s personal quarters, locked, obviously.

Guenivar slid two picks from inside her gauntlet, for one never knew when a Knight Sentinel might have to gain entry by stealth, knelt at the keyhole, and set to opening it. The lock was complex but yielded to her expertise after several tense moments, the tumblers aligning with a satisfying click. She slipped inside, securing the door behind her before surveying the sanctum of the man who sought to betray them.

Where Absolon’s quarters had been chaos and decay, Savaric’s chamber was an exercise in order. A single bed occupied the far corner, blankets pulled taut enough that a coin would bounce off their surface. Beside it, a writing desk held stacks of parchment arranged in perfect alignment, quills standing at attention in a brass holder, inkwell capped and centred on a leather blotter without so much as a stray droplet to mar its surface. An armour stand displayed his ceremonial plate, each piece burnished to a mirror sheen, the crimson cloak of the Order draped with artful perfection.

Even the air felt different, bereft of the lingering stench of unwashed bedding or stale food, with only the faint aroma of beeswax from the single unlit candle on the bedside table. Everything had its place here, arranged with meticulous care, betraying nothing of the corruption that festered beneath.

Guenivar stood motionless in the centre of the room, momentarily disoriented by this pristine display. What had she expected? Eldritch tomes stacked openly on the desk, ritual knives hanging from the walls? Traitors rarely promoted their intentions so boldly.

She began her search with the writing desk. Each drawer slid open without a sound, revealing nothing more incriminating than duty rosters, maintenance logs, and correspondence bearing the official seal of the Order. She examined each document, finding only the records of a knight dedicated to his position.

The wardrobe yielded only spare tunics, polished boots, civilian attire for the rare occasions when duty permitted it. She checked for false panels, secret compartments, finding nothing.

A wooden trunk at the foot of the bed contained a ceremonial dagger presented upon his advancement to knighthood, citation scrolls for valour during the War of Legions, a small iron medallion for his ten years of service to the Order. Artefacts of a distinguished career, each reinforcing the facade of loyalty to Morrengard and its waning power.

There was nothing incriminating here. Nothing that she might use to… Guenivar paused, gaze sweeping the floorboards. Something about the rug beneath the desk caught her attention. One corner was positioned with precision against the wall, while the other was carelessly folded over.

She knelt, pulling back the rug to reveal wooden planks identical to those throughout the room, save for one that was a fraction higher than those surrounding it. Guenivar ran her fingertips along the seam, applying pressure at various points. A faint click rewarded her persistence, and the board lifted slightly at one end. She worked her fingers into the gap and raised the hidden panel, revealing a compartment beneath.

The contents made her blood run cold.

Nestled within the hollow lay a collection of manuscripts bound in material that bore the texture of leather. The covering retained a disturbing warmth despite the chill of its hiding place, and seemed to pulse beneath her fingertips like something still living. She fought the instinct to drop it, forcing herself to open it carefully on the floor beside her.

The text within was written in no language Guenivar recognised, the angular symbols crowding the yellowed pages, but illustrations interspersed throughout the manuscript rendered their meaning with horrifying clarity. Detailed anatomical drawings depicted a vast entity unlike anything in nature. A nightmarish amalgamation of tentacles, eyes, and teeth. A beast born to devour. From its depiction beside other smaller creatures, she could discern this monster was massive beyond imagining, yet the diagrams showed it imprisoned beneath what appeared to be an early version of Bastion. The city’s foundations formed an elaborate arcane ward, their purpose to contain the horror below.

Nausea swept through her as understanding dawned. Whatever conspiracy Savaric served, it involved something ancient and monstrous that had been trapped beneath their feet for centuries. Something they intended to free.

She placed the first manuscript aside with trembling hands and reached for another. This one contained similar illustrations but included architectural drawings of locations she recognised. The Athenaeum, the King’s Palace, the Grand Cathedral. Each was marked with arcane symbols corresponding to positions on a detailed map of Bastion. And at their apex… the Royal Observatory. All the diagrammatical evidence pointed to this as the location of the coming ritual.

Here was all the proof she needed, but she had to act on it immediately. Return to Absolon and make him aid her if he was capable, or rally others from the Order if not. Even if no one believed her claims about Savaric’s betrayal, surely Sinon Mor would take seriously the threat of an arcane ritual at the observatory. Yet doubt still gnawed at her. How deeply did the corruption run within the Order? How many others had been turned, whether through promises of power or the same alchemical manipulation that had poisoned Absolon’s mind?

At the sound of approaching footsteps in the corridor outside Guenivar froze, listening intently as the steps drew closer, stopping directly outside Savaric’s door. A key scraped in the lock and panic surged through her as she glanced at the scattered manuscripts surrounding her, the exposed hiding place in the floor. No time to replace everything, no place to hide in the spartan chamber. She rose to her feet, hand moving to her sword as the door began to swing inward.

Savaric Frost stood silhouetted in the doorway, his lean frame as perfectly composed as his quarters. No surprise registered on his features at finding her surrounded by his most dangerous secrets. Only a mild disappointment that chilled her more thoroughly than any rage might have.

“Blackmere,” he said, his voice carrying that same pleasant tone. “Your persistence continues to impress, if not your judgement.”

He remained in the doorway, making no move to advance or raise an alarm. Still, his unexpected civility put her ill at ease.

“Savaric.” Her voice emerged steadier than she felt, her hand still resting on her sword hilt. “I know what you’re doing. And I’m going to stop you.”

A flicker of amusement crossed his features before his expression returned to calm neutrality. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

“Maybe I can’t kill you. But I can easily expose you. The ritual. Your followers.”

“And yet so far you have chosen not to. Interesting decision.”

“Who would have believed me?” She nodded toward the manuscripts scattered around her. “But these will convince them.”

“I doubt you’ll have the opportunity to test that theory.” Savaric stepped fully into the chamber, closing the door behind him with a soft click that sounded like the sealing of a tomb. “Though I am curious whether Absolon knows what you’ve discovered?”

The mention of Absolon sent a wave of cold fear through her, not for herself but for him. “Leave him out of this. He’s suffered enough at your hands.”

“At my hands?” Savaric raised an eyebrow, genuine amusement warming his features. “I’ve done nothing but support Absolon for years. The lixir was Ordway’s contribution, not mine.”

“You poisoned his mind. Turned him into a shell while you plotted to destroy everything he’s sworn to protect.”

“And what has Absolon been protecting, Guenivar? A king who hasn’t left his palace in decades? Nobles who grow fat while their people starve? A kingdom rotting from within? The old order is dying. The only question is, what will replace it?”

“And your answer is to unleash that… thing beneath the city? To sacrifice thousands of innocent lives to feed it?”

“You really don’t understand what’s happening at all, do you.” Savaric’s voice remained reasonable, as though explaining a difficult but necessary concept to a promising student. “We are not trying to destroy anything. You have to open your eyes, Blackmere.”

“They are wide open, Savaric. You and your agents plan to unleash death and destruction upon Bastion.”

“Oh, that it was so simple.”

Her patience had run thin now, and she wrenched her blade an inch from the scabbard. “Enough. Enough talk. Enough denials. I am going to speak to the Grand Master with this evidence. Are you going to try and stop me?”

“Perhaps. But I would prefer to instruct you. Let’s fight it out, you and I. But not here. Kill me in my chambers and surely there’ll be a lot of explaining to do. And if I kill you… well, let’s just say it’s a nightmare trying to clean blood from a rug.”

His words made more sense than she’d have liked. If she killed him here, in his chamber, it might look as though she had simply murdered him and planted the evidence.

“So where?”

“The duelling chamber. Come.” He reached back and opened the door.

Guenivar eyed the scrolls on the ground. The evidence of his plans.

“Bring them,” Savaric said, gesturing for her to follow.

She grasped the documents as he turned his back. Then, with no other choice, she followed him from the chamber.







RISE A KNIGHT

The drug’s absence carved furrows within Absolon’s body that pain rushed to fill. In the grey hours before dawn, he lay sprawled across his bed, each breath a battle, the weight of withdrawal crushing him, grinding his bones beneath its boot.

A wave of nausea surged from his gut. He lurched to the edge of the bed, body convulsing as his stomach expelled nothing but bile that burned his throat and splattered the already filthy floorboards. The sparse contents of his stomach having been thoroughly evacuated hours before, his body now seemed determined to reject itself piece by visceral piece.

“Just one more dose,” whispered a voice from the shadows. “One last taste to ease the way.”

Absolon’s gaze darted toward the speaker, heart hammering against his ribs. In the corner stood a figure with the Iron Queen’s face, a smile like a knife slash across her perfect features.

“You know where it’s hidden,” she purred. “Always within reach. I’ve watched you conceal it there a thousand times.”

Not real. Just the lixir’s hooks finding purchase in his mind. Yet even as he dismissed the phantom, his fingers twitched with the desire to obey, to reach beneath the sweat-dampened pillow and retrieve the salvation she promised…

The walls of his chamber began to breathe.

Absolon watched, horror mingling with morbid fascination as the cracked plaster inhaled and exhaled with obscene rhythm. The ancient timbers creaked like the ribs of some massive beast, expanding and contracting with each laboured breath.

He pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes until stars burst across his vision, unable to distinguish between reality and the fevered imaginings of his addled mind. Had Guenivar truly been here, revealing the squalor of his existence? Had she shown him the corpse of Victarine? Or was that too another hallucination?

When he removed his hands from his eyes the chamber had stilled, though the tremors in his limbs continued unabated. Slowly, he reached beneath his pillow and touched the smooth surface of a small glass phial nestled in the fabric like a secret treasure… or a deadly trap.

His last dose of lixir. A final recourse against the agony of total withdrawal.

He pulled it out, the small glass container catching what little light filtered through the grimy window. The liquid within glowed with a familiar blue luminescence that had once been his salvation. How many times had he gazed upon it with naked relief, knowing his suffering would temporarily vanish? How many battles had he fought with its fire flowing through his veins, numbing pain and sharpening senses?

Strange how something so small could exert such monstrous power over him. In his weakened state, the temptation to uncork it and drain its contents was nearly overwhelming. One last dose. One final indulgence before committing to the agonising path ahead.

“Just once more,” whispered the Iron Queen’s voice from the corner of his chamber. “The pain is unbearable, isn’t it? You’ve proven your point, Absolon. You’ve beaten it with sheer will. No one could fault you for easing your suffering this one last time.”

Her words echoed his own thoughts, but as he stared at the phial, something changed. The blue liquid no longer appeared uniform in colour and consistency, but seemed to contain tiny motes of darkness that moved with deliberate patterns. They swirled and coalesced, forming shapes before dissolving back into apparent chaos.

“What are you?” he whispered, raising the phial closer.

The particles within the liquid responded to his voice, their movements becoming more agitated. The sight sent a chill through him that had nothing to do with withdrawal. For the first time, he understood that the lixir was not merely a tonic for his ills, but a vessel for something else. Something alive.

“You’ve been erasing me,” he said, the words coming as a snarl. “Piece by piece. Replacing me.”

Absolon’s hand moved as though guided by an external force, the phial inching closer to his parched lips. His mouth opened reflexively, body responding to the overwhelming need despite his mind’s resistance.

“I am the Knight Commander,” he growled through gritted teeth. “Knight Sentinel of the Order of Draken. Sworn to the Wormwood Throne and to defend Morrengard against all threats.”

His arm froze mid-motion, trembling violently as his mind warred with itself. The phial of lixir hovered inches from his mouth, close enough that he could smell its distinctive tang.

“You have always been our creature,” the voice insisted, no longer bothering to maintain its pretence. “You surrender again and again because it is your nature. This resistance is ephemeral. A passing fancy. You will accept us again, as surely as the sun rises.”

The accusation tore at him. Was that true? Had his resistance been merely a charade, a way to convince himself he still possessed free will while always knowing he would eventually surrender? Had he been complicit in his own destruction from the beginning?

“No. Not this time.”

The trembling in his arm ceased abruptly, replaced by a steadiness he hadn’t felt in months. The compulsion to drink the lixir remained, but now he saw it for what it truly was. Not medicine, but a chain binding him.

His fingers tightened around the phial, knuckles whitening. “I will be chained no longer.”

The phial shattered in his fist, cutting into the flesh of his palm. Blue liquid ran through his fingers, mingling with his blood. He could feel it sting where the shattered phial had broken his skin, but it was not the sharp pain of an open wound. This was the sweet pain of release.

A hiss of fury filled the chamber, originating from nowhere and everywhere all at once. The air grew dense with malevolence.

“You think this changes anything? You are already marked. Already ours. Your resistance is merely—”

“Enough,” he commanded.

The presence that had filled the chamber receded like an outgoing tide, lingering for a moment before dissipating to nothing.

Absolon pushed himself up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. There he waited for the room to stop its slow spin around him. His body still craved the substance with animal intensity, but the desperate urgency had diminished, replaced by a dull ache. More importantly, his mind felt clearer than it had in months, as though a veil had been lifted, allowing him to see his surroundings with new clarity.

The chamber that had once appeared to him as a sanctuary now revealed itself as the squalid hole it truly was. In the corner, Victarine’s cage held nothing but a desiccated corpse, the crow’s feathers long since faded and fallen away from withered flesh.

“I’m sorry, old friend,” he murmured toward the cage. “I failed you.”

And she was not the only one.

Guenivar was out there somewhere, preparing to face Savaric alone. She had tried to warn him, had sought his help despite his broken state, and he had sent her away rather than confront the truth.

Ignoring the tremor in his limbs and the sweat covering his body, Absolon forced himself to rise. His legs threatened to buckle beneath him, but he locked his knees through sheer force of will, refusing to yield now that he had finally found the strength to resist the lixir’s call.

With halting steps, he crossed to where his armour lay scattered across the floor. Its battle-scarred plates bore the marks of countless conflicts, his crimson cloak of the Order of Draken bundled like old sackcloth.

He lifted the breastplate, turning it in his hands to find a great crack running diagonally across its blackened surface. The damage rendered it useless. No smith could mend it.

Absolon cast it aside and reached for the length of worn leather and cord that lay at his feet. With practised movements, he wrapped it around his damaged knee, binding the joint. Each tightening of a cord sent fresh waves of pain shooting up his leg, but he welcomed the sensation. Pain was an honest companion, unlike the faithless poison he had so long relied upon.

With his knee bound, he turned his attention to the remaining pieces of his armour. They lay scattered about the place, as though he had removed them in a frenzy, the steel white-hot against his flesh. With difficulty he donned every piece, but the breastplate still lay in ruin.

Absolon’s gaze drifted to a corner of the chamber, where a trunk sat beneath years of accumulated dust and neglect. With halting steps, he crossed to it and threw open the lid. Inside lay relics of his earlier days. Possessions he had carried through his first campaigns, before he had earned his formal armour of office.

From within the musty confines, he withdrew a breastplate lacking the ornate engravings and draconic symbol that adorned his formal attire. The steel was plain, workmanlike. It bore dents and scratches from battles long forgotten. This was the armour he had worn as a younger man, when purpose had burned bright and clear within him, unclouded by doubt or the weight of loss.

He lifted it with hands that still trembled from withdrawal, feeling its familiar heft. It would be snug; his frame had thickened with age despite recent months of deterioration. But it would serve.

Absolon secured it in place, tightening the buckles, the metal settling against his chest like a long-absent friend returned. The plate pressed against his ruined ribs, but the restriction felt strangely reassuring. A reminder of the path he had once walked, the knight he had been.

Hallowbane lay on the floor near the door, its blade winking in the sunlight. Absolon reached for it with reverence, the worn leather of his gauntlet creaking as his fingers closed around the familiar grip. The weight of the sword anchored him yet further, eradicating the uncertainty that still plagued his mind.

“One last time, old friend,” he murmured to the blade as he secured it at his hip. “One final stand.”

With a last glance at Victarine’s cage, Absolon strode toward the door.







TO THE DEATH

Guenivar matched Savaric’s long stride as they moved through the garrison’s stone corridors. Knights and squires stood aside, offering respectful nods to Savaric, though none seemed to notice the tension in Guenivar’s jaw nor how her steps began to falter.

“Stay with me, Blackmere,” Savaric said, his voice low enough that only she could hear. “You’re a Knight Sentinel. Act like one.”

The manuscripts tucked beneath her arm felt impossibly heavy. Evidence of Savaric’s treachery, of plans to awaken something ancient and terrible beneath Bastion. Yet he walked beside her with the calm assurance of a man who feared no consequence.

Another pair of novices bowed as they passed, eyes downcast with respect.

“They admire you,” Guenivar observed, unable to keep the bitterness from her voice.

Savaric’s smile never reached his eyes. “As they should. I’ve served the Order faithfully since I was a boy.”

“Faithfully? If they knew—”

“But they don’t.” He stopped, hand resting casually on the pommel of his sword as he gestured toward the duelling chamber. “Shall we?”

Guenivar’s heart hammered as she stepped into the circular room, daylight flooding through the high windows and reflecting off the polished flagstones. She turned back to see Savaric framed in the doorway. Beyond him she spied two passing knights, wondering if it was worth calling out. Then they were gone, the moment passed.

“No one would believe you anyway,” Savaric said, as if reading her thoughts. “Think about it. A neophyte’s word against a knight who’s served since before you could hold a sword? They’ll say your recent injury has addled your mind. Or perhaps you’ve been infected with the same madness as Creed.”

He was right. Without Absolon to support her claims, she stood alone against Savaric’s impeccable reputation. The manuscripts beneath her arm were damning, but would anyone give her the chance to present them? They were her only leverage, yet worthless without someone to believe them. The Order’s hierarchy was ironclad, and Savaric’s word against a neophyte was no contest.

He slowly closed the door to the duelling chamber, its expanse now transformed into something sinister. The walls that had witnessed knights trade blows for decades loomed around her, indifferent to her plight.

“The last time you were tested was by Creed, wasn’t it?” Savaric’s voice echoed in the empty space. “In the training yard, I believe. But I think this is more appropriate for us. More… intimate.”

Guenivar’s hand instinctively moved to grip her sword, but the feel of it offered small comfort against the growing sense of isolation. “When was the last time you were tested, Savaric? Oh yes, against Tanith, right before you drove a blade through her throat?”

Savaric’s expression hardened. “Tanith wasn’t even supposed to be there. I would have spared her if I could.”

“Spared her?” Guenivar’s voice rose. “You killed her without mercy.”

Savaric ignored her accusation, turning to the door. His hand found the heavy iron bolt and he slid it shut with deliberate slowness. It echoed with a sound like a bone breaking. Guenivar felt her throat tighten as it reverberated through the empty duelling chamber, transforming it into a cell. Her cell. No witnesses. No escape.

“We don’t need interruptions,” Savaric said, his hand lingering on the door. “This business between us requires privacy.”

Guenivar’s fingers tightened around the grip, but she didn’t draw. “Privacy? So you can murder me just like you did Tanith? Call it an accident?”

He shook his head almost imperceptibly. “Murder is not my intention.”

“You expect me to trust your word on that?”

“Of course not,” Savaric replied, turning to face her fully. “Trust would be a fatal mistake, Blackmere. The Order taught you to trust your brothers and sisters in arms. I learned long ago there’s only one thing worth trusting.”

Savaric crossed to the weapon rack, his back to Guenivar as if dismissing any threat she might pose. His fingers trailed along the wooden shaft of a practice sword before moving past it with purpose.

“No,” he murmured, almost to himself. “This deserves better.”

Guenivar readied herself as he reached for the battle-ready blades hanging on the far wall. Of course this was what he wanted—a fight to the death with edged swords. Not the blunted training weapons used for sparring, but killing steel, honed to lethal sharpness. He lifted two longswords from their brackets, testing their weight. The morning light caught their edges, revealing the distinctive blue-silver sheen of consecrated steel.

“Only fair that we fight with identical steel. A level field of battle. Catch.”

The sword spun through the air toward her, end over end. Guenivar dropped the manuscripts to snatch the hilt, her fingers closing around the grip. The blade bore a familiar weight, but offered little reassurance.

“So this is to the death?” she asked, forcing determination into her voice.

“Seems appropriate. You’re a Knight Sentinel now, deserving of an honourable end.” He tested his own blade with a casual flourish. “I am only too happy to provide it.”

Guenivar’s jaw tightened. “You dare speak of honour? You who betrayed everything the Order stands for? You know nothing of honour, Savaric. Nothing.”

“Shall we begin?” Savaric asked as though he hadn’t heard, before settling into an opening stance, his posture textbook perfect.

Guenivar mirrored him, blade angled across her body, left foot forward, weight balanced. The manuscripts at her feet fluttered in the draft from a high window, forgotten testimonies to his treachery.

Savaric moved first, a probing thrust toward her midsection that she parried. The ring of steel echoed through the empty chamber.

He nodded, almost approvingly. “High Marshal Tanith trained you herself, didn’t she?”

The mention of Tanith’s name from his lips sent anger coursing through her veins. Guenivar kept her expression neutral, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing her composure crack.

“She did.” Guenivar shifted her weight, adjusting her stance to match his movement. “And she taught me—”

Savaric lunged again, a high cut, followed by a feint and low slash. Each move was precise, measured, testing her defences. Guenivar met each strike, her blade singing.

“Your technique is flawless,” Savaric observed, stepping back to reassess. “But there’s no purpose there. No will to win. No ruthlessness of intent.” Their blades met again, steel sliding against steel until they locked at the cross guards. For a moment, their faces were inches apart, his eyes searching hers.

“That’s the difference between us, Blackmere. You learned to fight. Where I learned to kill.”

He pushed her away, dancing back. Then forward once more, so fast she was almost caught off guard. She parried another strike, this time with some desperation, the impact jolting up her arm. No time to think on it. She had to strike back, fast and deadly.

This time it was Savaric’s turn to parry. Her technique was flawless, every movement executed exactly as Tanith had taught her, yet Savaric met each attack with contemptuous ease, as though reading her intentions before she’d even formed them.

“So predictable, Blackmere.” Savaric sidestepped a thrust, countering with a sweeping arc that nearly caught her shoulder. “Your eyes flick to where you’ll strike an aeon before you make your move. Your weight shifts a lifetime before you adjust your stance. How did you ever master the Proving Chambers?”

She adjusted her stance again, circling left. Perspiration trickled down her temple, her breath coming faster now. Savaric hadn’t broken a sweat.

His blade came at her from an impossible angle. Guenivar barely managed to deflect it, stumbling back a step, but Savaric pressed her. Their swords met again, but this time he twisted his blade in a disarming move. The pressure on her wrist was excruciating as the sword went spinning from her grip.

It clattered to the floor as a manuscript page crunched beneath her boot and she stepped back. Forgetting the fallen blade, she wrenched her own sword free of its scabbard, but Savaric had already stepped back, a smile of satisfaction on his face.

“Now you’re learning not to play by the rules. Good.”

“Why would I play by your rules? You’ve betrayed—”

“You think this is all about betrayal?” He gestured with his free hand toward the scattered manuscripts. “This is about our very survival. The Order, the Crown, they’re just pieces on a board, Blackmere. The game began long before you or I were even born.”

“Spare me your justifications.”

“Not justifications. History.” Savaric’s eyes never left hers as they continued to circle one another. “There are forces at play more powerful than kings and kingdoms. They’ve orchestrated wars, collapsed economies, and toppled empires. Just to keep that thing still in its slumber. The Wormwood Throne, the War of Legions, even the formation of the Order itself, all carefully arranged moves in a game spanning generations.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“It doesn’t matter what you believe,” he replied, his voice softening. “I am just trying to offer you a chance. Step aside. Survive.”

Something in his tone made her hesitate. For a heartbeat, she saw not the traitor but the knight who had once fought alongside Absolon, who had earned the respect of the Order.

“Never,” she spat, knocking his blade aside and launching into a flurry of strikes. It was a combination Tanith had drilled into her until her muscles screamed. Savaric’s eyes widened as he was forced to give ground, his smug certainty momentarily replaced by focus as he parried her assault.

Then he disappeared, leaving only a contrail of shadow in his wake.

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled with sudden warning.

Behind me.

Cold steel pressed against her throat, the edge kissing her skin with deadly promise. Savaric stood at her back, close enough that she felt his breath against her ear.

“Impressive, Blackmere.” His voice carried no strain, no evidence of exertion. “But not impressive enough.”

Guenivar froze, her mind struggling to comprehend what had happened. One moment he’d been standing before her, the next…

“How did you—”

“A gift.” The pressure of the blade increased slightly, not enough to break skin, but enough to remind her of her vulnerability. “Given to me along with the truth.”

“What are you?”

His chuckle raised gooseflesh along her arms. “Enlightened. Awakened. Choose whatever word pleases you.”

“Daemon.”

The word was meant to goad him, but it didn’t do the trick. The blade at her throat never wavered.

“I could end you right now.” His voice carried no malice, only cold certainty. “Your neck would open before you could draw another breath. Your blood would stain these stones, and by nightfall, they’d be scrubbed clean. By tomorrow, the Order would mourn another tragic training accident.”

The blade pressed infinitesimally closer. Guenivar felt a warm trickle as the edge broke skin. “So what’s stopping you?”

“Choice, Blackmere. You still have a choice. Walk away. Forget what you’ve seen. Live.”

Guenivar’s eyes found the scattered manuscripts on the floor, their pages fluttering slightly in the draft. Evidence of conspiracy, of betrayal, of plans that would bring ruin to countless innocents.

“And if I refuse?” Her voice remained steady despite the steel at her throat.

“Then you die.”

Guenivar closed her eyes. The face of Tanith flashed in her mind, then Absolon. The oath she had sworn echoed in her memory: I shall be a bulwark against the dark, a light amidst shadow. From this day, until my last. For the Dragon Exalted.

“I am a Knight Sentinel. I will not stand aside while you threaten innocent lives. If that means my death, so be it.”

She felt Savaric’s sigh against the flesh of her neck.

“I would end you right now, but even I have a master, and your death is not part of his plan… not yet anyway. Not until it is completely necessary.”

The pressure at her throat vanished. Before she could turn, Savaric had traversed the chamber, a shadow moving with that same impossible speed. He stood by the manuscripts, a candle from the sconce now in his hand.

“No!” Guenivar yelled, but too late.

Savaric dropped the candle. The flame touched the corner of the first page and fire raced across the parchment, consuming the words and diagrams with flickering fingers. Guenivar could only watch as her evidence blackened and curled, reduced to ash before her eyes.

“Heed my warning, Blackmere,” Savaric said, his voice dropping to a silken whisper. “You cannot win. You have no allies. There is no one you can trust.”

He moved toward the door, pulled back the bolt, and opened it wide. For a moment he stood there, as though he might say something else, but then he was gone. The heavy door slammed shut after him with a dull thud and Guenivar stood frozen, staring at the charred remains of the manuscripts, the smell of burnt parchment hanging in the air.

Her knees buckled. The stone floor rushed up to meet her as she collapsed, her sword clattering beside her. For the first time since joining the Order, Guenivar allowed herself to feel the full measure of her despair. It crashed over her, stealing her breath, making her fingers tremble against the cold flagstones.

“How…” she whispered.

She’d seen Savaric move with inhuman speed, vanishing from one spot and appearing in another as though the space between meant nothing. No knight, no matter how skilled, could move like that. Whatever power he’d been given went beyond human capability, and she knew there were others with him. A cabal of them working together to bring the city crumbling to its foundations.

And I’m supposed to stop them?

A bitter laugh escaped her throat, sharp and brittle in the empty chamber. Her proof was gone. And Savaric had been right, she had no allies. Not with Absolon lost to his daemons.

Guenivar pressed her forehead against the cool stone, allowing herself this one moment of weakness. Just one moment to acknowledge the crushing odds stacked against her.

Then she rose.

If Savaric expected her to flee, to hide, to abandon her duty, he would be disappointed. Whatever unholy power he’d been granted, whatever ancient horror he planned to unleash at the Royal Observatory, she would be there to face it.

She couldn’t trust the garrison. Any of these knights might be part of Savaric’s conspiracy, any squire his eyes and ears. She would need to move alone, unseen, through a city that suddenly felt more hostile than ever before.

Guenivar sheathed her sword, her fear turning into cold resolve. She had to stop whatever ritual Savaric had planned. She would stop it.

Her eyes caught the faint outline of the Royal Observatory through the high window, its domed roof silhouetted against the greying sky. Then she moved to the equipment chest near the training dummies and rummaged inside until her fingers closed around a stick of yellow chalk used to mark positions of form on the stone floor.

She approached the eastern wall where the light of a torch cast the clearest illumination. With quick, deliberate strokes, she began to sketch, each mark aligning with the observatory visible through the window. If Absolon recovered enough to follow her, he would understand. If not…

She pushed the thought aside and stepped back, examining her work. The chalk marks appeared innocuous enough, just training notations to casual observers, but the message was clear to anyone who knew what to look for.

Leaving the training room behind, Guenivar slipped through the garrison, out into the courtyard and through its eastern postern gate. No one challenged her. No alarm was raised.

Guenivar pulled her hood over her face and merged with the shadows.

I am going to die tonight.

Strangely, that certainty brought only focus, and a bitter smile touched her lips. Her father had always claimed she lacked the pragmatism required for knighthood. Perhaps he’d been right. Yet here she was, choosing a path that offered only death. A sacrifice that might save countless lives.

And if tonight was to be her last, she would make it count.







MUSTERING

His boots struck the ground in an uneven rhythm, each step sending darts of agony through his damaged knee. The tremors had not completely subsided; every now and then a violent shudder would pass through his frame, and Absolon would be forced to steady himself against a wall. Yet with each pause came renewed determination. Guenivar was out there somewhere, likely walking into Savaric’s waiting maw. The thought of her facing that traitor alone spurred him beyond what his broken body should endure. Pain would not stop him. Nor weakness, nor doubt. For the first time in years, Absolon’s mind felt utterly clear, unburdened by the alchemical fog that had clouded his mind for so long. The absence of the drug left him raw, exposed, every nerve ending alight with agony, but with that pain came a clarity of purpose that felt almost holy.

The garrison came into view ahead. The sight of it steadied his resolve, even as his damaged body begged for rest, and he limped the final distance to the arched gateway. The banner of the Order of Draken hung above the entrance, its crimson fabric motionless in the still evening air. The dragon embroidered upon it, once a symbol that had filled him with pride, now seemed to watch him with accusatory eyes.

How long had Savaric’s treachery festered while Absolon had drowned himself in lixir and self-pity? How many signs had he missed, blinded by his own addiction?

As he approached the archway, Absolon felt himself walk a little taller, despite the pain that radiated through his frame. Old habits reasserted themselves as his shoulders squared, chin lifted, gaze fixed ahead with the unflinching intensity that had once made knights and squires alike quail.

The paired sentries at the garrison’s entrance snapped to attention as he approached. Recognition quickly gave way to surprise as torchlight illuminated his features, revealing his haggard countenance.

“Knight Commander,” the guard on the left managed.

Absolon offered nothing but a curt nod in response, lacking both the energy and inclination for pleasantries. From the corner of his eye, he caught the quick glance the sentries exchanged as he passed, a silent look that spoke volumes about his appearance.

Did he truly look so wretched? No doubt. His face was gaunt from days without proper nourishment, eyes sunken but burning with feverish intensity. He was a walking corpse animated by sheer force of will, and they saw it clearly.

Let them stare. Let them whisper. None of it mattered now.

An unusual stillness pervaded the courtyard. On any ordinary evening, this space would echo with the clash of practice swords, the shouted instructions of veteran knights drilling their charges, the murmured conversations of his comrades sharing the day’s events over cups of mulled wine. The Order of Draken never truly slept; there were always knights preparing for departure or returning from missions, messengers arriving with urgent dispatches, serfs bustling about with supplies.

Tonight, however, the grounds lay in eerie silence.

Was something amiss? Perhaps he was already too late. Perhaps Guenivar had been discovered by Savaric and his fellow traitors…

No. He refused to entertain that thought. The girl was clever. Resourceful. If anyone could navigate this web of betrayal while he had been lost in his own personal hell, it was she. But now he needed to find her.

He all but stormed across the courtyard, wrenching the door open to the main keep and delving inside. A young squire hurried across the corridor ahead, arms laden with an unwieldy stack of scrolls that threatened to spill from his grasp with each rapid step. Absolon’s gauntleted hand closed around the squire’s shoulder with enough force to halt the boy’s progress. Parchments shifted precariously, several slipping free to clatter to the tiled floor.

“Morrigan’s tits!” the boy exclaimed, then blanched upon recognising who had accosted him. “Knight Commander! I didn’t see… forgive me, sire, I—”

“Knight Sentinel Blackmere,” Absolon murmured. “Where is she?”

The squire was no more than fifteen, with a face still round with untested youth, and he swallowed visibly. “With Knight Sentinel Frost, my lord. I saw them heading to the duelling chamber.”

Guenivar alone with Savaric. Absolon swallowed down his bile.

“Did she seem… strange? Panicked?”

“They seemed… serious. I mean… more serious than usual.”

“Did she look like she was being compelled?”

The squire shook his head in confusion. “She followed willingly, my lord. Though she seemed tense. Wary even.”

“When exactly did you see them?” Absolon demanded, his fingers tightening unconsciously on the boy’s shoulder.

The squire winced. “An hour past, perhaps less. My lord, you’re hurting—”

Absolon released him. “My apologies. Return to your duties.”

The squire hesitated. “Sire, is everything—”

“Now.” The word emerged as a growl, brooking no argument.

The boy needed no further encouragement as he scurried away down the corridor, casting nervous glances back over his shoulder until he disappeared around a corner.

Absolon stood motionless for the span of three heartbeats, marshalling what remained of his strength. Then, with a sudden surge of desperation, he broke into a pained run toward the duelling chamber, each footfall sending lances of agony through his damaged knee. The garrison’s corridors passed in a blur of stone and shadow as Absolon forced his battered body on. Dread mounted with every excruciating step. He had abandoned Guenivar in her moment of need, not heeding her warnings. If harm had befallen her because of his failure…

No. He would not allow his thoughts to travel that path. Not yet. Not until he knew.

The corridor stretched before him, ending in the heavy oak door that led to the duelling chamber. It stood partially open, a sliver of dim light spilling onto the flagstones beyond. No sounds emerged from within, no clash of steel, no voices raised in anger or submission. Only an ominous silence that prickled the hairs at the nape of his neck.

Absolon slowed his approach, hand moving to Hallowbane’s hilt as he drew near. The blade slid from its scabbard with a whisper of steel, and he paused at the threshold, straining to detect any movement from within. Nothing.

He pushed the door wider with his free hand, the hinges groaning a protest that seemed deafening in the stillness. The chamber beyond lay empty, illuminated only by a single torch whose flame guttered in an unseen draft. A lone sword lay abandoned on the stone floor. Nearby, a scatter of ash and blackened fragments. The remains of parchment, deliberately burned. The acrid smell of smoke still lingered in the air, suggesting the destruction had occurred recently.

Absolon moved farther into the room, Hallowbane still drawn as he surveyed the space. There, near the high eastern window, rendered in broad strokes of yellow chalk, a crude but unmistakable diagram caught his attention. Three arrows pointed toward the chamber’s high window, through which the distinctive dome of the Royal Observatory was clearly visible, perched atop Bastion’s highest hill. Beside it were written the words Keep moving forward.

The message was as clear as if Guenivar had shouted it aloud. She had gone to confront Savaric at the observatory. It was the location of whatever ritual the traitor and his acolytes had planned.

Absolon approached the window, gazing out at the distant dome silhouetted against the night sky. A faint luminescence emanated from within, an unnatural blue glow that pulsed with baleful promise.

“Clever girl,” he murmured.

And now she needed him, whether she had admitted as much or not.

He sheathed Hallowbane and moved with renewed purpose through the corridors, ignoring the protests of his damaged body as he made for the garrison’s central bell tower. Ancient tradition dictated that the assembly signal could only be rung by the Grand Master himself or a high marshal. To sound it without such authority was to risk severe censure, perhaps even expulsion from the Order, but such concerns belonged to a world that still made sense.

The bell tower’s narrow spiral staircase nearly defeated him, and halfway up he paused, leaning heavily against the cold stone wall as black spots danced at the edges of his vision. A moment’s respite only, then onward, dragging himself up by sheer force of will. The belfry opened above him, the massive bronze bell suspended in its ancient wooden frame. A thick braided cord adorned with crimson tassels hung untouched at the belfry’s eastern corner, sacrosanct in its disuse.

Absolon seized it, throwing his weight into the first pull. The bell’s deep resonance seemed to reverberate through his very bones as it swung ponderously on its axis. He pulled again, three long peals demanding immediate response from all within the hearing of it.

Below, he could see movement in the courtyard. Knights emerged from barracks and common rooms as they hurried toward the assembly area. Leaving the belfry behind, Absolon began his descent, and by the time he made his way down through the tower and to the courtyard, a substantial force had already gathered. Knights of all ranks crowded together, their faces turned expectantly toward the ancient stone platform traditionally used for formal addresses.

Torchlight played across the gathering, illuminating a patchwork of expressions that encompassed confusion, concern, anticipation. Some faces Absolon recognised instantly: veterans who had fought alongside him in the War of Legions, men and women whose loyalty he would never question. Others were less familiar, younger knights he knew only by reputation or brief interaction, their allegiances yet untested.

Without ceremony, he mounted the stone platform. His decades of service granted him sufficient authority that none challenged his right to speak. Still, he noted the raised eyebrows, the exchanged glances that spoke of surprise at his haggard appearance.

He surveyed the gathered knights one final time, weighing his words carefully. Those who stood before him deserved the unvarnished truth, however bitter.

“The Order of Draken stands compromised.” Murmurs of disbelief rose from the crowd, but Absolon continued without pause. “This is not speculation. This is not rumour. This is truth, paid for in blood. High Marshal Tanith Isgar was not killed in battle with rogue warlocks. She was murdered by one of our own. By Savaric Frost.”

The murmurs transformed into calls of confusion and denial. A senior knight, Matthis Vorme, a man who had served alongside both Absolon and Savaric for decades, stepped forward from the crowd.

“Knight Commander, these are grave accusations. What evidence—”

“The testimony of a witness,” Absolon said. “Knight Sentinel Blackmere saw Frost strike the killing blow herself. She has since uncovered a conspiracy that extends beyond mere betrayal into outright heresy. The stolen codex, the wyrdglass, the kidnapping at the palace, are all a part of it. More evidence still lies in the laboratory of the master alchemist himself. While I lay wounded, Knight Sentinel Blackmere has pursued the truth that I was too blind to see. Now she stands alone against this treachery, confronting Frost and his co-conspirators at the Royal Observatory, where they prepare some manner of eldritch ritual.”

A ripple of unease passed through the assembly at the mention of sorcerous workings. Many among them had faced such horrors before, and knew firsthand the corruption such powers could work.

“I have failed in my duty,” Absolon admitted, the confession bitter to the taste. “Failed my oath. Failed the Order. But I stand before you now, asking you to help me claim redemption. To uphold the vows we all swore when we took up the crimson cloak.”

The knights exchanged glances, scepticism hardening into resolve on some faces, doubt lingering on others. Absolon could read the unspoken questions in their expressions.

“Knight Commander,” called a voice from the middle of the assembly: Raff Kord, a Warden whose loyalty Absolon had never questioned. “What exactly do they seek to accomplish at the observatory? What manner of ritual requires such preparations?”

“I cannot say with certainty,” Absolon admitted. “But the evidence suggests something ancient stirs beneath Bastion itself. Something that has slumbered since before the founding of Morrengard.”

He could see that news stirred them all. Many had encountered lesser horrors in service to the Order, whether it be the daemon-possessed or wytches trafficking in forbidden arts, but the awakening of ancient powers was something from old legends. Something none of them could countenance.

“I do not command you,” Absolon said. “Each must decide according to conscience and oath. But know this: Knight Sentinel Blackmere stands alone against this threat. Whatever else has been corrupted in our Order, let it not be said that we abandoned our own in their hour of need.”

For a moment, silence reigned in the courtyard. Then Vorme stepped forward, drawing his sword and planting it point-down before the platform.

“I stand with you, Creed.”

The gesture was followed by another, then another. More knights stepped forward, weapons drawn in silent pledge. Not all, Absolon noted, but enough. Enough to make a difference, if they moved swiftly.

“To the observatory, then,” Absolon commanded, descending from the platform with as much dignity as his battered body would allow. “For Morrengard. For the Dragon Exalted.”







GATECRASHERS

The Royal Observatory stood proudly as it always had, its weathered dome a pale silhouette beneath the waxing moon. Guenivar crouched in the shadow, studying the ancient structure. From her vantage, she could see the main entrance was a columned portico where two dark-robed figures stood unnaturally still, their faces obscured by deep hoods. She could rush them, and most likely take them both down in short order, but there was every chance the violence might alert someone inside. There had to be another way.

She circled westward, keeping low and using what cover the surrounding gardens provided. Her armour clinked softly despite her care, each sound magnified in the silence of the observatory grounds.

“Try not to tell the whole city you’re coming, Blackmere,” she whispered.

Suddenly she missed Absolon’s brooding presence. She looked back toward the city, but the winding path remained empty. He wasn’t coming. She was alone in this.

Turning back, she continued, picking her way closer to the building. With relief she spied a narrow service door, weathered oak banded with iron, likely used by the facility’s caretakers in better days. Two men lounged nearby, but these were no cultists. Their mismatched armour and bored postures marked them as common sellswords. Hired muscle rather than true believers.

Guenivar settled behind an overgrown juniper, watching as the taller one paced, scabbard slapping against his thigh with each step. The other remained seated on an overturned bucket, whittling something with a small knife.

“Three hours and not so much as a rat’s come by,” the seated one complained, testing his blade’s edge with his thumb. “Why’d they stick us out here anyway? Could be warming my arse in a tavern.”

His companion snorted. “Just be grateful this is easy money. Besides, better than being inside with them. Something ain’t right about those weird bastards.”

Guenivar calculated her approach. The seated guard was the greater threat despite his relaxed posture. His eyes were sharper, his hand already holding his blade. She’d need to take him first, then the pacer, before either could raise the alarm.

She slipped forward when the standing guard’s back was turned. Three measured strides brought her within striking distance of the seated man. Before he could register her presence, she clamped one hand over his mouth, the other driving stiffened fingers into the vulnerable hollow of his throat.

The second guard turned as the first fell back, clutching his ruined neck. “Derrick?”

Guenivar was already moving. Her first blow took him in the solar plexus, doubling him over. The second was a precise strike to the temple, dropping him like a stone.

Spinning, she prepared to face the one on the ground, but he was already choking his last. Clearly her strike to his throat had been more lethal than she’d intended. With a last halting breath he went still, eyes staring at the night sky.

No time to lament. A ring of iron keys hung from the guard’s belt, and she worked it free. Trying the first one, she was surprised at her luck when the lock yielded with a well-oiled click that seemed all too loud in the stillness. Guenivar eased the door open, wincing at the slight creak of aged hinges, then she slipped inside, drawing it closed behind her with the same care, and stood motionless as her eyes adjusted to the darkness.

The corridor before her stretched away into shadow. No torches illuminated the passage, yet a faint, ghostly glow suffused the air. Guenivar’s gaze tracked its source to a strange fungus sprouting from the mortar between stones, caps phosphorescing with a sickly blue-green light.

“Six hells,” she breathed.

Whatever unholy rites Savaric had begun, they were already affecting the building itself. The fungi’s light pulsed in irregular rhythm that seemed almost… deliberate, as if it watched her progress.

A spiral staircase wound upward at the corridor’s end, its iron railing cold through Guenivar’s gauntlet as she began to climb. The fungi grew thicker here, clusters pulsing with malign light, their caps swelling and contracting like living lungs. The glow was brighter too, throwing distorted shadows that seemed to move of their own accord.

Twenty steps up, Guenivar halted, frowning. Something was wrong with the staircase itself. She glanced down, vertigo surging as she saw the stairs below twisting down impossibly far as though she had been climbing for hours.

“Keep it together, Blackmere,” she murmured, pressing a hand against the wall to steady herself.

The stone felt suddenly soft to the touch, like flesh yielding beneath pressure. She snatched her hand back, wiping it frantically against her breastplate.

“Get a hold of yourself,” she snarled. “This is just an illusion.”

Higher she climbed, each step carrying her farther from anything resembling normalcy. Archways opened onto corridors that stretched impossibly long, their far ends vanishing into darkness. Guenivar passed chambers where furniture clung to the ceiling, where water dripped upward in defiance of nature’s laws.

“Focus,” she commanded herself, tearing her gaze away. “Don’t look. Just climb.”

Corridors bent at angles that made her eyes water, the building no longer conforming to any sane geometry, as though the ritual’s power was already warping the fabric of reality. The walls pulsed like a living heart, the stone itself becoming translucent in places to reveal writhing patterns beneath, as though the building’s very bones were being remade into something daemonic…

Sounds reached her from above. A low, rhythmic chanting in a language that made her ears ache and her stomach clench. The words seemed to slip away before she could parse them, refusing to settle into meaning yet carrying a sickening weight that pressed against her skull.

A massive door stood at the stairway’s summit, not made of wood or metal but something that resembled raw flesh stretched taut over a frame of bone. It trembled as the chanting rose and fell, a membrane separating one reality from another.

Guenivar fought the urge to retch, drawing her sword for all the strength it gave her. No handle adorned the grotesque portal, but it yielded at her touch, parting softly like a mouth opening in a silent scream. Beyond lay the observatory’s central chamber, and she slipped through the doorway, immediately taking cover behind a great brass armillary sphere that was distorted beyond its original purpose. Through its warped rings, she observed the scene unfolding in the chamber’s heart.

Robed cultists filled the room. The marble floor had been smashed open at the centre, revealing ancient stone beneath. A pattern of sigils radiated outward from this breach, lines carved deep and filled with wyrdglass, its blue luminescence pulsating with relentless rhythm. The pattern mirrored Bastion’s layout with its great avenues, palace, and harbour. Every channel through which ancient power might flow.

A dozen of the robed figures stood at intervals around this eldritch map, their voices rising and falling in a hateful chant. Blood ran freely from their eyes, their ears, their noses. Willing sacrifices to whatever power they sought to channel.

In their midst, bound to an altar of rough black stone that protruded from the floor, lay the administrator Guenivar had failed to protect. His spectacles hung askew on his pale face, eyes wide with terror as he strained against bonds of twisted wire. Standing over this unwilling sacrifice was a handsome figure she immediately recognised… Savaric Frost.

“The vessel is prepared,” he announced, his voice carrying a resonance that wasn’t entirely human. In his hand he held a dagger, the blade resembling a shard of wyrdglass.

Despite his terror, there was something dignified in the administrator’s refusal to beg. Tears streaked his face, but his jaw was set in stubborn defiance even as death approached.

Why him? Guenivar wondered, studying the prisoner. Nothing about the man suggested importance. Just a nondescript servant of the king, one of hundreds who kept Bastion’s bureaucracy functioning.

“Brothers and sisters,” Savaric continued. “For centuries, Bastion has stood ignorant of its true purpose. Built not as Morrengard’s stronghold, but as a seal. A door. A threshold!”

For the first time Guenivar noticed a tall figure stood apart from the ritual circle, neither participating nor interfering. Draped in robes of midnight blue rather than the cultists’ crimson, his face was concealed behind an ornate silver mask. In his gloved hands rested the ancient codex stolen from the Athenaeum.

“Tonight, we fulfil our covenant,” Savaric continued. “And with this worthy sacrifice, we shall uphold the Iron Queen’s edict.”

He raised the dagger higher, its wyrdglass blade beginning to pulse in anticipation, as though thirsting for the administrator’s blood. This was it. No more time to think.

Guenivar exploded from her hiding place, sword already in motion. The cultist nearest her never saw the blow that separated his head from his shoulders. Blood fountained, spattering across the wyrdglass sigils with a sizzle.

A second cultist began to turn, hands rising in surprise or to weave some eldritch wytchery. Too slow. Guenivar’s blade punched through his sternum, the point erupting from his back in a spray of crimson. She wrenched it free with a savage twist, already moving toward her next target as the body crumpled to the floor.

“Blackmere!” Savaric’s voice cut through the startled cries of the remaining cultists. “Kill her!”

The chamber erupted into chaos as cultists abandoned their positions, some reaching for weapons concealed beneath their robes. Three of them moved to block Guenivar’s path to the central altar, forming a barrier between her and the bound administrator. One raised a curved blade that gleamed in the unnatural light, another a gnarled club studded with iron. The third was armed with nothing but a snarled curse.

Guenivar feinted toward the club-wielder, then pivoted to strike at the one with the blade. Her sword caught him beneath the chin, the tip driving upward through the soft tissue and into his brain.

The one with the club struck toward her face and she ducked beneath its arc, feeling it pass an inch from her cheek, then drove upward with her sword. The blade caught the cultist beneath his sternum, steel parting flesh and bone with a wet crunch.

She wrenched the blade free, then twisted, bringing her pommel around to smash it into the third cultist’s skull. He fell without a word.

Guenivar sprinted toward the altar where the administrator was bound. Twisted wire secured him to the block at wrist and ankle, and she hacked him free with four precise slices of her blade. The man rose to his feet, spectacles still askew on his shocked face.

“Run!” she shouted. “Get out of here! Now!”

He didn’t need any further encouragement and bolted. As Guenivar turned from watching the administrator’s retreat, arcane energy slammed into her chest with the force of a battering ram. One of the cultists stood, stance wide, arms held out as arcane energy surged from her outstretched hands. The impact lifted Guenivar from her feet, driving the air from her lungs in an explosive gasp. For one disorienting moment, she hung suspended, limbs splayed like a corn dolly, then gravity reclaimed her and she crashed against the observatory’s far wall.

Something cracked in her rib cage, pain blossoming, sharp and immediate. Her sword clattered to the ground, skittering across the marble floor.

“Idiot girl.” Savaric’s voice cut through the haze of pain. “I warned you what would happen if you tried to interfere.”

Before Guenivar could regain her footing, two cultists seized her, dragging her upright. She struggled, but her body betrayed her, muscles refusing to respond.

“Hold her,” Savaric commanded, striding across the chamber, wyrdglass dagger still gleaming in his hand. “The vessel has escaped, but perhaps we have an adequate replacement.”

“No.”

The command came from the masked man in his robes of blue. A command that sounded strangely familiar to Guenivar’s ear. He stepped forward, regarding her for a moment, before removing the silver mask with deliberate slowness.

“Hello, Guen.”

She stared in disbelief as her father’s face was revealed. Lord Aldric Blackmere regarded her with the same cold detachment she remembered from childhood, his saturnine features betraying no emotion.

“Father?” The word emerged as a whisper, disbelief warring with a crushing sense of betrayal. “What the fuck are you doing here?”







LABYRINTH OF FIENDS

Absolon led the advance, his shield held before him as the Knights of Draken moved in tight formation. The observatory lay just ahead, the structure seeming to pulse with an unnatural rhythm, as though the stone itself were gasping its last. Unnatural blue light spilled from the high windows, casting prismatic shadows across the approach.

“Remember who we are,” he growled to the knights behind him. “The defenders of Morrengard. Whatever waits within that building should quake at our coming.”

Even as he spoke, the observatory’s outline shifted subtly, dimensions warping so the dome appeared to stretch toward the heavens before contracting again, the movement almost imperceptible but impossible to ignore.

“Form up,” Absolon commanded before any of them could lose their nerve. “Watch for defenders at the entrance.”

The knights responded, shields locking together as they formed a wall of blessed steel. No sooner had they scaled the stairs from the gardens than six robed figures materialised from the shadows flanking the observatory’s entrance, their hands already weaving complex patterns in the air. Ghostly green light trailed from their fingertips, coalescing into malevolent sigils. Their chanting began then, words that had no business being spoken by human tongues, each syllable scraping inside Absolon’s skull. It was all too familiar—Akarnian wyrdcraft—the same he had faced on the fields of the Eastenmarch and Stonecross Ridge, at Dolus Keep and Irongate Pass.

“Shields!” he roared. “Brace!”

The knights raised their blessed shields just as the first volley of dire sorcery erupted from the warlocks’ outstretched hands. Emerald fire crashed against the wall of steel, spitting and hissing where it made contact with the consecrated metal. The air suddenly tasted of copper and sulphur, thick enough to choke on, the impact driving Absolon back half a step, his damaged knee nearly buckling under the intensity of it. Behind him, a knight grunted in pain as green flames licked around the edge of his shield, scorching his armour.

“Hold the line!” Absolon commanded, his voice cutting through the sizzle and crack of arcane energy. “Vorme, Caldar, Kord, break left on my mark!”

The three knights nodded their acknowledgment, and Absolon waited until the warlocks gathered their power for a second assault, their hands moving as one, voices chorusing an eldritch chant.

“Now!”

The knights broke formation, wheeling leftward to engage the enemy from the flank.

The nearest warlock faltered, his concentration broken by the unexpected manoeuvre, killing their incantation before it could be cast. Absolon saw the opening and surged forward, abandoning the shield wall to close the distance in three long strides. Hallowbane sang as it cut through the air, a diagonal slash that hacked a warlock from shoulder to hip. His chant transformed into a gurgle as blood flooded his lungs and he collapsed, fingers still sputtering with arcane energy as it dissipated into the night air.

“Forward!” Absolon bellowed.

The knights charged, forcing the remaining cultists back into the observatory’s entrance hall, a vast circular chamber housing giant brass orreries. The warlocks scattered among the instruments, seeking cover from which to launch their eldritch assaults.

“Close with them,” Absolon ordered as the knights poured in behind him. “Don’t give them distance to cast.”

Knight Vigilant Graves reached a warlock first, driving him against a massive astrolabe. The warlock’s hands moved frantically, trying to complete an incantation, but Graves’s sword punched through his chest before the final syllable could form. All around the Knights of Draken launched their assault with brutal efficiency as experience worked alongside youthful zeal, veterans fighting beside the newly fledged.

The violence was all too brief. Swords flashed as arcane conjurations sputtered and died, ethereal light extinguished in a spattering of blood. Robed bodies fell and screams rent the air, as the Knights of Draken exacted their justice on these heretics.

Absolon watched as the last warlock was backed against the far wall, desperation evident in his wild eyes. Three knights converged on him, blades raised. His final incantation died on his lips as flashing steel pierced his heart, the warlock’s body convulsing once before going limp.

Absolon surveyed the carnage, chest heaving painfully beneath his breastplate. The entrance hall was secured, but they had only breached the observatory’s threshold.

“Stay alert,” Absolon warned, though the words felt inadequate against the wrongness that surrounded them. “And make sure we don’t—”

Before he could finish, Knight Sentinel Vorme rushed ahead, caught up in his own zeal to bring these warlocks to account. Three steps up the staircase ahead and it began to warp.

“Matthis, fall back!” Absolon shouted, but it was too late.

The knight’s scream echoed through the chamber as the staircase opened up to reveal a yawning void beneath. Matthis clawed desperately at the stone as it transformed beneath him, his armoured fingers leaving gouges in the evanescent stairs that had been solid moments before. Another knight lunged to grasp his outstretched hand, only to be caught in the same sorcerous emptiness.

Both men vanished into the void, their screams cutting off with unnatural abruptness as the yawning maw slammed shut.

“On me!” Absolon ordered, fighting to keep panic from his voice. “We proceed with caution!”

The knights scrambled to comply, but even as they did the entrance hall began to undulate around them.

“What sorcery is this?” Graves gasped, her usual composure fracturing as the floor beneath her rippled like water disturbed by a thrown stone.

“Stay within sight of one another!” Absolon shouted. “We are walking into a trap, but there is no other way than forward.”

They formed up, pushing deeper into the hellscape of the observatory. The walls undulated, as though damned souls were trying to claw their way free through the crumbling plasterwork. The floor swelled like a stormy sea, threatening to throw them off balance, but together they managed to move up through the structure, floor by floor, toward the sound of chanting above.

As his fellow knights struggled, Absolon noticed that the disorientation that overwhelmed the others touched him with less severity. He did not flinch when faced with these horrors but felt a sense of… was it understanding? Had years of consuming daemon-tainted lixir perhaps attuned him to the eldritch forces now permeating the observatory?

He was contaminated. Altered by the very substance that had been intended to control him. What Ordway had meant as a chain had become, in this twisted environment, an unexpected key. That corruption might be the only thing that allowed him to lead his knights through this nightmare and reach Guenivar in time.

“Follow me closely,” Absolon called to the knights nearest him, including young Jennick, who had delivered Sinon Mor’s summons so many days earlier. The squire’s face was ashen beneath his helm, eyes wide with barely controlled terror.

“Commander, there’s no path ahead,” Jennick protested, gesturing toward what appeared to be a doorway opening onto empty space, a void speckled with distant stars where a corridor should have been.

“Trust me,” Absolon replied, his voice carrying more confidence than he felt. “What you see isn’t what’s there. Watch my steps. Place your feet exactly where mine have been.”

The knights exchanged uncertain glances but followed, their trust in his command overriding the evidence of their eyes and ears. Absolon stepped through the doorway into apparent nothingness. For a heartbeat, his boot met no resistance. Then reality folded in around him, stones materialising beneath his feet as the corridor restructured itself to accommodate his passage. The path solidified, a narrow bridge through the void that his tainted perception had somehow anticipated.

One by one, they stepped into the corridor, faces tight with fear that transformed into bewildered relief as solid ground formed beneath their feet. Absolon led them forward, navigating by instincts he could never explain.

The architecture’s pulse quickened around them as they neared what Absolon sensed must be the observatory’s heart. Without warning, the floor rippled violently, buckling upward before splitting open like a wound. Two knights cried out as the gap widened exponentially, separating them from the rest of the group in an instant.

“Commander!” Jennick shouted across the rapidly expanding chasm, voice already distant despite being mere yards away.

“Continue toward the noise!” Absolon called back, though he doubted the acoustics of this damned place would carry his words. “Find another way up!”

Whether they heard or not became academic as the rift sealed itself, walls flowing together like water to erase any evidence of his companions. Absolon found himself alone in a corridor that stretched toward a massive wooden door at its terminus, the passage narrowing and widening in rhythmic pulses that matched his heartbeat.

He advanced cautiously, Hallowbane held before him, the door looming larger as he approached. Its ancient oak was bound with bands of tarnished silver, its surface inlaid with celestial charts crafted in silver and gold. Beyond it, he heard the chanting of multiple voices. Pulsing light seeped through the cracks between door and frame, bathing the corridor in a blue glow.

Whatever ritual Savaric had initiated, it approached its climax.

Without hesitation, Absolon threw his weight against the ancient wood. The door burst inward, splinters flying as he stumbled into the observatory’s central chamber. For one crystalline moment, time seemed to slow, allowing him to absorb every detail of the scene before him.

The chamber was vast and circular, dominated by a stone altar at its centre where the observatory’s great telescope should have stood. The floor had been defaced with intricate patterns carved directly into the stone and filled with pulsating wyrdglass.

Bodies lay around the altar. Cultists struck down, their blood mingling with the wyrdglass to create a sickly purple glow where the fluids met.

At the far side of the chamber stood a tall man, resplendent in midnight-blue robes embroidered with silver, his aristocratic features bearing an expression of cold detachment. Beside him, Savaric Frost. And between them, restrained by two cultists, stood Guenivar. Despite her captivity, her chin remained lifted in defiance, eyes blazing with unyielding determination.

Every head turned at Absolon’s entrance, the chant dying on everyone’s lips. In the sudden silence, the only sound was the soft hiss of wyrdglass as it hummed with eldritch energy.

“Absolon, my friend,” Savaric said with his usual smile. “What a pleasant surprise.”

For fifteen years they had fought side by side, shared meals from the same cook-fires, bound each other’s wounds after battle. Trust forged in blood and fire, now shattered beyond repair.

Absolon gritted his teeth, hands tightening on his blessed blade. He would have to fight through a score of cultists to reach that bastard, but reach him he would…

A thunderous crash announced the arrival of the Knights Sentinel as they suddenly forced their way through the far entrance. Steel flashed as they engaged the cultists without preamble. Wyrdglass flared in response to the warlocks tapping forbidden magics all at once, sending arcs of eldritch energy crackling across the chamber.

Absolon remained focused on Savaric, seeing him back away from the confrontation. He reached a small side door, half hidden by hanging astronomical charts, before pausing with his hand on the latch. For a moment, their eyes met once more across the arcane melee. Savaric’s mouth curved in what might have been a smile, though it held no warmth.

Then he was gone, slipping through the doorway into the twisted architecture beyond.

“Savaric!” Absolon roared, the name bellowed like a curse.

He cut down a cultist who attempted to block his path, Hallowbane cleaving through the man’s arm and continuing into his chest without slowing. A second cultist fell to a backward thrust, steel parting flesh with terrible efficiency. Absolon didn’t pause to watch them fall.

“Secure the chamber!” he shouted to Graves as he passed.

Without waiting for acknowledgment, Absolon raced for the same door Savaric had used. The betrayer would not escape. Not this time.







REVELATION

Steel rang as Knights of Draken poured through the observatory’s entrance like a crimson-cloaked tide. Their blessed blades caught the wyrdglass light as Guenivar struggled against the iron grip of her captors, tightening with bruising force as chaos erupted around them.

A cultist’s scream pierced the din as a sword opened his chest. The man’s hands flew to the wound, arcane energy sputtering from his fingertips like dying candles before he collapsed amid the wyrdglass map that lined the floor.

The ritual circle dissolved into bedlam. Cultists abandoned their positions, some scrambling for weapons while others raised their hands to weave desperate hexes. The wyrdglass patterns on the floor pulsed erratically, their blue luminescence flickering like a dying heartbeat as the carefully maintained formation crumbled.

Through the melee, Guenivar glared at her father. Their eyes met across the chaos, and something passed between them. Was that a trace of concern?

He moved toward her, his hand closing around her upper arm with unexpected strength.

“Come,” he commanded, his voice cutting through the clash of weapons.

Guenivar found herself yielding to that familiar tone of authority, the same one that had governed her childhood. Despite five years of estrangement, despite the fury that had driven her from Blackmere Manor, she allowed him to pull her away from the distracted cultists, their attention now focused on the knights carving through their ranks.

He guided her toward a narrow archway partially concealed behind a hanging that depicted the constellations. His grip remained firm but not painful like that of the cultists. The touch of a father concerned for his daughter’s safety, rather than a captor securing his prize.

“This way,” he said, pulling aside the chart.

The antechamber beyond was a stark contrast to the ritual chamber. Neat shelves lined the walls, filled with leather-bound texts and rolled parchments. A simple wooden desk occupied the centre, its surface covered with star charts. Oil lamps cast steady golden light, banishing the sickly blue glow of wyrdglass that had pervaded the main chamber. Behind them, the sounds of combat became a distant echo, the sudden quiet a relief after the chaos.

She turned to face him, noting how the lamplight caught the silver threads in his dark hair, the new lines etched around his eyes. Age had touched Lord Aldric Blackmere, but his bearing remained as commanding as she remembered.

“What is this, Father?” she demanded “What are you doing here?”

Lord Blackmere moved to the desk, laying the stolen codex upon it with reverence. “I am doing what is necessary.”

“Spare me your lies,” she snapped. “I saw you with the cultists. I saw the ritual. You’re part of this madness.”

“Part of it?” A bitter smile touched his lips. “Guen, I’ve embodied this madness since before you were born. I am behind all of this.”

The conviction in his voice gave her pause. He was making no excuses for his involvement. This was cold, hard honesty. Conviction even.

“Why? Make me understand why you stand in league with heretics and daemon-worshippers.”

He was quiet for a moment, his gaze distant. “All right. Then let me tell you of Bastion’s founding…”

Absolon crashed through the door in pursuit of Savaric, momentum carrying him forward in a stumbling rush. His feet sank into churned mud, cold clinging to his boots, as the stench of death filled his nostrils.

He staggered, catching himself against what should have been a wall but was instead the splintered remains of a supply wagon. Arrows protruded from its wooden sides, their fletching bright with the red and white of the Morrengard levies. Around him stretched the corpse-strewn expanse of Stonecross Ridge, exactly as it had appeared on that blood-soaked morning ten years past.

“What sorcery…”

The battlefield spread before him, every blasted crater and fallen banner precisely as he remembered. Bodies in the uniforms of Morrengard lay twisted among their masked enemies, faces frozen. The acrid stink of burnt flesh hung in the air, mixed with the sweet corruption of three-day-old corpses ripening in the summer heat.

Yet something was wrong besides the familiar horror. The sky above writhed with unnatural patterns, clouds forming and dissolving. Between the shifting formations, enormous eyes appeared that tracked his movement with predatory intent before vanishing into the roiling grey mass.

“This isn’t real,” Absolon muttered, but his voice was lost on the air, as though the words were swallowed by something hidden and hungry.

He advanced through the nightmare landscape, each step squelching in mud. His eyes swept the carnage, searching for Savaric among the familiar scene. There, a banner of the Third Westmark, its bearer still clutching the pole in death. Beyond it, the broken remains of Captain Holt’s company, their bodies blackened by Akarnian artillery.

The memories of that day came flooding back. The sight of eldritch fire rolling across the ridge like thunder. The screams of horses caught in the volley of arrows. The moment when their advance had faltered, when the line had begun to break, when he’d made the choice that haunted him still: to retreat, abandoning the weak and wounded to save what remained of his command.

A soft sound like the rustle of fabric against metal. One of the corpses was moving.

Corbin Thale, a knight he’d known since their days at the Valenspire, pushed himself upright. Half his face was missing, torn away by a sorcerous blast, but the remaining eye fixed on Absolon.

“You left us,” Thale said, his voice a wet gurgle. “You saved yourself and left us to die.”

More corpses began to stir across the battlefield. Soldiers he’d commanded rose with stiff limbs, their wounds weeping black ichor.

“No,” Absolon said, backing away from the approaching dead. “That’s not what happened. It was a tactical withdrawal. You died with honour to save—”

“Honour?” Thale laughed, the sound bubbling from his ruined throat. “What honour is there in being abandoned to the enemy? What glory in being slaughtered?”

The dead closed in from all sides, a tide of accusation given form. But through their ranks, Absolon glimpsed a familiar figure moving with feline grace between the corpses.

Savaric emerged from among the field of the risen dead. When their eyes met, his oldest friend smiled, something cold and predatory behind it.

“Take your vengeance,” he urged.

The dead surged forward. Absolon’s sword swept out, taking the head from the nearest attacker. His blade passed through flesh and bone with unnatural ease, yet the torso continued its advance, headless hands still grasping for his throat until he hacked the body down.

“You cannot fight the truth, Absolon,” Savaric called. “These men died because of your cowardice. Your failure.”

“They died because of war,” Absolon snarled, cutting down another of the dead. “They died serving Morrengard.”

“They died serving you,” Savaric corrected, beginning his own advance through the ranks of corpses. “And you failed them, just as you failed everyone who ever trusted you.”

The risen dead parted before Savaric. Absolon found himself retreating, his back pressed against the splintered remains of an overturned wagon. The familiar weight of Hallowbane in his grip offered little comfort against this onslaught of guilt made manifest.

“You know what you did,” Savaric continued. “You know what you became. What you swore. What you promised her.”

“I never—” Absolon began, but the words died as another memory surfaced. One he’d buried so deep he’d almost convinced himself it was a nightmare.

A throne room draped in black silk.

A crown of iron thorns.

Eyes like burning coals set in a face of terrible beauty.

An Iron Queen.

“Lies,” Absolon snarled. “It’s all lies.”

He raised Hallowbane, and charged…

“Bastion was built as a prison,” Lord Blackmere said. “Not a city, not a fortress, but a vault. It contains but a single prisoner. One that should never be disturbed.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The entity beneath Bastion predates us by aeons. Our ancestors called it the Sleeper, the Hungering Dark. They built the first settlement above its resting place not by chance, but by design.”

“You’re speaking in fairy tales,” Guenivar protested, but the evidence she’d witnessed made the words feel hollow.

“Am I? Every street, every building, every stone of this city was placed with purpose. Bastion itself is a binding circle designed to keep the beast at bay. One that requires magics now lost to us.”

“How do you know all this?” she whispered. “Why are you involved?”

Lord Blackmere’s expression grew haunted. “Because it’s been our family’s burden for generations. The Blackmeres have been guardians of this secret since the city’s founding. Watchers. Waiting for the signs that the binding grows weak. Every abandoned building, every crumbling district, every stone that falls from Bastion’s walls, it all weakens the prison. The decay you see throughout the city isn’t mere entropy. It’s the binding unravelling.”

Guenivar had always attributed such decay to Morrengard’s declining fortunes, the aftermath of a costly war and its political instability. The idea that it represented something far more sinister made her want to vomit.

“How long before it unravels altogether?” she asked.

“Days, though we don’t know how many. The calculations are… imprecise.” He indicated the star charts covering his desk. “The entity’s influence grows stronger. Dreams plague the city’s inhabitants. Madness spreads through the slums. Even the rats flee certain districts, sensing what stirs beneath.”

“So you aren’t trying to free it… but contain it.”

“Precisely. But we are children fumbling with the locks our ancestors forged, trying to understand mechanisms beyond our comprehension. The ritual you interrupted was indeed meant to reinforce the prison’s walls. To buy us more time until we can find a way to destroy the thing.”

“There has to be a way. The Order of Draken exists to fight such threats. Surely—”

“The Order knows nothing,” Lord Blackmere said. “They don’t understand the true scope of this threat. They think they’re fighting cultists and heretics. They don’t realise they’re trying to kill the only people working to prevent this apocalypse.”

The Order had been her life, her purpose. To learn that everything she’d believed might be wrong, that she might have been fighting on the side of destruction, was almost too much to bear.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she whispered. “When I joined the Order, when I came to you for support, why didn’t you explain?”

“Because you wouldn’t have believed me then any more than you believe me now. And because I hoped… I hoped you might never need to know.”

“And now I do… what do you expect me to do about it?”

“You can help us end this.” He gestured back toward the observatory. “Come.”

This time, she followed him of her own accord.

As the clash of their swords echoed like a knell, the hellscape of Stonecross Ridge and its corpses faded, and they were surrounded once more by the impossible architecture of the observatory. Now they stood atop the partially collapsed dome, where the twisted remains of telescopes and brass instruments gleamed in the moonlight streaming through the shattered ceiling.

Absolon pressed Savaric back step by bloody step, his fury gradually overwhelming his former friend. Blood seeped through rents in Savaric’s leather armour, dark stains spreading across it as he staggered away.

“It’s over,” Absolon growled, advancing across the debris-strewn dome. “No more running. No more lies.”

Savaric backed against the low wall that ringed the observatory’s peak, his sword wavering in his grip. For a moment, something like the old Savaric seemed to flicker behind his eyes. The friend who had saved Absolon’s life at Karholt, who had carried him from the field when his knee was shattered.

“You don’t understand,” Savaric said, his voice carrying a note of something that might have been regret. “You never understood. This was never about betrayal, Absolon. It was about necessity.”

“Necessity?” Hallowbane’s point rose to hover inches from Savaric’s throat. “Was murdering Tanith necessary? Was poisoning my mind necessary?”

“Yes,” Savaric replied simply. “All of it. Because the alternative is the destruction of everything.”

Absolon saw no deception in Savaric’s eyes, no attempt at manipulation. Only the grim certainty of a man who had made impossible choices and lived with the consequences.

“No,” Absolon snarled. “It’s just more lies.”

He raised Hallowbane for the killing stroke, but as he moved, Savaric spat something in the Akarnian language. “Exul maketh.”

The words scraped against memories Absolon had spent years trying to bury. His body froze mid-strike, sword still raised but muscles locked in paralysis. His mind screamed commands that his body refused to obey, every nerve ending alive with desperate urgency.

Savaric pushed himself away from the wall, moving carefully around Absolon’s frozen form. There was no triumph in his expression, only pity.

“They prepared you well in the interrogation chambers,” Savaric said quietly. “They knew that someday you might pose a threat. What you won’t remember are the months of torture designed not just to break your will, but to rebuild it. To plant seeds that would bloom when the proper commands were spoken.”

Horror flooded through Absolon’s mind as the gaps in his memory from those nightmare months took on new significance. What had been done to him in the spaces between? What had been buried in his mind like spider eggs waiting to hatch?

“You thought you’d escaped,” Savaric said, moving toward the door that led back into the observatory proper. “But they let you believe you’d maintained your integrity, your loyalty to Morrengard. It was all a lie.”

Absolon’s consciousness plunged into the depths of his memory. The paralysis tore away the walls his mind had constructed to protect itself from the truth.

He saw himself in the Circle of Submission, the walls draped with banners of black silk bearing the Iron Crown emblem, their fabric rippling in the draft. The floor was an intricate mosaic depicting the conquest of nations, rendered in precious stones and wrought metals.

In this memory, Absolon knelt not as a defiant prisoner but as a willing supplicant. His body was emaciated from months of starvation and torture, skin stretched tight over protruding ribs, muscle wasted away to nothing.

Before him sat the Iron Queen of Akarnus Imperia upon her throne of black metal and bleached bone. Her face remained partially obscured by an elaborate headdress of iron thorns, but her eyes burned as she extended one pale hand for him to kiss in submission.

“Speak your oath,” she commanded.

And Absolon, broken by months of torment, his will stripped away layer by agonising layer, replied without hesitation. “I serve the Iron Crown. I serve the true queen. I renounce the false kingdom of Morrengard and pledge my sword to Akarnus Imperia.”

Tears streamed down Absolon’s face as the full scope of his violation became clear. Not just his body had been broken in those cells. The man who had emerged from Akarnian captivity was a construct, a puppet dancing on strings he couldn’t see.

“Come,” Savaric’s voice echoed across the dome, carrying an irresistible authority.

Absolon’s body responded, muscles unlocking as his feet began to move of their own accord, carrying him toward the door where Savaric waited. He was no longer a Knight Sentinel of Morrengard. He was exactly what the Iron Queen had made him: a weapon to be wielded against his own people when the time was right.

And that time had finally come.







AN END TO ALL THINGS

The chamber had transformed into a charnel house, floor now slick with gore. Fallen knights sprawled beside robed cultists, yet amid this carnage, the wyrdglass conduits still pulsed with malevolent light, their blue radiance casting everything in corpse-pale hues. Each pulse sent tremors through the floor, through her bones, as though the very foundations of Bastion resonated with eldritch power.

Guenivar could see the Knights of Draken had been defeated; a handful of survivors had been driven to their knees, robed cultists standing over them with blades poised. The remaining acolytes had reformed their circle around the central altar, their voices rising in that same hateful chant that made her teeth ache.

Movement at the vast entrance caught her attention as a familiar silhouette stumbled through the debris-strewn opening, but something was wrong with his bearing. Absolon Creed advanced with the mechanical precision of a clockwork toy, his scarred features vacant, eyes focused on some distant sight only he could perceive.

Behind him stood Savaric Frost, eyes fixed on Guenivar.

Lord Blackmere moved past her with purpose. “The ritual must be completed. Every moment’s delay weakens our chances.”

Savaric gazed at him, then at the altar. “Our sacrifice is fled.”

“Then we must find another,” her father barked, panic rising in his tone. “It is the only way.”

“Very well.”

Savaric’s blade slid deep into Lord Blackmere’s gut, twisting, sliding out again smoothly. Aldric gasped, and Guenivar with him, before Savaric pressed a boot to her father’s chest and shoved him back toward the altar.

Blue light flared as Lord Aldric’s lifeblood splashed onto the black stone. It ran down in rivulets, guttering into the wyrdglass runnels, igniting them like black powder.

Guenivar wanted to scream, but the steel within her was more solid than that. She was a Knight of Draken. Her very bones were made of stone, anchoring her to her purpose. No scream came. Instead her eyes cast about for a weapon…

There, a fallen knight’s blade close to her feet, but was it close enough to end this?

She darted forward, grasping the hilt, the grip still warm from its owner’s hand. The weight felt comforting, like an anchor of certainty in a world that had been twisted beyond recognition.

Then she moved.

The first acolyte died in the midst of his chant, throat opening in a crimson smile. The second turned at his companion’s gurgle, hands rising to weave protective sorcery, but Guenivar’s blade took his head.

The wyrdglass network convulsed. Sections dimmed while others flared with unstable brilliance. Cracks appeared in some of the glowing stones, leaking azure fire that burned without heat. The remaining acolytes stumbled back, their defensive circle broken.

A third cultist fumbled for his blade, but Guenivar was already there, her sword opening him up from chest to groin. His scream echoed off the dome’s interior as he collapsed, hands clutching uselessly at his spilling guts.

Then she turned to face Savaric.

She had no idea how this ritual might be stopped now the sacrifice, her own father, had been made. She had no idea if it even should be stopped, her mind had been so filled with contradictions. But at least she would take this bastard’s life before the end came.

“Dral vul muret an’athul,” Savaric intoned, his voice carrying unnatural resonance. “Serve your mistress, Creed. As you were born to.”

Absolon’s head turned toward her with painful slowness, and Guenivar felt ice run in her veins. His hand moved to Hallowbane’s hilt, drawing the ancient blade with terrible inevitability.

“No,” she breathed, raising her sword in trembling hands. “Absolon, fight it. This isn’t you.”

But his face remained empty of recognition, empty of everything save implacable purpose. The Knight Commander she had come to respect was gone. In his place walked an automaton. A weapon given human form, dedicated to a single, terrible task…

Her execution.

Absolon stood within an opulent war chamber, its walls draped with the black silk banners of Akarnus Imperia. Maps of Morrengard covered every surface, marked with invasion routes and strategic targets rendered in detail.

Before him stood an Akarnian officer radiating authority and menace. Her ceremonial armour bore the Iron Crown emblem, marking her as one of the Imperia’s elite. Cold eyes regarded him from a face carved from marble, beautiful in the way that predators were beautiful… perfect and merciless.

She spoke in the Akarnian tongue, words that flowed with disturbing clarity. He had never learned this language, yet instinctively he knew them to be false. She was lying. Deceiving. This woman was a traitor to the Iron Queen’s cause. A saboteur who would undermine the glorious conquest of Morrengard for her own twisted purposes.

“She seeks to betray our sacred mission,” a voice echoed in his mind. “The Iron Queen’s will must not be thwarted. You know your duty.”

His hand tightened on Hallowbane’s grip as fury stirred within him. This Akarnian turncoat represented everything he had been conditioned to despise: treachery, weakness, corruption…

Yet something about her eyes nagged at him, a flash of familiarity that his good sense could not entirely dismiss.

For a moment her features seemed to shift and blur, her ceremonial armour flickering between iron and steel. Those eyes, green as spring meadows, fierce with determination, struck a chord that he could not silence. The way she held herself, balanced on the balls of her feet despite her apparent fear, spoke of something he recognised. Of a duel in the practice yard…

“Absolon,” the officer spoke, but now her voice carried a different accent, one that belonged not to the Akarnian steppes but to the aristocrats of Morrengard. “This isn’t you.”

His name, spoken with desperation, created a fissure in his consciousness.

Hallowbane trembled in his grip as competing loyalties tore at him with rending claws. The Iron Queen demanded obedience, insisted that this woman was his enemy, but something within him recognised the truth beneath the lies.

“No,” he snarled. “This is nothing but Morrengard wytchery.”

Clarity once more, as he saw the woman for who she was… a traitor to the Iron Queen.

He raised his blade and advanced.

Steel rang as Guenivar caught Absolon’s first strike on her blade. The impact drove her back three steps, arms screaming in protest at the force behind his attack. This was not the measured swordplay she had come to expect from him. This was death delivered with absolute zeal.

His second blow came before she could fully recover, a diagonal cut that would have opened her from shoulder to hip had she not twisted desperately aside. The blade whispered past her ear, close enough that she felt it shave a lock of hair. Already he was bringing Hallowbane around in a backhand slash that forced her into a stumbling retreat.

“Absolon!” she gasped, parrying another strike that nearly drove her to her knees. “Remember who you are!”

His face remained impassive. Each attack followed perfect form, textbook precision married to inhuman strength. Yet beneath that mechanical efficiency, she caught glimpses of hesitation, moments where his blade paused a second before striking.

“You are Absolon Creed,” she called, deflecting a thrust aimed at her heart. “Knight Sentinel of the Order of Draken. Defender of Morrengard.”

The hesitation grew more pronounced. His rhythm faltered as some deeper part of him recognised her words and she pressed her advantage.

“You are no servant to the Iron Queen. You are sworn to the Wormwood Throne. You are Absolon Creed.”

Hallowbane trembled in his grip, the ancient blade’s point dropping toward the floor as the battle within him played out across his features. His eyes twitched, vacant stare giving way to recognition.

“Remember who you are, Absolon,” she whispered.

The words cut through him like blessed steel through rotted flesh. Absolon’s consciousness surged back to the surface, shattering the Akarnian war chamber into glittering fragments. The officer’s visage dissolved, revealing Guenivar’s face.

Horror crashed over him as he realised what he had nearly done, and his hands shook as Hallowbane’s point touched the marble floor, the blade’s weight suddenly unbearable. Lord Blackmere’s corpse lay on the altar, his dead eyes staring up, blood still dripping onto the wyrdglass.

“See to your father, girl,” Absolon commanded.

As Guenivar ran to Lord Blackmere’s side, Savaric let out a feral snarl. “Impossible. You belong to her now, you cannot—”

“I belong to no one,” Absolon growled, turning to face his former friend.

Savaric raised his blade, and Absolon recognised something he had previously missed in the fog of battle. The dragon-head pommel. The runes etched along the fuller. The names of its previous owners carved in a roll of honour.

Oathsworn. Tanith’s blade.

Rage flooded through him, washing away the last vestiges of Akarnian control. This traitor, this worm who had murdered the woman who had been like a mother to half the Order, dared to wield her sacred steel.

“You desecrate her memory,” Absolon snarled, raising Hallowbane in a high guard.

“I honour it,” Savaric replied, settling into his own stance. “She died for a greater cause. As will you.”

Their blades met, ancient steel testing ancient steel as the two knights began their final dance. Absolon pressed forward with relentless fury, each strike channelling years of betrayal into lethal purpose. But Savaric moved with inhuman grace, his form blurring as he sidestepped attacks that should have been impossible to evade. His form moved swifter than shadow, leaving a trail of mist in his wake.

“You can’t win this, old friend,” Savaric taunted, Oathsworn weaving patterns of silver light as he parried Absolon’s assault. “The Akarnians chained your mind. But they gave me a gift. One that has set me free of mortal bonds.”

Hallowbane’s arc whistled through empty air as Savaric simply wasn’t where he had been an instant before. The traitor materialised behind Absolon, Oathsworn’s edge kissing his throat with cold promise.

“There is no way you can match what the Iron Queen has made of me.” Savaric’s breath was hot against Absolon’s ear. “I am perfection itself. Warrior and sorcerer united in purpose.”

The blade’s pressure against his throat increased, drawing a thin line of warmth that trickled down his neck, as the noise of the ritual continued unabated. Absolon could see Guenivar cradling her father’s corpse beside the ritual altar. Even from this distance, he could sense her grief. Her loss. Her sacrifice.

Absolon’s gauntleted hand closed around Oathsworn’s blade, blessed steel biting deep into his palm as he wrenched it away from his throat. He spun to face Savaric once more, knee screaming in protest at the sudden movement. Blood seeped from the gash across his palm where he’d grasped Oathsworn’s blade, but the pain was dulled by the cold certainty settling in his gut. He could not match Savaric’s unholy speed, could not counter the eldritch gifts the Iron Queen had bestowed upon her servant.

In a straight contest of blades, he would die.

As Absolon raised Hallowbane in challenge, Savaric’s form blurred, then he was gone, leaving only a whisper of displaced air and a dissipating shadow in his wake. Absolon’s instincts screamed a warning as he sensed movement behind him, beside him, everywhere and nowhere at once.

His hand moved to his belt pouch, fingers closing around the small phial he’d taken from Malachi’s corpse in the Ambles. The wyrdglass container felt like ice against his palm, its contents pulsing with that same unnatural luminescence that pervaded the entire chamber. Such a small thing to hold such devastating potential.

Savaric materialised directly before him, Oathsworn raised for a killing stroke. Time seemed to stretch as Absolon saw his own death reflected in the traitor’s cold eyes. There would be no parrying this blow, no reprieve. Only the certainty of steel.

Absolon hurled the phial at the marble floor between them, just as he leapt away. The wyrdglass shattered with a sound like clanging bells.

For an instant, nothing happened.

Then reality tore.

Absolon hurtled backward, his damaged knee buckling as he crashed to the floor. Where he had stood, the air ignited with eldritch fire. Pure arcane energy unleashed without restraint. It burst in a sphere of blue-white annihilation, warping the very fabric of space.

Savaric had less than a heartbeat to realise what was happening, before he was consumed by it.

His flesh dissolved like mist before the sun, the wyrdglass not even granting him enough time to scream. His immolation was absolute, and where he had stood a moment before, only scorched marble remained.

The shock wave dissipated as quickly as it had formed, leaving only the acrid stench of ozone. Absolon lay gasping on the cold stone floor, his vision swimming. Through the ringing in his ears, he became aware of something near his boot. Oathsworn lay there, its blade unmarred by the devastation that had claimed Savaric.

“Blackmere!” he yelled, seeing her head turn at his command.

Then raised his foot and drove his heel against Oathsworn’s cross guard. The blade skittered across the marble floor with a metallic ring, spinning end over end until it came to rest at Guenivar’s feet…

Her fingers closed around Oathsworn’s grip. The sword felt heavier than her own, as though the weight of every oath sworn upon its edge had been forged into the steel itself.

But then, this was Tanith’s weapon. Tanith’s legacy.

Now hers to wield. Her vengeance to take. For her father’s sake.

Three cultists stood over the captured knights, their blades poised. They had turned to watch Savaric’s destruction, momentarily forgetting their prisoners in the face of such a horrific end. That distraction was all she would need.

Oathsworn carved through the nearest cultist’s spine with terrible ease, the man’s blood painting the marble crimson. She wrenched the sword free, then brought it around in a horizontal arc that opened the second cultist from hip to hip. His entrails spilled onto the floor as he collapsed, hands futilely trying to stuff them back in. The third cultist managed to raise his weapon, a curved blade, but Guenivar’s thrust opened his throat and he staggered back, gurgling his lifeblood onto his dark robes.

“Knights of Draken!” Her voice rang across the chamber, cutting through the sound of chanting. “Your swords! Take up your swords!”

The captured knights needed no further encouragement, surging to their feet, snatching weapons from fallen cultists or taking their own blades that had been cast aside. What had moments before been defeated prisoners transformed into an engine of righteous vengeance.

“For Tanith!” someone shouted, and the cry was taken up by every throat.

“For Morrengard!”

“For the Dragon Exalted!”

They charged as one, a wave of crimson and steel that crashed into the remaining cultists with devastating force. The acolytes’ arcane chanting faltered and died as blessed blades found their marks. Some tried to fight back, hands weaving desperate patterns in the air, but the knights gave them no quarter.

A cultist raised his staff to block Guenivar’s attack, the wood shod with iron and inscribed with fell runes. Oathsworn sheared through it as though it were parchment, continuing on to cleave the man from crown to waist.

To her left, Absolon had risen, Hallowbane in his hands once more. He moved with grim purpose, each step clearly paining him, but his bladework remained lethal. The last pocket of resistance had formed around the altar itself, fighting with a desperate fury and refusing to yield.

“Together!” Guenivar commanded, and the knights responded.

The end came quickly, and pressed from all sides, the cultists fell one by one. The last of them, blood streaming from a dozen wounds, tried to speak a final curse. Guenivar’s blade silenced him mid-syllable, Oathsworn’s point skewering his skull.

Silence descended upon the chamber, broken only by the laboured breathing of the survivors. It was done…

But the wyrdglass network continued to convulse with uncontained power. The ritual’s interruption had not stopped the eldritch energies that were rising to a crescendo. Guenivar watched with growing horror as cracks spread through the glowing conduits, fire bleeding into the air itself.

Whatever the purpose of the ritual, it was about to come to fruition.

“We have to destroy the summoning circle,” Absolon said, with grim certainty at what must be done. “The wyrdglass that is summoning the beast must be dismantled, and fast. Someone has to remain behind to destroy the nexus before its power can fully manifest.”

“Wait,” Guenivar said. “That… that is not what this ritual is for.”

“What are you talking about, Blackmere?”

“My father. He told me… that this ritual is meant to bind the creature. That the wards are already failing. This whole thing was to ensure it stays buried.”

“And you believe him?” Absolon asked.

All eyes were on her now. Everyone looking to her for the decision on what to do. But did she believe him? Her father had seemed earnest enough. Passionate even. But then, he had lied to her all her life. Used her for his own ends, and those of their house. Was his explanation of all this just another manipulation?

You’ll fail. And when you do, you’ll come crawling back.

But of course he had lied to her. All he had ever really wanted was to own her. To keep her as his tool. That’s all he had ever done throughout her entire life.

“No. Destroy it,” she said, with certainty.

Without even thinking what those words might lead to.

“Get her out!” Absolon commanded the surviving knights, pointing toward Guenivar. “All of you, evacuate now!”

“Wait,” Guenivar said, realisation dawning. “Wait, there must be some other way we can—”

But Knight Vigilant Graves had already taken her by the arm. Another knight grabbed her, as cracks began spreading across the wyrdglass network.

“Absolon, you can’t—”

“Get her out now.” Absolon’s voice brooked no argument. “Get clear of the building. That’s a direct command.”

The two knights dragged Guenivar away as she fought against their grip, realising what Absolon intended.

“No!” she screamed, boots scraping against marble as they dragged her through the exit. “Absolon, there has to be another way!”

He turned away from the sound of Guenivar’s protests, Hallowbane gripped in both hands as he approached the altar where the wyrdglass nexus pulsed with increasing instability. The air around it shimmered with heat, though no warmth touched his skin. Then the chamber flickered, his vision blurring like a heat haze rising from sun-baked stone.

Between one heartbeat and the next, she stood before him.

The Iron Queen of Akarnus Imperia, her form both beautiful and terrible beyond mortal comprehension. Her face bore porcelain perfection that could only be rendered by a master sculptor, yet beneath that flawless skin shadows writhed like serpents trapped beneath ice. Her crown of black iron thorns drank in the light around it, creating a nimbus of darkness around her.

“My servant.” Her voice was honey laced with poison, sweet and terrible in equal measure. “I told you I would see you again.”

She reached out with one pale hand, fingers long and elegant, tipped with nails of polished obsidian. Those fingers stopped mere inches from his face, and he could feel the cold radiating from her touch. Absolon stood transfixed, Hallowbane trembling in his grip. Every instinct screamed at him to strike, to drive the blessed steel through her heart, yet his body refused to obey. Even here, even now, some part of him remained her creature.

“You will not stop me,” he struggled to say, not even believing his own words.

“You think you can stop this? You think your sacrifice will have meaning? Oh, my dear Absolon. You understand so little of the game being played. The beast beneath Bastion stirs regardless. Your actions here merely determine whether it rises as my weapon, or as a force of pure chaos. Either way, Morrengard still falls.”

“No,” Absolon managed through gritted teeth.

“No?” She smiled, and in it he saw the deaths of worlds. “You still cling to the fiction of free will? After everything I showed you? After you knelt before my throne and swore your soul to me? I gave you purpose when Morrengard had abandoned you to die. I gave you strength when your body failed. I gave you sanity when madness threatened. And this is how you repay me? With defiance?”

“I owe you nothing,” Absolon snarled, finding his voice at last. “Whatever oaths I spoke were torn from me. Whatever chains you forged, I break them here and now.”

The Iron Queen laughed. “Break them? Oh, my faithful hound. You are mine. You have always been mine. But I am not without mercy, my servant. Kneel. Kneel and accept your place at my side, and I will spare you the agony of watching everything you fought to protect crumble to ash.”

The compulsion was crushing. His knees trembled, threatening to buckle, to force him down in supplication before this monster. But in that moment of greatest weakness, Absolon found a strength. Not in his own will, but in the memory of others. Tanith’s knowing smile. Guenivar’s unwavering faith. Even Savaric, corrupted and fallen, who had died believing he served a greater purpose. They had all made their own choices, for good or ill.

Now the time had come for his.

“I choose,” Absolon said simply, raising Hallowbane above his head. “I choose freely.”

The ancient blade came down in a perfect arc, striking the wyrdglass nexus at its heart. For an instant, nothing happened. Then light exploded outward, brighter than the sun, brighter than stars, consuming everything in its path…

The knights dragged Guenivar across the courtyard as she fought, her voice breaking as she screamed Absolon’s name.

“Let me go!” Guenivar wrenched against their hold, boots sliding across cobblestones. “He doesn’t have to do this alone!”

But even as the words left her lips, the observatory’s dome began to glow from within, eldritch light seeping through every crack and window. The ancient structure pulsed like a heart, each beat sending tremors through the ground beneath their feet.

“Absolon,” she whispered, the word lost beneath the rising hum of power building toward inevitable release.

Light built within the observatory’s walls, blues and violets that stretched into eternity, the ancient building transformed into a beacon against the night sky. Every stone seemed translucent, revealing the inferno of power contained within. The very air around the structure warped and twisted, reality bending under the strain of forces never meant to exist in the mortal world.

Then the observatory imploded.

Its massive dome collapsed inward with impossible speed, stone and steel flowing like water toward a central point of blinding brilliance. The rumble of destruction echoed across Bastion, reverberating off ancient walls and towers, setting dogs to howling and birds to flight from their roosts.

Guenivar fell to her knees, a sound tearing from her throat that was part scream, part prayer, part curse against gods who would demand such sacrifice.

Then, as the echoes faded and debris settled into unnatural silence, an oppressive quiet descended upon Bastion. The air seemed to hold its breath, as though the entire city waited to see what would rise from the ashes of the observatory’s destruction.

Nothing.

Nothing howled into the night. Nothing reached for the moon with giant talons.

Nothing but silence.

And in that silence, Guenivar wept.







REQUIEM

Three days, and pain continued to ache in Guenivar’s ribs with each breath. Best dull that worry down though. There were more important things to think on than breathing right now.

She approached the eastern gate of the royal palace with as much dignity as she could muster, the morning air still carrying the acrid scent of smoke from the ruins atop Bastion’s highest hill. The palace guards straightened at her approach, their eyes tracking the crimson cloak of her order with a mixture of deference and unease. News of the observatory’s destruction had spread through the city like plague, mutating with each telling until half the population believed the Order of Draken had unleashed daemons upon Bastion. The other half whispered that they had prevented something far worse.

No one knew the truth.

Her summons had arrived at dawn. A formal parchment bearing both the royal seal and that of the Order of Draken, its wording suggesting not a request but a command. Knight Sentinel Blackmere will present herself to His Esteemed Majesty, King Kronos Rex IX at the second bell for matters of utmost importance.

No explanation.

Just another thread in the tapestry of secrets that seemed to define her life now.

“Knight Sentinel,” the captain of the guard acknowledged with a crisp salute. “His Majesty awaits.”

Guenivar nodded, not trusting her voice. The weight of recent events still pressed against her throat. Her father’s death, Absolon’s sacrifice, the conspiracy that had rotted the Order from within.

She had won, in theory. The ritual was stopped. The immediate threat ended.

So why did victory taste so rotten?

A palace steward appeared at her elbow. He was thin, with the perpetually hunched shoulders of one accustomed to bowing as he gestured for her to follow.

“This way, my lady.”

The corridors stretched before them, a labyrinth of faded opulence that spoke of better days. Tapestries depicting Morrengard’s glorious past lined the walls. Scenes of ancient victories, noble kings receiving tribute from foreign delegations, the founding of the Order of Draken itself. But Guenivar’s eye caught the frayed edges where the fabric had begun to rot, corners where dust collected despite the efforts of a dwindling staff, patches where newer cloth had been sewn over holes too large to ignore. Like Bastion itself, the palace projected an image of grandeur that crumbled under closer inspection.

“Very few servants around,” she observed.

The steward’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “His Majesty values… discretion in these troubled times. The fewer the staff, the fewer the flapping tongues.”

They passed through increasingly empty hallways where palace functionaries and courtiers should have bustled about their duties. Instead, there was only echoing absence, their footsteps ringing off marble floors that had once trembled under the weight of processions and pageantry.

The massive doors of the throne room loomed before them, carved from ancient oak and inlaid with silver that had tarnished to black over the centuries. Two Knights Sentinel flanked the entrance, their armour polished to ceremonial perfection despite the kingdom’s decay. Both bore the weathered faces of veterans, and they acknowledged Guenivar with formal salutes, fists pressed to hearts in the ancient gesture of the Order.

“Knight Sentinel Blackmere,” the elder of the two announced, his voice carrying the authority of long service. “His Majesty has been expecting you.”

The doors opened with surprising ease despite their obvious weight, revealing the throne room beyond. It was a cavernous chamber designed to humble visitors with its sheer scale. The ceiling disappeared into shadows above, supported by columns that spiralled upward like whirling hurricanes. Stained glass windows cast multicoloured light across a marble floor that could have accommodated a small army. Yet for all its grandeur, the space felt hollow. Empty. As though something vital had been torn from its heart, leaving only a grim skeleton behind.

The Wormwood Throne dominated the far end of the chamber, a massive construction of twisted black wood that seemed almost alive in how it curved and spiralled upward. Ancient artisans had crafted it to resemble a living tree, its bark-like surface polished smooth by centuries of royal arse cheeks. Thorns of silver and obsidian wound through the wood, creating a pattern both beautiful and menacing.

But the throne sat conspicuously empty.

The sight sent a chill through Guenivar. Where was the Amaranthine King, whose ageless presence had supposedly guided Morrengard for generations?

Grand Master Sinon Mor stood to the right of the empty throne, his ceremonial armour gleaming beneath a midnight-blue cloak that bore the emblem of the Order. His single eye fixed on her approach with an intensity that made her skin crawl. No other officials or courtiers populated the vast chamber. No advisors, no guards beyond those at the door, no servants scurrying about their duties.

Something was very, very wrong.

“Grand Master, where is His Majesty?” The question escaped her before protocol could stop it. “I was summoned for a royal audience.”

Sinon Mor’s expression remained impassive as he gestured toward a heavy curtain behind the throne. “His Majesty will explain himself.”

From behind the curtain emerged a diminutive figure whose appearance almost made her gasp. The palace administrator—the man she had fought to save from Savaric’s ritual, whose bonds she had cut with her own blade—stepped into the light. His small stature and unremarkable features remained unchanged, but now he wore the purple robes of state, the royal crown of twisted silver resting in his hands rather than upon his head. When his eyes met hers, she saw apprehension, as though he were almost embarrassed to be there.

“Knight Sentinel Blackmere.” His voice carried no trace of royal authority, remaining as ordinary as his appearance. “Thank you for attending at such short notice.”

“What is going on here?” she snapped, confusion and unease putting her on edge. “Where is the king?”

“I am Kronos Rex IX, though not in the manner Morrengard believes.”

The words struck her mute. This administrator. The man whose life she had risked everything to save. He was the immortal king who had supposedly ruled for generations.

“That’s… impossible.”

The small man placed the crown on the seat of the empty throne.

“King Kronos is a necessary fiction. A carefully maintained illusion that has served Morrengard for centuries.” He gestured to the empty throne with a mixture of reverence and weariness, like a man who had carried a secret too long and finally found himself able to set it down. “The throne remains symbolically occupied while I, like the eighteen men before me, work primarily from administrative chambers.”

Guenivar felt the world tilting beneath her feet. Every oath she had sworn, every sacrifice she had made, every life she had taken in service to the Crown… all of it built upon a lie.

“How long?” Her voice emerged as a whisper.

“Since the death of Kronos Rex VIII. Over the centuries Morrengard has faced succession crises, foreign invasions, internal rebellion. The fiction of an immortal king provided stability where mortal rulers could not. This land is ruled by a cohort of officials, with an elected representative holding the reins of power. We recruit exclusively from the administrative class. Men of intelligence but unremarkable appearance. Men who would not otherwise be noticed.”

She felt a sudden tremor shake the palace. A subtle vibration that caused the crystal chandeliers overhead to tinkle like wind chimes. Dust sifted down from the coving, but neither the administrator nor Sinon Mor appeared concerned by this disturbance.

“Why am I here?” Guenivar asked, more demand than question.

“You believe you prevented something at the observatory,” Sinon Mor stated. “I am afraid that was not the case.”

The floor trembled again, more noticeably this time. It seemed to originate from deep beneath the palace, as though something vast stirred in the foundations of the city itself.

“What do you mean?” Protocol abandoned her entirely as dread crept up her spine like ice. “The ritual was stopped. The conspirators are dead. The summoning—”

Another tremor, stronger now, sent hairline cracks racing across one of the tall windows. The sound of splintering glass seemed impossibly loud in the vast chamber, each fracture a note in a symphony of destruction beginning to build.

“Your father and his cultists were not summoning the leviathan,” the administrator explained with disturbing calm. “They were attempting to bind it.”

Yet more dread settling in her stomach. Could it be that her father had been speaking the truth to her, for the first time in his life?

“It can’t be true.”

Sinon Mor’s expression remained unchanged as the palace shuddered around them. “The ritual was to repair the ancient wards keeping the beast beneath in its slumber. The agents of the Iron Queen were not sent to summon it, but to reinforce its prison. But you prevented them from doing so, and thank Solaria you did.”

“The leviathan’s awakening is our last chance,” the administrator added, his voice steady despite another, stronger tremor that sent a spiderweb of cracks racing across the ceiling. “The only way we can preserve Morrengard. Conventional warfare cannot save us. Akarnus Imperia commands legions, fleets, sorcerers whose power dwarfs our own. Within a generation, they would have rallied and attacked again. Consumed us entirely. The leviathan is our final weapon against an enemy that would otherwise annihilate every trace of Morrengard’s existence. It will rise from the bones of this city, cross the Great Southern Sea, and bring destruction to our enemy.”

Understanding crashed over Guenivar like a tide of ice. “The city. You’ve made no plans for evacuation. The people—”

“Are necessary sacrifices to a higher cause.” Sinon Mor’s words came without emotion, his scarred face showing no more concern than if he were discussing the weather. “This awakening requires a powerful ritual. Bastion’s population serves as the catalyst.”

The tremors intensified. Chandeliers swayed overhead, their crystals chiming a discordant song of destruction. More cracks appeared in the ancient walls, thin lines that spread with each new quake.

“You should witness what you’ve helped create,” Sinon Mor suggested, his voice carrying over the growing din as he gestured toward tall doors that opened onto a balcony overlooking the city. “After all, your actions made this possible.”

The administrator had already moved in that direction, his unremarkable form seeming to glide across the buckling floor. He appeared unconcerned by the increasing violence of the tremors, as though he walked through gentle summer rain rather than an apocalypse.

Guenivar followed, driven partly by shock and partly by a desperate need to understand the full scope of what was happening. Her legs felt like lead, each step an effort as the floor continued its sickening dance beneath her feet.

The balcony jutted out from the palace’s eastern face, offering a panoramic view of Bastion below. The sprawling city stretched to the horizon, its ancient districts with their winding streets, the harbour with its forest of masts, the great bridges spanning the river, the markets and slums and palaces that housed nearly a million souls.

As she watched, the first major fissure appeared like a jagged wound, splitting the Godfane District like a sword stroke across flesh. Buildings that had stood for centuries toppled into the widening chasm, as screams rose from the streets, faint at first but growing louder as more structures collapsed.

A second crack formed near the harbour, swallowing a row of warehouses in a shower of stone and timber. Then another in the Merchant Quarter, and another near the Ambles. The screams reached them even at this height, the collective terror of hundreds of thousands rising like a terrible chorus as more buildings crumbled into the expanding chasms.

The Grand Cathedral folded in on itself like paper. The markets where citizens had gathered to trade and gossip became gaping maws filled with writhing darkness. And still the screaming continued, a sound that seemed to bypass her ears and resonate directly in her soul.

A dread realisation struck her: Absolon’s sacrifice had been for nothing. The loyal knight had given his life believing he was preventing catastrophe, when in truth he had simply cleared away the last obstacles to it. And he had done it at Guenivar’s behest. Every choice she had made, every blow she had struck, every life she had taken… all of it had served this moment.

She had killed them all.

The central districts collapsed entirely as something rose from beneath the very foundations of the city. A vast, impossible form that defied every natural law Guenivar understood. She caught glimpses of it through the smoke and debris: colossal eyes that burned with alien intelligence, mouths that opened across its vast bulk, tentacles that writhed a mile high.

The leviathan.

Its unearthly howl drowned out the screams, as beside her, Sinon Mor watched with the satisfied expression of one seeing years of careful planning come to fruition. His scarred face was serene, almost beatific, as though he witnessed not destruction but creation.

“The leviathan awakens,” he whispered, his voice barely audible above the cacophony of annihilation. “And Morrengard shall never fall.”

Guenivar dragged her eyes away, to look back on the destruction of the city she had vowed to protect. To look upon the end of it all…

Her eyes snapped open, breath coming in short gasps made cold by the pre-dawn chill. The nightmare released its hold reluctantly, leaving phantom tremors in her bones. Three nights now. Three nights of watching Bastion torn asunder, of hearing those screams rise like a tide of misery…

She pushed herself upright, sheets damp with sweat. Her hands trembled as she pressed them against the solid bedframe, reassuring herself of its stillness. No cracks spreading along the walls like veins. No ancient horror stirring beneath. Just wood and stone and blessed silence.

Absolon’s chamber bore little sign of the squalor she’d discovered days ago. Gone were the empty phials and paranoid scrawlings, the stench of decay and delusion. She’d scrubbed every surface herself, refusing the help of serf or squire, as though the solemn act of cleansing might somehow honour Absolon’s memory. Now the space stood austere, its emptiness a canvas yet to be filled by trophies from her own journey. But for one keepsake—the wrought-iron cage where a crow had once sat. That one thing would serve as a reminder, if nothing else.

Guenivar rose, bare feet finding the cold floor. The window drew her as it must have drawn him countless times, that narrow pane of glass overlooking Bastion’s sprawl. Dawn had not yet touched the eastern horizon, leaving the city a collection of shadows pinpricked by the occasional torch or lantern. Somewhere out there, bakers were already at their ovens. Dock workers were preparing for the morning ships. Life continued its ancient rhythms, oblivious to how close it had come to ending.

Absently, her hand found Oathsworn where it rested against the wall. The blade whispered softly as she drew it, the steel catching what little light filtered through the window. She turned it slowly, reading the names etched along its fuller. A roll of honour stretching back centuries, each name a life given in service.

There, near the bottom, freshly engraved: Tanith Isgar.

The sword’s weight felt right in her grip now, no longer the awkward burden it had been when she’d first claimed it from the bloodstained floor of the observatory. The blade had accepted her, or perhaps she had finally accepted herself. Either way, there was truth in the steel, truth that transcended the lies that had nearly destroyed everything. Truth in the simple act of standing between the darkness and the light.

She dressed methodically in the darkness, each piece of armour secured without conscious thought. Absolon had forgone the privilege of a temple serf to help him don his regalia, and it was only fitting she carry on his tradition, or lack of it. When it was done, she didn’t bother to check herself in the mirror. Familiarity with the ritual had taught her that it was not necessary.

Outside, the pre-dawn streets were all but deserted, the city just awakening. Street sweepers were at their labours, the tomcats slinking back to their beds, but otherwise silence. Her favourite part of the day.

The climb to the observatory hill was harder than she remembered, each step carrying her higher above the sleeping city. The path had been mostly cleared of debris, but fragments of stone and twisted metal still littered the way. As she crested the final rise, the ruins spread before her in the half-light.

Nothing remained of the grand structure that had once crowned Bastion’s highest point. The dome that had gazed at stars for centuries was gone, reduced to rubble and char. Work crews had removed the bodies days ago, cultist and knight alike carried away for their respective rites. All that remained was broken stone and the faint, acrid smell of arcane destruction that no amount of rain could wash clean.

Guenivar picked her way through the devastation, moving toward what had once been the central chamber. Here the destruction was absolute, the very stones fused and warped by the forces that had been unleashed. She knelt, running her fingers across the twisted marble, searching as she had searched each morning since.

No trace. No fragment of armour, no scrap of cloth, no bone nor ash. Absolon Creed had simply ceased to exist, consumed so completely that nothing remained to mark his passing.

Perhaps, she thought as she had thought each morning, perhaps the energies had transported him elsewhere. Perhaps somewhere, in some distant place, he yet lived. The wyrdglass had strange properties, after all. Who could say what was possible when such forces were unleashed? Perhaps he had been thrown through space, or time, or into some other realm entirely. Perhaps even now he fought to return, to complete his duty, to stand once more in defence of Morrengard.

Guen dismissed the fantasy as she always did. Such thoughts were the province of grief, not reason. Absolon was gone. His sacrifice had saved them all, and seeking false hope in his survival dishonoured that sacrifice. He had known what would happen when he struck the nexus. He had chosen it, freely and without hesitation. And she knew beyond doubt that given the choice, she would do the same.

Rising once more, she gazed out at the city, seeing the first pale thread of dawn touch the eastern sky. Soon the first bells would ring. The markets would fill. Children would run through the streets, their laughter mixing with the calls of merchants and the creak of wagon wheels.

And Guenivar Blackmere would stand watch over it all.

It was, after all, the only thing she knew how to do.
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« In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

Read to children in your life daily.

Model reading as a fun activity.

Reduce screen time.

Start a family, school, or community book club.
Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.

Listen to audiobooks.

Read the book before you see the movie.
Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or

Together, we
can commit to
Raising Readers
and change

this trend.

How? | stuffed animal.
Give books as gifts.
Donate books to families and communities in need.

BOB1217

Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”
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