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THE DAYS OF ASH AND FURY




PART FIVE
CONTINUED FROM
TREMORS OF FURY




I: THE FARMLANDS
The blonde young man addressed the wagon loader as the sorceress fumed.
“Earl, my outsized friend. Be a good pal and fill us in, will you, before this all turns sideways?”
Mila Felsin brimmed with rage as she assessed the group assembled before her, sending out tendrils of magic to gauge the threat: an old elven woman, dressed in a light-yellow travelling robe, clearly quite powerful. This is the one who cast the whirlwind. Beside her, an elf with black hair, youngish, not overly tall but well built. Perhaps a ranger? She glanced at the sword in his hand. No, a soldier. Mila found it difficult to probe his aura but decided he would be easily dispatched. He stood as if guarding a young elven woman, platinum of hair, slight, beautiful, a bit frightened, yet bold. Some magic here…  She turned to the young blonde man, the one known to Earl. Magic, again, unfamiliar… A dwarf male; strong, bearded face, dark of hair and fierce in demeanor, axe at the ready, formidable. Also possessing power? Odd… A gnomish girl, wary, protecting her dog, little more than a pup. Mila locked eyes with the red-haired, pigtailed girl; what she saw looking back at her was not the gaze of a mere child. Mila decided that, perhaps, the group as whole may very well pose a threat, but so be it. Her wrath would not be stayed.
“I will fill you in, fool,” Mila sneered at Lucan. “The man you just saved was Sartean D’Avers, and in doing so, you have committed an atrocity!”
The company from the Grove exchanged glances as Yano and Sienni approached behind Mila. Earl lifted a calming hand towards Mila; a look from the sorceress froze his reach. He turned to Lucan and opened his mouth to speak, but Trellia interrupted him.
“Sartean D’Avers? You three, alone, subdued the Master of Kehrlia? Who in Fury are you people?”
Earl cleared his throat. “Ah, well, this is–”
“Who are you, elf?” demanded Mila.  “And what are you doing here? And why did you interfere?”
Mikallis took a step towards the sorceress. “You will speak with deference to the Vicaris of the–”
Mila turned her attention to Mikallis. “Or what, elf? You’ll try to stab me with your pointy little shard of iron?”
“Mila, please.” Earl’s expression turned pleading. Mila gritted her teeth.
“Young woman,” Trellia began gently. “Mila, if I may? I am Trellia Evanti, Vicaris of the Grove. This is Princess Aria Evanti–” at this Mila’s eyes widened “–and these are our companions. We are here because we saw a man being killed and would not ignore it. If you find that unreasonable, I suppose we shall not become friends. Now, if you would be so kind, please tell us why you were killing the Master of Kehrlia.”
Sienni stepped forward. “Because he is a foul, loathsome, murderous wretch! Is this not known in Thornwood?”
“Oh, certainly,” replied Trellia. “But that does not explain why you three were doing the deed. Nor how you possibly could manage it.”
Shyla tugged at J’arn’s sleeve, whispering. “Who’s Sartine Dabber?”
J’arn replied in a hush. “Wizard. Bad one.”
“Bad as they come,” Lucan added. “And powerful.” He turned to Earl. “What happened here, Earl?”
Earl looked to Mila, unsure. The sorceress shook her head and addressed Trellia.
“Vicaris, is it?” She turned to Aria. “And the princess of Thornwood? Just out for a stroll, then, and happened upon this field?”
“About like,” said Lucan. “And this here is the Firstson of Belgorne. So let’s not lose our heads, here.”
Yano spoke up. “Assuming you are all who you claim to be, and I have my doubts, what in Fury are you all doing here?”
Aria’s patience wore thin. She straightened and addressed Yano severely. “Sir. I am Aria Evanti, Princess of Thornwood. This is my Captain of the Guard, Mikallis Elmshadow. This is Lucan Thorne, of Mor, and Shyla Greykin, of G’naath. This is Prince J’arn Silverstone of Belgorne, and you have met the Vicaris. There, we have introduced ourselves. Our company has been travelling and came across… whatever this is. We have told you why we intervened. If you have justification for your attempt on the Master of Kehrlia’s life, say so now, or we will detain you, and send word to Mor to arrange your arrest. Have I made myself clear?”
Trellia blanched. “Princess, perhaps you might–”
“Enough!” Aria quieted the Vicaris.  “The law is the law, and we are in Mor lands. Our treaty requires that we uphold that law. If this was not an attempt at murder, say so now!”
Mila shared a long look with Aria. The tension between the two women was palpable. No one dared speak, but no words were required, in any case. The battle of wills between the two women was plain. In the end, it was Mila to break the silence. The darkness of her tone chilled Aria to her core.
“Princess,” she hissed.  “You are correct. I sought to murder Sartean in cold blood and retained the assistance of these before you to accomplish it. You are right to detain us, but you are powerless to do so, I assure you. Shall we all begin killing one another, or would you care to know why?”
Aria swallowed. “I will hear your reasons.”
Mila told of Sartean’s plans for Mor, of the Flightfluid operation, of the pain and death the potion caused. She did not diminish her own role; on the contrary, she took responsibility for all she had done. After several turns of explanation, she concluded.
“I have no remorse for attacking that vile man,” she said. “And when I leave here – and I assure you I will leave here – I intend to hunt him down again.”
Mikallis replied without pause. “And in doing so, you believe you will earn redemption? For the lives you have destroyed? There is no redemption for people like you.”
Mila turned to speak. Earl interrupted.
“And what do you know about it? Who gave you the power to decide the worth of a person? I can’t say as to what Mila Felsin was before, but she’s makin’ it right.”
Mila put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “No, Earl, perhaps he is right. Perhaps I cannot be redeemed.” She turned to Aria. “But neither will I be dissuaded. Hear me, Princess. Sartean will die, by my hand. You cannot stop me. For your own sake, do not try.”
Aria regarded Mila for a moment, then looked to Trellia. The question went unasked. Trellia answered.
“Sartean D’Avers is a blight on the face of Tahr, Princess.”
Aria nodded and turned to Mila.
“It would seem so. But murder is murder. Mila Felsin, I believe you when you say we cannot detain you, and I will not risk the lives of my friends in the attempt. But know this: you will be subject to arrest in Thornwood. All of you. For the attempted murder of Sartean D’Avers, and the… the abomination you have carried out here in his name.”
“I alone am to blame, Princess. Earl here resigned as a laborer as soon as he learned what we were doing here. Yano and Sienni had no choice but to obey Sartean, and me as his–”
Aria was unmoved. “All of which you are welcome to argue at trial, Miss Felsin, should you be so foolish as to set foot in my kingdom. Now, will you depart this field in peace, or, as you say, shall we all begin killing one another?”
Mila took final measure of the company before her. They would fight for her, she decided.
“Very well. But I will tell you, Princess. There is no virtue in holding the law above justice.”
Aria held the sorceress’ gaze. “The law is justice, Miss Felsin.”
“Hmph. If only that were true.” Mila turned from the gathering. Yano and Sienni joined her.
Yano called over his shoulder. “Are you coming, Earl?”
“I’ll catch up.”
“Best that you do,” Mikallis pressed.
Lucan shot a look at the captain. “Hey. Easy now, Mik. Earl and I know one another. Give us a moment.” Lucan put an arm around Earl, turning him from the group. “Now tell me, friend, how in Tahr did you get mixed up in this nightmare?”
~
Shyla bent to pet Wolf as she continued to Listen. She could make out Earl’s words well enough as the enormous man spoke with Lucan, and she knew: his words carried no deception. The Mila woman had spoken honestly as well, though Shyla sensed that she hid something, some other reason for her loathing of the Sartine man. Absently, she heard her companions also discussing the matter. Opinions varied wildly. She turned to Lucan as he approached, having completed his conversation with Earl.
“Good man, that one,” Shyla offered.
“Yeah, would seem so. What a mess he’s got himself mixed up in, though. Gonna be wanted in two kingdoms.”
“Yup. Well, ’cept maybe not.”
“How do you mean?”
“I think maybe we oughta get Aria to change ’er mind ’bout that.”
“Dunno if she can. She’s a princess.”
Shyla cocked her head. “Are ye daft? That’s just why she can. What’s the good o’ bein’ a princess if yeh can’t make decisions like that?”
Lucan shook his head. “It’s not that easy, Shy–”
“C’mon, you two,” said J’arn. “Back to the road.” The pair nodded and turned to walk with the prince.
“Hey J’arn, yer a prince. Whatcha gonna do ‘bout them four? Gonna have ‘em arrested if they come to Belgorne?”
“Ha! For what, killin’ an evil wizard? Might throw ’em a feast, if they succeed!”
Wolf barked, as if in agreement. Shyla grinned. “See, Lucan? Even Wolf knows it ain’t all that complex.”
Lucan shrugged.
The wind shifted to easterly again as the company made their way back to the road. A frigid gust carried the scent of winter along; the storm of snow and ash they had been racing would catch up soon. The group mounted their horses quietly, all clearly awaiting instruction from Trellia, who had remained silent since the encounter with Mila Felsin and her companions. A mounted Vicaris turned towards the group.
“I see you all looking to me. You wish my opinion, do you not?”
A few nods, including one from Aria.
“Very well. Aria is correct. Our law is our law. She did her duty. I will say nothing more on the matter. For now, we must ride. The storm is on our heels.”
An exhausted Lucan protested. “Vicaris, now, I don’t mean to complain, but–”
“Then do not. Have a sip of Spring water. We cannot risk becoming mired in the storm before we reach Eyreloch. There is much more than your discomfort at stake, Lucan not-Thorne. We need not ride at a gallop, but neither can we delay. Follow me, and we will rest when we can.”




II: EASTMAW
Nishali Windwillow, First Ranger of Thornwood, skipped effortlessly across the Trine as if the great river were as firm as the ground on either side. On a typical day she would delight in the wonder of running atop the surface of the water. On this day she frowned as she crossed the Trine, noting the tarnished color of the usually clear water. The slight yellow hue of the flowing river would not have been noticed by many, particularly in the diffuse grey light, but Nishali knew every nuance of the lands north of the Morline. She could close her eyes and recall every tree. She could cover her ears and know which birds would be singing which songs based on the time of day, or time of year. She rarely paid attention to her footing; every rock, every ditch, every rise and fall of the landscape was known to her. Yet on this day, she trod carefully. The land had changed. The quakes had shifted the ground, disturbed roots, spat rocks to the surface that had not seen daylight in millennia. The ashen land of Tahr was no longer Nishali’s familiar companion; it had been usurped by a treacherous sibling in a thick grey coat, and it sought to do her harm.
Nishali paused, allowing time for the rest of her Tenth to cross the Trine. Where she stood, the flat, open Praër allowed her a glimpse above the tree line to the south and east. Fang hovered threateningly over the horizon, spewing its toxic smoke and ash into the air in a towering plume whose shape appeared to mirror the great mountain itself. Streaks of unnatural lightning flashed within the cloud and without; tendrils of red, violet, and yellow that were reminiscent of the veins of a living being, extending upwards from Fang as if the volcano were a heart, and the clouds were its body.
The first of her Tenth approached.
“This is a horror,” Kade pronounced, Nishali’s second. The slight, lithe elf moved to brush the ash from Nishali’s mantle.
“Do not waste your time, Kade. The ash is a part of Tahr now; it will be with us from now on. And yes, it is a horror.”
Kade nodded. “You should take a brief rest, Nishali. When did you last sleep?”
She turned to the blonde man. “I do not wish to rest. How fare the others?” Nishali had been running without her Link; she wished to keep her thoughts private a bit longer.
“We are well. The rest of our Tenth nears the Pinestroke.”
“You mean what was the Pinestroke. The trees die.”
Kade sighed. “They will recover, Nishali.”
“Some. Perhaps. Not all.”
“Then some. It is something.”
Nishali shook her head. “This is perhaps the greatest calamity ever to befall Tahr. Perhaps even worse than when Fang was first born.”
Kade shuddered. “Let us hope not. I do not think we have the numbers to survive a war like that again.”
“We do not. And the war will come, Kade. If not with the gnomes, then with whatever wakes beneath us.”
“Do you think the legends true? Was it truly as we’ve been taught, demons and devils and the like?”
“Do you doubt your lessons?” Nishali asked.
Kade frowned, lifting his gaze to watch the spectacle at the mouth of the volcano. “Well, no, I suppose not. But I had always assumed them to be… well…”
Nishali nodded. “Exaggerations. Yet here we are. Our Citadel is fallen. Thousands lost. And we have not even yet met our enemy.”
Kade looked to his First. “I am frightened, Nishali. Forgive me, but I am truly frightened.”
Nishali narrowed her eyes at her Second. “If I hear you say as much in front of your rangers, Kade, I will have your cloak. Do you understand?”
Kade nodded, a wounded look creasing his face. “I do. But we are alone. Are you not afraid?”
Nishali looked away, returning her gaze to the volcano. “You and I must be fearless. Our station requires it. And if I carried fear within me, I would not give it voice. When you name a thing, you assign it power.”
“And if it already has power?”
Nishali sighed. “Then you kill it, Kade, before it kills you.” Nishali waved her hands before her. “Lum enna cäl.” A bright, white light materialized between the First and Second Rangers.
“Follow the lights. Link to me if you must, but only then.” Nishali dashed to the south.
~
The First Ranger ran between tree and rock, through tall grasses, over hills, under branches, traversing the undulating lands of the Eastmaw with grace and ease, long, black hair bouncing freely behind her. Yet despite how lithe and nimble she might appear to an observer, Nishali did not run unburdened. I am ashamed, she admitted in silence. The shame stole blood from her muscles, ripped air from her lungs. It weakened her, paled her, drank from her being. Yet she could not outrun it.
She could not tell Kade how she truly felt. She could not even risk him catching a glimpse of her feelings through the Link. She was afraid. Terrified. Nishali possessed a connection with the land that surpassed all other rangers, hence her title as First. Hierarchy in the Rangers of Thornwood was determined by one thing, above all else: the degree to which an elf could sense the land. The wisdom to be gained by hearing the breath of the world, perceiving the beat of its heart, and feeling the touch of its spirit were the essence of being a ranger, and among all her kind, Nishali Windwillow felt these things deepest.
It was for this reason she knew fear, and she knew her Second would sense the terror of the land nearly as keenly as she did. A ranger could not be one with the land yet separate from it; to become a ranger was a Joining, and when one Joined with the land, they felt what it felt. Nishali did not need to climb a tree to see the tendrils of smoke that rose from Tahr. She could feel them. She did not need to listen for insects that were not there; she could sense the emptiness in the bellies of the birds. She did not need to witness life being extinguished as lava poured from Fang’s yawning mouth; she could hear the cries of the trapped and terrified wildlife, the creatures unable to escape the creeping flows of molten rock.
How could one feel these things, and not be afraid? she asked herself, desperate for absolution. But she found none in logic. Long ago she named fear a weakness, and those who would succumb to it craven. And so, she ran, vainly hoping to outpace her cowardice. It matched her, stride for stride.
The day wore on and Nishali ran, never slowing, dropping the glowing orbs behind her, marking a path for those who would follow. The terrain became more challenging as night fell and the forests thickened, but still she did not diminish her pace. With every stride, she distanced herself from her Second. And that was her objective. At some point she would rest, and when she did so, she wished to be alone. She ran, and climbed, and leapt, and ran some more. Ordinarily for Nishali, in times of peace and plenty, leading a Swarm was her freedom, her escape from the bothersome prattling of her rangers. She loved them, to be sure, and would die for any, but she liked few enough. Nishali liked few elves in total, and even those she could only tolerate for brief stretches of time. The ranger liked the land. She liked the Twins. She liked the sweet fresh air between the two. She liked the animals she would encounter, even those that would do her harm. There was an honesty in nature, a feral set of laws that made sense to her. A bear did not deceive. A wolf did not pretend at friendship. Animals mated when they wished to breed, ate when they were hungry, fought when they were threatened. They slept when they were tired. Nishali understood laws such as these. They were not founded in conceit, nor in reverence to another. There were no traditions in the wild. If a thing needed to change, it changed. If it did not, it died. Simple. Neat. Brutal at times, but fair. Left alone, nature always found a balance. If predators became too numerous, they would starve. If prey thrived, new predators would emerge. Everything ate everything else, but never to excess, and never in vain. It was this very balance that was now threatened, and Nishali was heartbroken.
Near to midnight she turned southeast along the Eastmaw foothills that indicated she had come as far south as the Grove. She crossed a small stream and filled her waterskin, expending a small magic to remove the ash from the water. She lit an orb and looked around; here, she decided, she would rest. The ranger was bone tired. She had run for two and one-half days and had relied only very little on her magic for strength. She could run straight to G’naath if she needed to–but if she did not rest, none of her rangers would. She felt pride at that; her elves were the finest of Thornwood, to her mind.
Nishali found a secluded area between two large boulders. She removed her cloak and the pack beneath it and strung her bow for the first time since leaving Thornwood. She did not expect trouble so far from civilization, but occasional bands of men from Mor were known to travel the hills of the Eastmaw in search of rare minerals, and she was not far from the trails they frequented. As she unpacked her tent, she decided she would forgo a fire; despite the chill, she preferred to not attract undue attention. By the light of the orb she brushed herself somewhat clean of ash, pitched her tent, and crawled within it. She ate a few handfuls of dried fruit and nuts, took several long pulls from her waterskin, and lay down to sleep.
The ranger’s last thought as she drifted into slumber was a dark one.
How many more dawns before this nightmare truly begins?
~
A chill breeze blustered through the First Ranger’s tent flaps at dawn, and Nishali awakened to a light coat of snow covering the ashen lands of the Eastmaw. She stretched her limbs and shivered slightly against the cold air as she emerged from her tent. A deep breath and a narrowed focus would exchange some of her life’s energy for warmth, but she decided against it; there would be little enough warmth to be had in the days ahead, and she would withstand the cold naturally if she could. She did, however, reach out with her Link, seeking her Tenth. As expected, they lay sleeping less than a hundred paces north of her own campsite. Thank you, Kade, she thought, for sensing my need for privacy.
Nishali decided she would let them sleep until midday. Enjoying the rare opportunity for leisure, she took her time gathering deadwood for a fire. The task was challenging given the layers of ash and snow that blanketed the land, and though she could have accelerated the task with magic, she chose not to. In time she gathered what she needed. Fortunately, the moisture of the snow had not yet soaked the kindling she found; the coat of ash covering the ground had provided some insulation. Using her belt knife, she shaved an oak branch into a fine tinder, allowing a miniscule employment of her magic for a spark. Soon she found herself enjoying a bowl of boiled grainmeal and honey, and her melancholy of the night before was kept at bay by the small sense of personal accomplishment.
We use magic for too much, she considered as she ate. A good life does not require it, not nearly so much as my people would think. The idea was one shared by most rangers. As most elven magic required, above all else, the life force of the elf to give it power, each use would necessarily shorten the lifespan of the caster. Among all elves, rangers tended to value life most, and for as long as Nishali could remember, there had always been debate as to the reason. Some felt that the ties to the land made a ranger appreciate the worth of living things more acutely. Others thought it was the other way around: the gentle nature of some made them better suited to attune with the land, and thus become rangers.
Nishali knew her own nature was far from gentle. Her peers considered her abrasive, unyielding; her subordinates viewed her with a mix of antipathy and awe. Only two elves, to Nishali’s mind, understood her to be that which she considered herself: passionate. Only her Second, Kade Calayaan, and her queen, Terrias Evanti, seemed to understand that her aversion to her own kind was no aversion at all; she merely possessed a preference for, and appreciation of, solitude and the air of the Wood, and by comparison, all else paled. She felt quite strongly that her unique, innate perception of the needs of the land, combined with a desire to remain ever connected to it, was not a learned thing, nor a chosen thing, but rather a gift from the First Father himself, and with that gift came a responsibility – one she carried out in earnest. Nishali knew she was different; she was quite self-aware. She knew that her choice, if it was ever a choice, to spend her days in communion with the flora and fauna of Tahr had necessarily resulted in a social deficiency; only Kade and her queen ever seemed to understand as much.
Kade shared her opinions on the uses of magic. To trade a minor comfort, or the accomplishment of a smallish task, for moments of life itself – to Kade this was an abomination. Most rangers felt the same, if not at first, then certainly later in life as they gained wisdom and experience. Ah, but do we not all begin to consider our mortality as we age? Nishali considered. Yet, even as she had the thought, she knew she rarely gave death a moment’s consideration. She would be nearing her centennial year soon, but by anyone’s account did not look a day over fifty. Nor did she feel anything but young, in her body at least. In truth, Nishali always thought she would have been best born a Stone Elf; she shared their deep sense of responsibility for the world. She shunned the vain use of trivial magics. And, given how well she was aging, she would likely outlive everyone she knew, barring the meeting of some violent end. Like my predecessor. But the Stone Elves had gone, not heard from in many, many centuries, not since the Splintering of the elven people that sent the Airies west and the Stone Elves north. Their divergences of opinion on the uses of magic had caused a rift among the elves, bringing Thornwood very near to civil war, and the only solution was for each of the factions to live their lives separate from one another, as they saw fit. Yet, as Nishali knew all too well, the solution was only a temporary one: among the people of Thornwood, those same differences of opinion had again evolved. She expected that again, someday, the conflict would come to a head. What then? And was it the same today with the Stone Elves and Airies? Do their people bicker on the matter today as we do?
Nishali shook her head, weary of considering the subject. It did not matter; the three factions would likely never unite. She vaguely knew that Aria and the Vicaris were on a mission to Eyreloch for some reason; if it was an alliance they sought, Nishali did not expect their embassy to bear fruit. The ranger dismissed her concern of the matter; she had enough of her own responsibilities to contend with, not the least of which was leading a Swarm of rangers to the Maw, assembling a joint assault force with the knights of Thornwood, and possibly engaging in battle with the people of G’naath to prevent them from breaking the world. As she sat in quiet awe considering how much had changed in Tahr in less than two cycles, her Link told her that her Tenth was beginning to stir. Quickly, she packed her belongings and made her way north to meet them. She approached the small encampment to find Kade lighting a fire.
“Peace this day,” he greeted her.
“Peace,” she repeated in a monotone, unconvinced that the blessings would apply that day.
“Have you eaten?” asked Kade.
“I have, thank you. And thank you for letting me rest. I have enjoyed the quiet of the morning.”
“I am glad of it. We may have little quiet for some time.” He stood, his fire sufficient to sustain itself, and moved closer to the First Ranger, speaking softly. “And… forgive my despair yesterday. You are right, we must lead from a position of strength.”
Nishali beheld her friend. “Perhaps. But I was also harsh. Perna ni.” She bowed her head subtly.
“Abso, Nishali.”
“Have you been in contact with the other Tenths?”
“Your rangers come. No delays, no injuries, save a few bruises.”
Nishali nodded. “Good. Let us prepare for the day, then.”
The rest of the Tenth gradually made their way from their tents. A few ate dried meals, others shared variations of Nishali’s grainmeal breakfast. Within less than an hour, all had packed their gear and were ready to move out.
Nishali addressed her Tenth. “We will make for the Maw today, and with steady haste, but we will be cautious. The snow and ash will make footing difficult. I will keep the lead,” Kade moved to object; a look from Nishali held his tongue. “Let us keep to one another’s footprints, where possible. The slightest injury or twisted knee, and I want to know of it. Understood?”
Nishali turned and broke south, not waiting for acknowledgement. Her rangers followed closely, and the Tenth made excellent time – for a short while. Near to midafternoon, as they reached the center of a clearing directly west of Fang, Nishali froze. Her rangers froze with her.
“What… what is that?” Kade asked, breathing heavily, sensing the same disruption in the land that stopped his First Ranger.
Nishali exchanged a glance with her Second. The members of the Tenth turned towards the volcano as one.
Kade said aloud what everyone already knew. “Tahrquake! Brace yourselves!”
The quake came, but it was quite unlike the one they had experienced in Thornwood. That one had been unfathomably violent. This one… the ground swelled and receded in slow, undulating waves. Nishali kept her eyes on Fang, focusing intently, drawing the scene closer with her elven magic, wary of a violent eruption that would threaten their position, but also sensing… something. The waves of unrest continued for nearly a turn, and Nishali’s focus did not waver. Finally, as the last of the waves receded, she saw it.
Nishali extended a trembling hand to her Second’s shoulder. Her legs buckled. Her fingers brushed the top of Kade’s head as he fell to his knees in terror. The mighty rangers of Thornwood shuddered and cowered as they watched the dark horror emerge, crimson clumps of molten lava dripping from its wings as it flew from the mouth of the volcano.




III: THE MORLINE
Barris chided himself.
In his haste to rendezvous with his knights after the terrible events in the throne room, Barris had failed to adequately ensure he was not followed. Now, regrettably, he would need to strike fear into the heart of his pursuer. He turned Phantom south into a small clearing, away from the Mawline, the east-west trail that ran roughly parallel to and a half-day’s ride south of the Morline. The knight drew his sword and waited.
He did not need to wait long. After a few turns he heard the unmistakable beat of approaching hooves. He dismounted Phantom and crouched beside the road. A light brown paint carrying his pursuer rounded the bend. Barris inhaled, applying a small blending magic, camouflaging his form to match the grey ash-covered foliage. His pursuer passed without noticing him. Barris sprang out onto the trail behind the horse and rider.
“NIKALUS!”
The young boy ducked low in his saddle, as if avoiding a crossbow bolt. Barris could not help but smile at the effect but forced a frown as Nikalus slowed and turned his mount. He walked Champ back towards the knight.
“Dang, Sir Barris! Whadja go an’ do that for? You about scared the pants off me!”
Barris hefted his sword. “I wish that I had, so when I lay the flat of this blade across your thighs you will remember it! Dismount and come here, you foolish child!”
Nikalus’ eyes widened for an instant, but his expression quickly turned skeptical.
“Naw, you wouldn’t…”
“I would, and I will! Now dismount!”
The boy was not convinced. “Naw, you’re a good man, er, elf. You wouldn’t never hit no kid…” Nikalus remained mounted. Barris held the boy’s gaze, his expression fierce. Nikalus blanched, a bit, tightening his hold on Champ’s reins. “I mean, ya wouldn’t, would ya?”
Barris did the best he could to keep up the guise of being angry at the boy, but in the end, seeing the beginnings of fear in the boy, he was unequal to the deception. He sheathed his sword with a sigh and whistled for Phantom to join them.
“No, Nikalus. I would not. But you are a fool. You cannot accompany me.”
“Aw, c’mon, Sir Barris, I don’t wanna go to no Grove–”
“And why not? The Grove is beautiful and serene. It is the most peaceful place in all of Tahr at the moment.” Barris had not even finished speaking before he wished he could put the words back in his mouth. A boy of Nikalus’ age would crave anything but serenity when adventure was the alternative.
“I wanna come with you, Sir Barris! Ya know I can help! Look how good I took care o’ Phantom!” As if on cue, the great black stallion approached, gently bumping Champ and greeting his friend Nikalus.
“An elven knight does not take a squire, Nikalus. It is not our way.”
“Then don’t make me no squire! I can just, I dunno, help.”
Barris’ tone gentled. “I know you could, and I thank you, truly. But I may be going to war, and a battlefield is no place–”
“War? Who you goin’ to war with?” Again, Barris regretted his words as the boy’s excitement piqued. Nikalus turned in the saddle, looking east up the trail “Wait, are you gonna fight the dwarves? What’d they do?”
Barris sighed again. “No, Nikalus. The dwarves are our allies.”
“Wait, so the gnomes then? Them little folk? Well, that just don’t make–”
“Quiet!” Barris interrupted suddenly, holding up a hand. Phantom stamped uneasily. Champ began to shy away. Barris quickly moved to stand between the two horses, placing a hand on each, initiating his Bond.
He turned to the boy. “You must relax now, Nikalus. Do not be afraid. Do you understand me?”
He clearly did not, but he nodded nonetheless. A moment later, a rumbling sound from the north and east began, increasing in volume, its source getting closer. Barris and Nikalus barely had time to register the swaying of the trees on the northern side of the trail before the first wave of the quake lifted the ground upon which they stood. Nikalus cried out, grasping frantically at the horn of his saddle, but to no avail. The jolt threw him from Champ and he landed hard onto the trail, just as a second roiling wave jumped to meet him. Barris heard a snap. Nikalus inhaled sharply and let out a scream to shatter glass.
The rocking continued for what seemed to Barris like an impossibly long period of time as the boy continued to bounce and cry. Barris could not help him yet; if he did not maintain his Bond with the horses, they could very well trample the boy. He held his position, wincing against each howl from the boy, riding the waves of the tahrquake, calming the horses with all his strength. Mercifully, the quake finally stopped, and Barris maneuvered his way around Champ to Nikalus.
The boy was out of breath; he could scream no more. He alternated between reaching for his left calf and throwing himself against the ground in agony. Barris could not see blood; the fracture had likely not pierced his skin, but a quick examination made clear that the boy’s shin bone was fractured.
Barris placed his hands on Nikalus’ thigh, pouring magic into the boy to numb his pain. The effect was instantaneous, but far from total. The pain had dulled enough for the boy to draw breath, but his moans broke Barris’ heart.
“Shh, easy now my friend, easy. Look at me, Nikalus.” The boy met the knight’s eyes. “Your shin is broken. It is aligned well; it need not be set. But we will need to splint it, and you will need to ride Champ despite your pain. Do you understand?”
The boy nodded, unable to muster a response through his sobs.
Barris emptied more of his life into the boy, offering what comfort he could for the moment before he stood to gather what was needed to make a splint. As he rose, Barris thought he glimpsed something out of the corner of his eye, far in the distance through the canopy. He turned, looking northwards towards Fang. The tree line was too tall; he could make out the ash plume, but no more. Yet he was certain: he had seen something. He could feel something. Something dark. Something awful.
Barris shook the shudders from his spine and retrieved a few strips of leather and a glass vial from his saddlebags, then unfastened Phantom’s blanket. He knew he must first warm the boy; lying on the cold ground while subjected to the icy winds would cause shock to set in quickly. He draped Phantom’s blanket over an already-shivering Nikalus and popped the cork of the small vial.
“Just a sip, now. It will dull your senses.”
Barris knew it would do more than that. To an elf, the onnium plant extract was but a mild sedative. To Nikalus, it would serve as a powerful pain reliever, but would almost certainly cause visions. It was not the ideal treatment, but Barris could offer no better. His magic was barely sufficient to take the edge off the boy’s pain; healing was not a skill Barris excelled at. As the boy sipped at the bottle Barris expected a grimace, as the taste was vile, but the boy was in too much pain to care. Barris pocketed the vial and went about searching for a stick of the right girth and length. Finding what he needed, he returned to Nikalus.
“This will hurt, my young friend. Be brave.”
Nikalus was indeed brave as Barris tied the splint in place, gritting his teeth, doing his best not to cry out. He very nearly succeeded, even as Barris secured the last strap with a firm tug. But the final step was to pass his hands over the break, infusing magic into the injury to hasten healing. The sensation was excruciating, proving sufficient to break the boy’s resolve. Nikalus let out a plaintive moan as Barris placed a gentle, calloused hand on the boy’s small brow in apology.
As if in response to Nikalus’ cry, a deep, bellowing roar sounded in the distance, south and west of their position, in the direction of the city of Mor.
“What – what was that?” Nikalus asked.
Barris suppressed another shudder, bending to lift the trembling Nikalus from the ground. “A wolf, perhaps. Come. We must go now.”




IV: MOR
Listen to me, very carefully,” Sartean croaked. “Are you listening?”
The terrified man stood frozen, watching the sky. Screams of dread pierced the chill afternoon air.
“Only I can defeat this beast. Only I can stand against it.”
The man looked to the shackled wizard but did not respond. A second roar and a deafening crash sounded from behind the stocks that held Sartean.
“Listen to me! You must release me! Do you not see? You will die! You will all die!”
The man flew backwards away from Sartean, yanked by an invisible rope. Sartean blinked, confused. He tried vainly to shift his head, but the stocks made it impossible to see anything aside from the throngs of panicked citizens trampling one another as they fought to escape through the court gates and away from the palace square. A snick sounded from below Sartean’s neck. He felt an arm reach under his chest, lifting him. Agonizing shocks of pain shot through his body as formerly immobile joints and muscles cried out. Suddenly, the Master of Kehrlia was no longer imprisoned. He lifted his eyes to his rescuer.
“Jarriah–”
“Drink!” The apprentice shoved a flask at the lips of his master. Sartean spilled more than he drank, his cracked and swollen mouth unable to close around the mouth of the bottle. Yet he drank enough. In the space of a few breaths the potion invigorated the Incantor, salving his injuries, bolstering his strength. He turned his bloody face to Jarriah.
“Kehrlia.”
The pair joined the mass of people running from the square. They made it through the gate, turning south, breaking at all speed for the tower. Despite fractured ribs, broken toes, a dozen bleeding wounds and bruises covering nearly every inch of his battered body, Sartean ran like a man possessed. Shouts of recognition and anger reached his ears; some of those he passed clearly knew who he was, knew he had escaped. He did not heed them. A large man made to reach for Sartean as he ran by. A gesture and a word from Jarriah knocked him to the ground. The pair ran on.
Twice the black abomination flew overhead, roaring. Sartean ignored it the first time, mindlessly running on, caring only to find refuge at Kehrlia. The second pass of the beast got his attention, however, as a mangled human body fell from the sky, landing just ahead of the rushing Incantors. Sartean then looked up, marveling… he had never seen the beast’s like. A head the size of a small cabin, shaped not quite unlike that of a snake, not quite unlike that of a hairless wolf. Black eyes… soulless dark orbs larger than a human head. Long as twenty men, head to tail. Longer. A wingspan wider than even that. Four meaty, muscular legs hanging from its body. Claws as long as pikes.
Fast. Impossibly fast. Wisps of smoke trailing in its wake. Its hide – no, not hide… scales? – seemed as if it were its own living organism, writhing and rolling along the form of the beast as its wings pumped rhythmically, gleaming in places, black as empty death in others… so black…
A slap from Jarriah broke the spell. “Run, damn you!”
Sartean returned his attention to the street, only then noticing he had come to a halt. He shook his head and accelerated once again, recognizing that something about the beast had begun to enthrall him. His mind was frayed by the Flightfluid potion Jerriah had given him, blighted by his tortuous ordeal, a tattered puzzle with missing pieces. He ran. The path to the tower lay just ahead. The two Incantors turned west, breaking for the steps. Sartean slid in the ash as they rounded the corner, falling, scraping his hands and a knee. Jarriah pulled him to his feet. The tower doors now stood open, as opposed to when he had returned from the battle with Mila… Sartean knew what that meant. They had chosen to let me die at the hands of the mob.
The recognition fueled a rising rage within the wizard, focusing his mind as they climbed the steps to the great tower. Entering the foyer, several Incantors froze at the unexpected sight of their battered and bloodied master. Sartean slowed to a stop and straightened, managing a fair impersonation of a fearsome and powerful wizard, despite presently being in possession of not even a fragment of power. He approached the nearest Incantor, a middle-aged man he knew to possess nothing in the way of war magic. He glared at the man, knowing he would need to assert his authority now, lest his wizards sense weakness and kill him on the spot. The Incantor remained still, desperately trying to show courage, but clearly afraid.
Sartean leaned in, whispering. “Did you betray me, Incantor Pima?” The threat in his voice pierced what was left of the man’s bravado. The Incantor fell to his knees.
“No! Never, master!”
Sartean placed a boot on the man’s shoulder and shoved him to the ground. He turned to the dozen others who stood gaping. Though his magic was spent for the time being, he gambled that his reputation was magic enough. Well-practiced at the task of instilling fear, he passed his gaze over each, pausing briefly to meet their eyes. All looked away, without exception. He decided he would not address their insubordination… yet.
“You have seen what comes, have you not?”
Heads nodded.
“Then why do you stand there gaping like witless fools? Prepare yourselves! Incantor Pima, lock and ward the doors! Apprentice Jarriah, attend me in my library! The rest of you… move!”
On another day, such an order from Sartean D’Avers to his Incantors would have been met with instantaneous compliance and no small amount of abject fear. On this day, after the Master of Kehrlia had arrived in tatters at the steps of his tower, been refused entry by his own subordinates, beaten mercilessly by the laborers of Mor, placed in the stocks, forced to watch his king dismembered while awaiting his own turn, the Incantors of Kehrlia were emboldened.
On this day, it took the span of nearly a full breath for them all to scatter.
Sartean and Jarriah climbed the steps to the master’s library. Upon entering, Sartean reached up, brushing his fingers across the top of a shelf. The stretching movement brought a bright flash of pain to his aching body, but he found the hidden trigger quickly.
The magic guarding the library had been stolen gradually, imperceptibly over the course of centuries from the life forces of the very Incantors of Kehrlia, gathered and stored in gems placed within each and every stone surrounding the room. Each gem would continue to recharge itself indefinitely, so long as living beings frequented the tower. The trigger Sartean engaged to activate the protective magic was a mechanical one of his own design, created specifically for this eventuality: if he should find himself emptied of all power, unable to trigger the wards with magic. The wizard silently congratulated himself on his foresight.
A click illuminated the room, indicating that the doors, walls, floors, and ceiling to his private office would now withstand any means of attempted intrusion. No magic, no physical means of assault would succeed: the very tower of Kehrlia could collapse, and the room within which they stood would remain largely intact. In addition, with the defensive enchantment now activated, any attempt to harm Sartean from within the office would be met with an immediate and lethal response: the very air in the room would ignite within the lungs of the attacker. For the first time since Mila Felsin had bested him, he was safe.
As far as Jarriah could know, his master had merely activated a lighting spell. He would likely believe Sartean to be without protection – and at his mercy. Let us test the notion, Sartean decided.
“Sit,” he ordered Jarriah, motioning to the chairs across from his desk. Jarriah complied, taking a seat as Sartean took his own. The Incantor was pleased to see his apprentice obey the command.
“Why did you rescue me?”
The apprentice met Sartean’s eyes. Sartean did not sense fear there.
Jarriah’s reply was matter-of-fact. “Because none are yet suited to lead Kehrlia in your place.”
Sartean cocked his head. “Yet?”
Jarriah frowned. “Correct. Yet. You have groomed no successor. Your death would leave a power vacuum, and given the current climate, a war within our ranks is the last thing we need.”
“The current climate,” Sartean repeated.
Jarriah took a breath. “Master, I have no devotion to you. No one does. You learned that today. I will not pretend to, not when you certainly know better. I rescued you because Mor needs you.”
“Hmph. How noble. And you do not seek to endear yourself to me with your act? You would have me believe you have no ambitions of your own, then?”
Jarriah shook his head. “On the contrary. I intend to someday be master of this tower. But I am not fool enough to think I will get there by endearing myself to you. Someday you will die, as all men die, and if at that point I still live, I will claim this tower. So, it is in my interests to keep you alive, at least until the day comes that I am sufficiently powerful to lay my claim. And for that day to come, I must also stay alive myself.”
Sartean winced; the effects of the Flightfluid were beginning to wane. Countless angry aches began seeking attention. He reached into his desk, withdrawing a brown bottle. He unstoppered it and took a long swig.  He replied to the apprentice. “Considering the abomination flying around outside, the chances of survival are not all that favorable for either of us.”
“They are better with you in power.”
“Certainly. Although… you are not the only one who seeks my position someday. Have you considered that?”
Jarriah scoffed. “The only one who could possibly ascend this tower has already proven she cannot defeat you. That is who subdued you today, correct?” Sartean did not argue the point. Jarriah continued. “But she could not finish the job. I doubt you will give her another chance.”
The Master of Kehrlia loathed the idea of acknowledging the young apprentice as an ally, yet he recognized the practicality in doing so. “I will not, Jarriah. We will not.”
Jarriah nodded knowingly. “So, what now? You instruct your Incantors to prepare, but for what?”
Sartean stood, making his way towards a couch on the far wall. He pulled his robe up over his head, exposing his bloody, bruised and naked flesh.
“For now, Jarriah, I will rest. You will stay with me. The potion I just drank will put me to sleep in a few moments. Within that bookcase–” Sartean pointed to a case lined with colorful bottles and powders “–you will find what you need. Tend to my wounds. Wake me in seven hours, no more, no less. Then, I will address Kehrlia.” Sartean lay on the sofa. “And Jarriah.”
“Yes, master?”
“Until the day comes when my death is truly near, you will never again speak to me with such irreverence and familiarity. And I plan to live a very, very long time.”
Jarriah briefly surveyed the myriad wounds covering Sartean’s body as his master fell into a deep sleep.
“Clearly.”
Another fearsome roar shook the tower.
~
Gerald screamed at his staff through a torrent of tears, a keening, heartbreaking desperation in his tone. “Dammit, help me with him! Get him on the table!”
Six hands lifted the still body of Vincent Thomison onto the dining table as Gerald scrambled from the room. He called behind him as he exited the room.
“Undress him!”
The wizard streaked through the narrow halls of Concorde, slamming into walls as he rounded corners, frantically racing for his study. He slid into the room, diving for his chest of potions, finding it locked. Trembling fingers failed twice to make the necessary gesture to open the lock; on the third try, the chest popped open. He withdrew two identical fist-sized clear bottles, shakily unstoppered them, and quaffed down their pungent, bitter contents. The wizard let out a blood-curdling scream as the acidic liquid burned its way down his throat. He reached for two more bottles, these green and red respectively. He stood and broke for the dining room.
As he ran through Concorde to his master and friend, Gerald felt the powerful potions of liquified magic taking effect. His heart pounded violently in a sickening, unfamiliar rhythm. A terrible pressure welled behind his eyes. He felt certain his brain would soon burst like an over-ripe fruit. Too much, he absently noted as he ran across the threshold. His staff stood meekly around the table, as if in mourning. He shoved his way through them and popped the cork of the green bottle. He shoved the mouth of the bottle directly into the knife wound in his master’s lung with his left hand, pulled the cork of the red bottle with his teeth, and poured its contents into Vincent’s mouth. His vision began to darken; the power welling within him was too much to bear. He tossed the bottles aside and placed one hand over the wound, the other on Vincent’s brow.
What happened next would remain a subject of debate among the staff of Concorde for many, many years to come, and would spawn a series of rumors that spread among the people of Mor. On only two points would all retellings agree. The first was this: a white light, bright as a hundred suns, flashed within the dining room, seeming to emanate from the hands of Incantor Gerald Longstock. It was what they witnessed as their sight returned that varied.
Cam Morson, Vincent’s stablemaster, had helped carry Vincent to the dining room when he and Gerald appeared out of thin air before the stables. He had therefore been one of the three present when Gerald cast his incantation, and for Cam, the experience was nothing short of life-altering. He would later tell a friend, “He opened some kinda window, or a door. Somethin’. Can’t tell ya what I saw. Can’t even remember it right. But I know what I knew. All of a sudden, I knew I was nothin’. Not even a speck on a flea on the arse of all creation.”
Miranda Fane, Gerald’s second within the Thomison household, had shut her eyes tightly at the initial flash, and did not open them for some time. It was therefore not what she saw that later haunted her dreams; it was what she heard. To hear her tell it, a rip in the very fabric of the world was torn open, and beyond that tear, the keening multitudes of Fury cried out in protest.
Kel Bryan, member of the house watch and Vincent’s newest gateman, was the third staff member in the room. He wore Vincent’s cloak that day, a fine cloak, a gift he had been given by Vincent, an unexpected kindness in gratitude for merely doing his job. Kel stood in transfixed awe within that cloak as Gerald’s incantation infused Vincent’s body with a power he would never dare describe aloud.
The second point upon which all agreed was this: Vincent Thomison had been dead. Dead as anyone had ever been, from the moment Gerald and he arrived on the ground of Concorde. He did not breathe. Neither did his heart beat. Yet when Gerald Longstock finally collapsed in a heap beneath his master’s table, the wound from James Thallinson’s dagger had stitched itself into a neat scar, and Vincent Thomison again drew breath.
No one spoke as Vincent took that breath and opened his eyes. He sat up quickly, feeling at the new scar on his chest. His wide eyes met those of his stablemaster, then darted towards Miranda, who was silently rushing to Gerald’s side. Kel Bryan huddled against a far wall, mumbling a prayer.
No one spoke as Vincent climbed unsteadily down from the table and helped a trembling Gerald to his feet. Miranda supported the exhausted wizard on one side, Vincent the other, and the three made for Gerald’s sleeping quarters.
No one spoke as Miranda briefly recoiled at the threshold of the room, her hand brushing the cold exposed flesh of Vincent’s arm as they carried Gerald. Kel Bryan saw the flinch, and Cam Morson saw him see.
But no one spoke.




V: THE MAW
Jasper could have overtaken the gnome easily; he desperately wished to as the screams of Cindra Sandshingle’s victims echoed through the caverns. The dwarven scout, however, relied on Oort’s superior sense of sight to lead the way through the darkness and back to their companions. Oort ran through the tunnels of G’naath as fast as his legs would carry him, equally frantic to outrun the final cries of fellow gnomes. To that common end, the pair ran in vain.
They did, at least, reach their companions without being discovered by the residents of G’naath, despite the sounding of the pre-dawn horn. Roughly an hour after they had descended Shyla’s crevice, Oort and Jasper found Jade, Kari, and Ferris unharmed and still waiting.  The gnomes of G’naath would be waking, and within mere moments the discovery of the infiltrators would be unavoidable. Upon hearing Oort and Jasper round the corner, Jade signaled to Kari and Ferris that it was time to begin their climb back through the crevice. They obeyed in silence and were followed by the rest; within less than a turn, the five stood again in the blowing snows of the Maw.
“Roll that rope, Ferris,” ordered Jade.  “Jasper, what happened? Where’s Cindra?”
Jasper shook his head, grateful that dawn had not yet come; he would have been ashamed for Jade to see the terror etched on his features. “Dunno exactly, Sarge. It, uh… I mean, she–”
“She’s lost to us, fer now,” Oort stated simply. “We found ‘er, we cut ‘er loose, and she went after them Elders. If I were t’ guess, I’d say they ain’t around no more. Ain’t nothin’ more to say.”
“That so?” Jade directed the question to Jasper.
“Aye. That about sums it up.”
“Doesn’t sound like it,” countered Jade.
“What about the axe?” asked Kari. “Did she say anything about it?”
Jasper nodded. “She said don’t lose it, Kari. Says it’s a good axe.”
“Son of a–”
“Watch it, Ferris,” warned Jade.
“Well, dammit! I knew this whole damnable journey was for nothin’! We carry this bleedin’ axe across the bleedin’ Maw, like it be some kind o’ magic talisman, then some cursed, bleedin’ gnome witch–”
A shoulder tore the wind from Ferris’ lungs as Oort tackled the scout into a drift of snow and ash. Jasper barely managed to pull the enraged gnome from atop the breathless dwarf before the thrown fist landed.
“Easy, Oort. Easy now, friend.” Jasper held the gnome fast.
“Yeh ever insult Lady Cindra again, I’ll have yeh, dwarf! Mawbottom, but I’ll have yeh!”
Jade moved to stand between Oort and Ferris. “Ye’ll have none o’ me scouts, Oort Greykin, but I’ll not let ’em insult yer kin neither.” She turned to Ferris, not offering a hand.  “Get yerself up and apologize.”
Ferris made his way to his feet but said nothing.
“Ye’ll apologize now, scout.”
Ferris took a breath. “I won’t neither. No disrespect to ye, mister Oort, nor to ye, Sarge. I meant what I was sayin’. This whole damned thing is for nothin’. I don’t know this Cindra woman. Never met her, don’t care to. All I know is this: Nova’s on her way back to Belgorne, tore up and fevered, and if it weren’t for this damn fool mission to get her Cap’s axe, she wouldn’t be. And it didn’t mean nothin’.”
“Ye don’t know that, Fer–”
Kari interrupted. “He’s right, Sarge. This was for me. We all knew it.”
No one spoke for several long moments.
“Uncle Lat just wanted me outta Belgorne. I’m sorry, Ferris. Sorry about Nova. Sorry about all of it.”
“Well, that’s just daft,” said Jasper. “Daft as a headless hen. Ye suppose saving Lady Sandshingle ain’t worth nothin’, Ferris? I saw what they’d been doin’ to that poor woman. And ye say savin’ Kari ain’t worth nothin’?”
“I didn’t say that, Jas–”
“Mawbottom ye didn’t!” yelled Oort. “That’s just what yeh said!”
“Quiet, ye damned fools!” hissed Jade. “Enough! Dawn’s comin’! Ye four wanna be caught up here on the ridge? Ye like the idea o’ bein’ stuck full o’ gnome arrows?” No one replied. “Didn’t think so. Now, Jas, which way? I don’t like the idea of goin’ back the way we came, not just yet. Not with Mama still out there. If she ain’t dead, she’ll be plenty mad.”
Jasper sighed. “Well, I suppose, ’cept that be the way back to Belgorne.”
Ferris chimed in. “It ain’t the only way. But it be the only way without crossin’ right out front of G’naath.”
Oort shook his head. “We canna do that. Not now. By the time the breakfast horn blows, all o’ G’naath is gonna know about them bodies–”
Kari and Jade replied in unison. “Bodies?”
“Aye,” said Jasper. “Lots of ’em, if the screams told true.”
“Well, at least two, and two’s enough,” said Oort. “’Specially considerin’ how we left ’em.”
“Aye,” agreed Jasper. An awkward quiet took hold; despite the vague and ominous declaration, no one chose to immediately press the issue. The solemnity of Jasper’s tone made clear his distress on the subject.
Ferris broke the silence. “So, what, we head north? Hole up, then?”
Jade turned to the east, thinking, watching as the diffuse light of dawn mounted a feeble assault against the cold gloom. “For now. For today, at least.”
Oort protested. “My Thinsel is east. Not north.”
“Aye, she is Oort. And if ye wish to see her again, ye’ll need to survive this day. We can’t head south, by your own word. Ain’t no way we make it the long way ’round G’naath westways, not in this weather. We can’t head east, not with–”
Oort interrupted, his tone again taking on an edge. “We canna head east ‘cause o’ what, one injured wolf?”
Jade stepped forward, leaning into Oort, all patience spent. “Aye, gnome. One mean injured wolf that damn near killed Kari and sent two of me scouts packin’! We will head east, but when we’re rested, and when I say it be time. I’ll hear no more on it.” She turned to her scouts. “Packs on. Ferris, lead the way. The rest of ye, follow close. We’ll march an hour and make camp; I want us well outta sight o’ any sentries that might come callin’.”
“Aye, Sarge.” Ferris led the way without further comment, trudging north through the blowing snow and between two copses of pines. Kari and Oort kept to his heels, also in silence. Jasper moved to follow but Jade reached for his elbow, holding him back until the rest were out of earshot.
“What happened in there, Jas?”
Jasper shook his head. “Oort and I had to take out a couple o’ guards. But that Cindra woman… she killed a dozen gnomes, Sarge.”
“Ye saw that? Truly? I thought she was naught but an old woman?”
“I didn’t see it, but I heard it, and before she did it she… ah, Sarge.” Jasper shuddered.  “Ferris be right. Woman’s a witch. Right powerful one. She drained what was left o’ life outta them two gnomes Oort and I took out and… well, I dunno if everything Oort and Thinsel said about them Elders be true, but I can tell ye this much: they ain’t gonna trouble no one no more. If she found ‘em, they be dead.”
“So, she might yet live, then? Should we not do what we can to get her outta G’naath?”
Jasper shook his head. “She said for us to make for the Grove. As if Belgorne weren’t even worth considerin’ anymore. Like she knew somethin’ we didn’t.”
“Like she knew Lat wanted Kari outta harm’s way, ye mean.”
“Maybe. Maybe somethin’ more.”
Jade began to follow the trail in the snow left by the others. Jasper matched her stride. “We may be named traitors now, Jas. Ye know that. Deserters, at least.”
“Aye. Which is the real reason ye ain’t takin’ us east.”
“No. That ain’t it at all. I ain’t takin’ us east because Lat wanted us outta Belgorne.”
“When ye plan on tellin’ Oort? And Ferris? Neither one of ‘em gonna be too keen on the idea. Ye know how Ferris feels ‘bout Nova.”
“Ferris’ll do his duty. As for Oort… well, I hate to say it, but–”
“But he ain’t our problem.”
Jade shook her head. “I was gonna say, he’ll need to make his own choice.”
The pair marched through the snow in silence for a turn before Jasper replied.
“That be the same thing, Sarge.”
~
“Ye all right back there, Lady Thinsel?”
“Oh, yeah, just dandy. Maybe yeh might wanna just hop up and down a bit more, see if ye can’t split me in half?”
“Sorry. Oughta get easier when we get outta these hills.”
“That’s what yeh said yesterday.”
“Hmph. How ‘bout yeh carry me instead, ye squeaky ol’ wheel?”
“Yer too fat by far. Might be I could roll yeh though, right down these hills, like a big fat ball o’ dough.”
Thinsel was far more comfortable riding the dwarf’s wide back than she let on, and Lux knew it. It had become a game, the two bickering periodically to pass the time, but more so to distract Nova. She had managed the previous day’s walk well enough, but her arm had swollen and reddened angrily overnight. Her fever had taken her from an agitated state at breakfast to a weary, disengaged attitude as the morning wore on. Since their noon meal, Nova seemed resigned to a sort of barely-wakeful trudge; no amount of squabbling between Thinsel and Lux could elicit a response from the injured dwarf woman.
“Hey, Nova,” called Lux. She did not reply.
“Nova!”
Nova stopped and turned to face Lux. Sweat dripped freely from her brow despite the falling snow and frigid temperature.
“I need a rest. Just a bit.”
Nova was still present enough to recognize the ploy. “We got a bit less than a day’s march ahead, if we keep good pace. Ye do not need a rest yet, Lux. Nor do I.”
“Well, I do!” said Thinsel. “Ain’t yeh hear me? This big oaf got too much spring in ’is step!”
Lux untied the strap that held Thinsel in place and let her down from his back. He approached his wounded friend. “Ye could do to take some water, and a few more herbs, Nova. Just a short rest now, a few turns.”
Nova nodded, too tired to argue.
Thinsel wobbled in place, nearly losing her balance. “Sheesh, Lux, it still feels like I’m bouncin’ on yer back!”
Nova and Lux immediately widened their stances, crouching.
Lux called to the gnome. “Tahrquake! Thinsel, to me!”
Thinsel hobbled over to Lux; she could barely stand even without the quake, the frostbite in her toes being as severe as it was. Lux reached for her and Nova, pulling them in close; the three grasped tightly to one another as the ground began to heave. A terror rising within the three held them stiff and silent; for Thinsel, what they experienced then was the most violent quake she had ever felt. For Lux and Nova, it was nothing compared to the last, the quake that all but destroyed the underground kingdom of Belgorne – but they had no way of knowing if it would intensify, and the thought of reliving the last quake froze their veins.
To their relief, it did not worsen. Within a turn the rolling of the land relented.
“Mawbottom, was that what yeh been feelin’ in Belgorne?” Thinsel asked, breathless.
Nova ignored the question, turning away to hide the tears of grief the quake had shaken loose from her eyes. She moved a few paces away and busied herself cleaning the snow from a fallen tree. Lux joined her and Thinsel limped to his side. The three took a seat upon the log to rest.
“Lady Thinsel, that were the least of the three so far,” replied Lux finally.  “By a long shot.”
Thinsel spoke after a long moment. “I canna say how sorry I am.”
“For?” asked Lux.
“Fer what my people done to your people. Fer the quakes. All of it.”
Lux shook his head. “Not your fault, Lady Thinsel. Wasn’t you to cast them spells, or whatever them Elders done.”
Thinsel did not reply, nor did Nova add her opinion. The three sat in silence, quietly battling their own fears and regrets, facing south into the grey-white Maw basin. Where snow did not cover land and tree, the ash of Fang did; no natural color was to be seen, no greens of shrub nor tree, no browns of dirt nor hide, no violet winter flowers to break up the monotony, no red specks of autumn berries left uneaten.
A tear rolled from the corner of Nova’s eye. She did not bother to wipe at it; it did not matter. Nothing mattered anymore. The world of Tahr was dying. This was not the temporary death of winter that allowed the world to rest and prepare for its colorful annual rebirth. This was no mere pause in the natural progression of life, no tragic but necessary recession as part of a virtuous cycle. This was Death, violent, final, and cruel, and it would soon claim the world. It would not even matter if her people invaded G’naath and claimed the tunnels as their own. Nothing would grow upon the poisoned carpet she saw before her. There would be no game nor greenery come spring. Freeze in the snow, die in battle with the gnomes, or starve in the tunnels of G’naath; one way or the other, she and everyone she knew would soon be gone, and the mighty dwarves of Belgorne would become less than a legend, never having found Stonarris, their very kingdom buried beneath a mountain, never again to see light or be seen. Blackness… final, serene blackness…
“Nova! Dammit Nova, wake up!” Lux shook and slapped at his friend; she would not wake. Thinsel pinched and prodded as well, to no avail.
“Nova, wake up! C’mon, ye lazy no-good dwarf! Wake up!”
“Lux,” said Thinsel. Lux continued worrying over Nova.
“Lux.”
Lux turned to face Thinsel.
“The fever’s takin’ ’er. Yeh gotta get her help. Now.”
Lux shook his head.
“I made yer husband a promise, Lady.”
“Yup. Yeh did. And yeh kept it best yeh could.”
“No! Dammit, one day’s march, Nova! One more day, and ye’ll be home!”
“She canna hear yeh, Lux. Yeh have to take ’er.”
Lux looked to the yellow-haired gnomish woman he had only the day before sworn to protect. He then looked to his dying comrade, his companion in arms for these many years, his fellow scout, his friend.
“I’ll be fine, Lux, sure as stone.” Thinsel said bravely. “I will.”
Lux shook his head. “No, Lady Thinsel, if I leave ye, ye’ll die, and we both know it.”




VI: THE FARMLANDS
The remnants of the farmhouse lay scattered, the possessions of the Hanse family reduced to a field of splintered debris. Those items which had not been drowned by the waters stored within Sienni’s imbued ruby or boiled into pulp by Sartean’s magical retort were utterly obliterated by the subsequent freezing and shattering of Mila’s own desperate counterspell.
A pang of regret assailed Mila’s conscience as she recalled how she had taken possession of the small house from the elderly Hanse couple those many cycles ago. Mila had paid a fair price for the house, to be sure; she had distributed the gold of Kehrlia liberally to all the farming folk displaced by the Flightfluid operation. Yet her payments did nothing to stem the tide of curses and tears that issued from the angry and heartbroken families. Worse, the conditions under which those families had subsequently been forced to leave was nothing short of cruelty. Once a farm had been taken, the family would then be given a choice: serve as laborers for the Flightfluid operation or be exiled south to the shores of the Sapphire. None were allowed to relocate to Mor; absolute secrecy was required for the phenarril cultivation campaign, and an exodus of farmers seeking new homesteads in Mor would raise too many questions.
Some had tried to defy the sorceress, pretending to ride south, turning east towards Mor when they believed they were far enough away to evade detection. Those poor souls who doubted the effectiveness of the Promise spells quickly discovered their error. First came the rashes; terrible patches of itchy skin and blistering boils that would respond to no salve. For those who did not immediately make the connection between the inflammations and the broken Promises, a fever would soon follow, bringing awful bouts of sweating, chills, and eventually dehydration. Most turned back west and south when the fevers struck, but not all. The Hanses, for example, were too old and weak to make the journey to the Sapphire, and they knew it. The newlywed Murrs had kin in Mor they could not bear to abandon. The stubborn Tinnith brothers simply refused to believe they could not outrun the binding magic. Eventually, usually within two days of the initial breaking of a Promise, the final phase of the spell would commence. The scores of suppurating blisters that, by then, would have covered a victim’s flesh would burst, permanently disfiguring the spell’s sufferers, often to the degree that even a close family member would be hard pressed to recognize them. Not that it would matter if they did; the smoldering fevers had an uncanny penchant for targeting the memories of one who had broken a Promise. Those fevers would continue unabated until they had burned away any recollection of where the wretched souls had come from, how they had become ill, or even who they had once been.
Mila had once rationalized those casualties, much as she had rationalized the deaths of those who became terminally addicted to Flightfluid at her influence; she had been upfront about the dangers, had she not? Now, as she knelt in the cold field where the Hanse farmhouse had once stood, weeping in guilt and frustration, she knew once and for all what she had become. Mila Felsin, Incantor of Kehrlia, truly understood the death and destruction she had caused, and in doing so finally acknowledged the futile irony of it all: in her single-minded obsession to never again allow Sartean D’Avers to destroy a life as her own had been destroyed, she had not merely followed in his murderous footsteps. She had, in all ways, surpassed him.
A large, calloused hand gently grasped the sorceress’ shoulder. Earl knelt beside her.
“It’s not over, Mila. We almost got ’im.”
Mila shook her head in response, too weary to explain what she was feeling.
“Damned close!” Yano agreed. “Blasted luck, that group showing up like it did. You were… well, we were brilliant!”
Sienni nodded. “I have to be honest, Mila. I thought this was a fool’s errand from the start. But I felt so terrible about what we’ve done here… I had to try. Earl and Yano are right. We very nearly defeated him, once and for all, and next time–”
“There will be no next time,” said Mila.
“Say again?” said Earl.
Mila wiped the tears from her face and stood, facing the three. “I said there will be no next time. Not for you.”
The three exchanged looks.
“Ah, Mila I know you’re disappointed that we didn’t succeed, but–”
“Disappointed, Yano? Is that what you suppose I’m feeling right now, disappointment? You know nothing! You… you wretched old man, Incantor under that bastard Sartean for decades, only now deciding you have the stones to stand up to him! And why now? Because a shapely little girl decided to do so first? What happened, did I shame you, little man? Or perhaps you thought you might just impress me with your bravery-come-lately, maybe earn yourself a look under my dress?”
Sienni came to his defense. “Mila, Yano isn’t like that, you–”
“Oh, isn’t he? So, he’s the one man in Tahr who isn’t driven by lust and evil? Please. And look at you. Poor little novice, suddenly growing a conscience. One doesn’t graduate as an Incantor without being a hateful, conniving little witch, Sienni. Stop pretending you’re some noble little idealist, innocently swept up in the machinations of Kehrlia. You’ve known for years what that vile tower is!”
“Mila!” scolded Earl. “These people just risked their lives to help you! What in Tahr is wrong with–”
“Do not defend these people, Earl. You have no idea what they are. I do.” The sorceress’ green eyes brimmed with tears of rage and regret. “And I know what I am. Worse than the rest. Worst of them all. I want you to leave. All of you. Leave me.”
“You can’t beat him alone, Mila–”
“And what would you know of it, wagon loader? Do not presume to explain to me the business of magic!”
“Mila, I only meant–”
“It does not matter what you mean, Earl. You are out of your element. All of you are. I have told you to leave me. Go where you will, do what you like, but go now.”
Earl reached out a hand. “Mila–”
The sorceress waved a dismissive hand at Earl. A gust of power shoved him backwards into Yano and Sienni. The three staggered but kept their feet as a threatening, emerald glow began to emanate from Mila’s watery eyes.
The wagon loader regained his composure and straightened, looking down one last time at the enigmatic woman he had quite nearly called friend.
“He will kill you, Mila Felsin. And you will die alone.”
Mila closed her eyes as Earl turned away. Neither Yano nor Sienni dared speak; they turned as well, following Earl to the encampment where the three Incantors had awaited Sartean’s arrival. The sorceress stood in her tattered silver robes, unmoving in the cold field for several long turns. She held her eyes closed, pinching them tightly against the frigid air from without and against the bitter tears from within, as if by doing so she could somehow prevent time from passing, for she knew: with every moment that did pass, with every step Earl the wagon loader took away from her, she became more truly and utterly alone.
It is for the best, she decided at last, when, finally, her eyes gave up on the idea that crying would somehow change her fate. Tears would not absolve her guilt at spending her miserable life becoming that which she despised and, most recently, cruelly insulting the only allies she had ever known in that miserable life. She therefore opened those eyes, resolving to cry no more, at least not on this day.
Mila took one last look at the remnants of the farmhouse. Almost nothing of value remained intact, but there were a few items she could salvage. First, her gems. A simple spell gathered them to her, a dozen gems of varying size and type floating into her hand from among the debris. She would need a tent, and a blanket, and a change of clothes, but those were in the encampment, where Earl had gone. I will make do, she decided, knowing she could rely on her magic for warmth. She began to make for the Morline, considering the fates of Earl, Yano, and Sienni. She hoped that the three would be wise enough to head for the Sapphire, that they would run as far from Mor and Sartean D’Avers as they could possibly go. The swamps would prove no foil for Yano and Sienni. Earl would hold his own easily against the thugs and thieves of the coastal towns. Yes, they will be fine, if they travel south, and truly, where else could they go? They could never return to Mor, not while Sartean lived. They could not seek refuge in Thornwood, not after the encounter with the princess. What odd luck! The Princess of Thornwood, the Firstson of Belgorne, here!
But... was it luck? Mila frowned as she walked, considering the matter. No, not luck. Luck is not that strange. Mila recalled an elven adage she had once heard, or perhaps read, she could not remember. ‘When events align, seek the design…’
As for odd events… Mila considered that there had been more than enough for even the least paranoid person to begin looking for patterns. Strange omens throughout Tahr. Unnatural fires, seeming to originate within the very ground, burning through roots and trunks of trees yet never catching to ignite into wildfire. The reawakening of Fang and a continuous storm of lightning at its mouth to rival any display of power Mila could have ever imagined.  Two violent tahrquakes, rumored to have decimated both Thornwood and Belgorne, only managing a comparatively mild disruption in Mor, and by some accounts, leaving G’naath wholly untouched. And now, at the very moment when the two most powerful Incantors of Mor were facing one another in lethal battle, the Princess of Thornwood and the Firstson of Belgorne appeared to interrupt the fray, with a gnome girl and a young man of Mor in tow.
And they had magic, Mila reminded herself. Not merely elven magic, which, in any case, would not have explained the waves of power emanating from the blonde man, the pigtailed gnome, and the dwarven prince. No, this magic was… familiar. Not unlike my own.
But how could that be? There had not been a sorcerer or sorceress in... well, certainly in centuries. Longer, perhaps. Yet Mila was certain she was precisely that – a sorceress, a natural wielder of magic, one born with an innate ability to control the elements of life and transform one’s will into reality. She had never recognized the scent of it on another, not once, not at any point in her life. Mila had spent all of her adolescence and early adulthood in the company of wizards. No discipline of magic existed that she had not sampled, or at the very least, witnessed being employed. Yet in all those years, not once had she sensed the same sort of innate magic in another as she possessed. Not until today, and then suddenly, an elf, a dwarf, a gnome, and a man, all bearing the same scent of sorcery, all in one another’s company. No, she decided. This was not luck. This was a drawing. How did they find one another? And do they know?
As Mila approached the trail that ran parallel to the Morline, she knew she must make a decision: follow the scent of sorcery to the west and seek answers to these questions, or head east to again confront her foe, for what would certainly be the last time, no matter the result of their meeting.
It took less than a breath for Mila to make up her mind.




VII: WEST MORLINE
Shyla stroked Wolf’s black fur and scratched his head and ears as he rode in her lap, cognizant of the animal’s discomfort and impatience to dismount Spirit. After several experimentations, the three had settled on the current riding configuration as best: J’arn at the reins, Shyla at the rear of the oversized saddle, and Wolf nestled between them. At the beginning of the ride each day Wolf would often be found whining and pawing at Spirit’s hindlegs, anxious to be handed up to Shyla and to begin their journey. Each time they mounted, for the first hour or so, Wolf would stand in the saddle, his front paws resting on J’arn shoulders, his tongue hanging out, lines of drool sopping the dwarf’s shoulders and neck. J’arn did not mind the drool overmuch. He did, however, soon develop the habit of stuffing his ears with cotton; Wolf took quite seriously the job of barking at whatever needed barking at, and only once he was satisfied that the denizens of the forest were adequately advised to mind their manners and stay clear of the trail would the loud, sharp warnings relent.
Above all else, Wolf took it upon himself to warn the group of the fires. They had come within sniffing distance of several of the odd burning patches that peppered the surface of Tahr since they left the Grove, and Wolf despised the odor. Through their Bond Shyla could tell that, to Wolf’s sensitive nose, the fires were far from ordinary. To Wolf, they smelled very much unlike camp fires, or of cooking food… those were happy smells, home smells, friend smells. These were dark smells, acrid smells, angry smells.  They made Wolf angry, which to Shyla was quite disconcerting, for Wolf’s fury was very unlike any anger she had felt in her own heart. It was a murderous anger, a hate-filled ire for whatever the thing was that had lit those fires. Anyone listening could tell the difference in his barks when Wolf sensed a fire, but Shyla felt his rage as if it was her own. When Shyla finally recognized what was upsetting him so and explained it to her companions, the company from the Grove expressed as one that they were glad to have Wolf along for the trip. The thought brought Shyla pride, that her friends would see Wolf’s worth as she did, and in turn, she shared that pride with Wolf through their Bond. She could not swear to it, but if asked how she thought Wolf felt about that pride, she would say that he appeared to feel indignant that it took them so long to come around.
Upon successfully warning the group of danger or warding off whatever potential enemies might dare approach, Wolf would finally cease his barking and begin the ritual of turning circles in Shyla’s lap until he could find a comfortable position within which to settle. When the company took breaks from the saddle, either to eat, stretch their legs, or allow Wolf to relieve himself, the procedure would repeat anew: perching, drooling, barking, sleeping. Wolf’s tolerance for horseback riding was a matter of some awe for everyone in the group aside from Shyla, who had no reason to believe that a dog would not take naturally to the saddle.
Today Wolf’s endurance, however, was finally nearing an end, and Shyla knew it. They had ridden without making camp for a day and a half, and despite the calming effect of the Bond, the animal’s stamina had been stretched to its limits. More than once Shyla had needed to intervene to prevent Wolf from sliding out of her lap, and the gnome was now struggling to keep her own eyes open. It would only be a matter of time before Wolf or Shyla fell from the saddle.
“J’arn. Wolf’s had it. Me, too.”
The prince turned his head briefly to acknowledge Shyla. “Aye. ’Cept we can’t stop, I don’t think.”
“Mawbottom we can’t. I ain’t nobody’s prisoner.”
“No, ye ain’t, but Shyla, if we stop to sleep, we’ll be buried in snow by the time we wake up.”
“So? Then we dig out of it.”
“Aye, and then the ride’ll be slow the rest o’ the way.”
Shyla pinched J’arn firmly in the side.
“Ow!”
“It’ll be a lot slower if I fall off this horse and get stomped on!”
“All right! Hang on, let’s see what Miss Trellia has to say.”
J’arn urged Spirit up the trail and pulled alongside Trellia and her roan mount.
“We cannot stop, Prince J’arn,” Trellia said before the dwarf could speak.
Shyla was unfazed. “Well, maybe you canna, but I’m stoppin’, Miss Trellia, me an’ Wolf. Sure as stone, soon as we get to a clearin’.”
Lucan rode close, as did Aria. Lucan called out. “Finally stopping? About time!”
“Like whining children, fools each of you! Fine, we will camp at the next clearing.” Trellia brought Callan to a canter, hurrying ahead to pass the news to Mikallis.
“She’s the fool, if she thinks we can ride forever,” said Lucan, derision thick in his tone. The riders eased their pace to allow for conversation.
“Vicaris Trellia is no fool, Lucan,” said Aria. “If she is insisting we go on, despite our fatigue, she must have a reason.”
“Aye, she must,” agreed J’arn. “But we ain’t all elves, Princess. Reason or no, if we fall from the saddle, we won’t get to Eyreloch any faster.”
“How much farther is it, anyways?” asked Shyla.
“Few days, I think, yeah?” said Lucan.
“All depends on the weather,” said Aria. “Trellia was hoping we could ride on until we make the Elms, near to dawn tomorrow.”
“Ain’t happenin’,” Shyla said.
Aria shot Shyla a glance. “It would appear not. If this storm that dogs us is as severe as Trellia and I fear, our pace may be cut considerably, by at least two days to the Elms of Eyre. From there, it’s another half day to the Falls. From there… well, that’s up to the Airies.”
“How do ye mean?” asked J’arn.
“I mean… well, perhaps it would be best if Trellia explains it,” said Aria.
A few strides ahead, Mikallis and Triumph waited on the trail.
“There is a small clearing just ahead,” Mikallis said, his tone scornful. “But we are fools to stop now. I suppose it was you that could not maintain the pace, Lucan not-Thorne?”
“No, yeh dungeater, it was me!” countered Shyla. “Me an’ Wolf. Why yeh gotta always be so mean to Lucan?”
“It’s all right, Shyla. No need to defend me. I, for one, am quite impressed with elven endurance. Mikallis, as I understand it, you came down to the Grove from Thornwood at a gallop the whole way, huh?”
Mikallis nodded. “Near enough to it, yes.”
“Yes, definitely impressive,” said Lucan, smiling. “But… didn’t you arrive, what, a day behind Aria and Trellia?”
“Lucan, don’t–” said Aria.
“Perhaps that’s just the elven way, the males being somewhat inferior, I mean?”
Aria’s warning came too late. Mikallis leapt from Triumph in a single, fluid motion.
“Dismount, coward, and I will show you who is inferior!”
Lucan made no move to take the bait, maneuvering Hope around the incensed elven captain as if he were not even worth slowing for. “Ah, you take offense too soon, dear Captain,” he said as he passed, smiling. “I meant only that elven women are a wonder to behold.” Lucan flashed a scandalous wink at Aria. The captain did not miss it, nor did he miss the reddening in Aria’s cheeks. The princess moved Sera between the captain and Hope, her order to Mikallis to stand down issued with only a glance.
J’arn could not suppress a soft chuckle. After they moved out of earshot, he turned to Lucan. “He’s gonna murder you, that one,” said the prince.
Lucan shrugged. “He just might try.”
“No ‘might’ about it.”
“Well, if he does, I guess we’ll see how it turns out. No matter who wins, though, there won’t be a question anymore about who’s the better man, will there?”
“Mawbottom, Lucan, that’s a big price to pay for yer pride,” said Shyla.
“I’ve done him no wrong, Shyla, but he hates me for who I am. For where I come from. For not being an elf. I have no quarrel with him. This isn’t about my pride, it’s about his.”
“Elves have a lot o’ reasons to not like people of Mor, Lucan.”
“Do they, J’arn? Which people, exactly? Because I’m fairly damned sure I’ve never harmed a hair on an elf’s head, all my life, nor so much as had an unkind word for one, save our good captain here.”
“It’s not about what you’ve done, Lucan. Your peoples have warred with one another many a time over the centuries, and from the elves’ perspective–”
“And I say again, what business is that of mine? Or his, for that matter? Gnomes and dwarves have had their wars. Why don’t you just knock Shyla off the back of Spirit next time she falls asleep, and claim vengeance for Belgorne?”
J’arn scoffed. “C’mon, now, that be ridiculous.”
Lucan shook his head in resignation. “You don’t say.”
“Might be we’re all just a bit tired,” Shyla offered.
“Aye, a bit tired,” agreed J’arn.
“Oh, certainly,” said Lucan. “I’ll bet old Mikallis and I will be chums after a nap.” The companions reached the clearing and left the trail. Trellia had a fire going almost immediately. As the company began to pitch tents in exhausted silence, she was about to urge them to gather around the fire when Wolf suddenly dropped to his haunches, the hair on his neck standing up as he issued a low, threatening growl.
“Aww, Mawbottom, not again,” said Shyla, her Bond with Wolf instantly warning her of the danger. “Tahrcracker!”
The third quake rocked the ground beneath the company and swayed the surrounding trees, but gently so, and before anyone had time to remark on how different the quake had been from its predecessors, it was over.
“ ‘Quakes of three,’ ”
quoted Lucan in an ominous tone.
“Indeed,” agreed Trellia.
“Is that it, then?” asked J’arn. “That be the third quake? Wasn’t much o’–”
A sudden, plaintive howl from Wolf raised bumps on the flesh of each member of the company, but none was more intensely affected than Shyla, who fell to a knee.
Lucan reached a hand towards the gnome. “Shyla? Are you all–”
Shyla produced a miserable, mournfully inhuman tone in harmony with Wolf. Trellia gasped, appearing to recognize something in the desolate sound. Mikallis covered his ears. The haunting discord of the two notes brought tears to Aria’s eyes. Both J’arn and Lucan joined Shyla in taking a knee, their legs buckling under the weight of an unexpected and terrible sorrow. For several long moments, Shyla and Wolf continued their pitiful, forlorn song, until Wolf lay down beside his friend and began licking his paws nervously.
Trellia moved beside Shyla, whose cheeks were drenched in tears. She lifted her face to the Vicaris, her moist pink eyes wordlessly begging Trellia to put an end to some unspoken agony.
“What did you feel, Shyla Greykin? Please, you must say it aloud, now, before it fades.”
Shyla closed her eyes, grimacing. “I…. I felt a dyin’.”
Trellia shuddered. “A… dying? Of who? Who died, Shyla?”
Shyla shook her head. “No. Not who.”
The Vicaris placed a hand on Shyla’s arm, trying to convey some degree of comfort. “A thing, then, Shyla? Something dying?”
Shyla shook her head. Trellia knew then to wait, to allow the gnome a moment to find the right words. A turn later, she did.
“A dyin’ of all things, of all hope, of all that’s ever been. But… not just that. Not just dyin’.” Wolf let out a pathetic whine.
Trellia moved a wisp of hair from Shyla’s eyes. The gnome shied away, eyes shut against whatever assailed her.
“What else, Shyla? What else did you feel?”
Shyla opened her eyes and beheld Trellia. The fear etched in the little gnome’s features broke Trellia’s heart.
“A birth,” Shyla replied.
“A birth?” asked Trellia. “A birth of what?”
Shyla shook her head.
“It’s all right, you can say it.”
“You don’t understand. I canna say it. It… it ain’t got a real name.”
“What doesn’t, dear? What doesn’t have a name?”
Shyla turned to face the rest of the company. They huddled near, listening, watching, expectant and afraid.
“Watch.”
Shyla sent a flash of thoughts and images to the minds of her companions. They each recoiled save Trellia, who leaned in closer, her face fingers from the gnome girl’s own.
“How did you see this? I do not understand.”
“I didn’t see it. Wolf saw it, comin’ outta Fang. Or, well, I mean, sorta. I think it came to ‘im, like a dream maybe? I don’t know.”
“Is this a true vision, Shyla Greykin? Can you tell, somehow?”
Shyla swallowed. “‘I can tell. ‘Tis true, Lady Trellia. Leastways Wolf thinks it is.”
Lucan was the first to ask aloud. “Vicaris… what... what in Fury was that black… thing?”
Again, Wolf whined. Shyla placed a calming hand on his neck.
Trellia shook her head. “I have absolutely no idea.”




VIII:  KEHRLIA
Sartean awoke covered in sweat, shaking, screaming.
“What did you do to me!”
“I did nothing, Master, please, calm down–”
Sartean threw off his blanket and lunged for Jarriah, missing him, falling from the couch to his knees.
“My mind… it burns! What is this horror?”
Jarriah retreated to the far side of the room, attempting a soothing tone in reply. “It is the potion, Master. You are withdrawing. It will pass.”
“Give me more, then! Oh, I cannot bear this!” Sartean began to crawl towards the apprentice.
“You must not drink more, this will pass!”
Sartean lifted his gaze to the young would-be Incantor. Pinpoint pupils in dark irises danced in mad rhythms, darting this way and that within the reddened, veiny orbs. The master of Kehrlia growled and ground his teeth, curling back his lips like a cornered animal.
“You will bring me more or die here and now!”
Jarriah swallowed, knowing without question that Sartean was moments away from ending his life. He reached into his robe and extracted a small phial containing a day’s dose of the powerful potion.
“Here… do not take too–”
Sartean snatched the phial away from Jarriah. Trembling hands fumbled with the stopper; his fingers were useless, completely unequal to the task. Sartean extended the bottle to Jarriah, the wizard’s terrible visage of anger replaced with a pitiable, pleading look. Jarriah reached to help, but Sartean dropped the glass onto the marble floor. The bottle shattered.
Jarriah dove behind Sartean’s desk, partially to avoid any spell that the wizard might then cast in rage, but also to retrieve another bottle from the desk. He opened a drawer and withdrew another bottle, shocked to discover that he was still alive to do so. As he stood again to give the potion to his master, he discovered why it was that he still lived.
Sartean D’Avers was too busy to kill Jarriah. The Master of Kehrlia was again on his knees, slurping the spilled Flightfluid from the floor of the library. Jarriah noticed with horror that the clear liquid mess had turned pink. Sartean did not bother to avoid the shards of glass that floated within the spilled liquid; the wizard’s lips and tongue were a mess of red. When the last vestiges of the potion were licked from the floor, Sartean looked up to see the second bottle in Jarriah’s hand.
“More.”
Sartean drank the second does in a single swallow and threw the bottle against the wall, rising.
“YESSSS! Get me more!”
Jarriah reached for Sartean. “Master… please, you must–”
Sartean struck the apprentice with a vicious backhand, sending him reeling against the wall. He stood in the center of the library, huffing, panting as the potion coursed its way through his veins, sating the terrible thirst. A turn passed, then another before Sartean finally looked up and again became aware of his surroundings. Jarriah remained slumped against the wall, unmoving, afraid to draw attention to himself.
“Come, Jarriah,” said Sartean. “Come, I will not harm you. I was not myself for a moment. Come, now, do not just cower there like a rat.”
Jarriah stood. Sartean could see that he had split the apprentice’s lip. With a wave of his hand, Sartean healed the injury.
“There. Now come! We have much to do!” Sartean moved to leave the library.
“Master!”
“What is it now, Jarriah!”
“You are naked!”
Sartean looked down at himself. “Ha! So I am.” He continued out the door.
~
An hour later Sartean stood in his blackest robes on the first landing of the steps within the vestibule of Kehrlia. Before him stood near to a hundred Incantors and apprentices. Jarriah had preceded him from his chambers by a few moments, announcing that the address would soon begin. Sartean waited for Jarriah to descend the steps and join the others before he began speaking. When he did, his voice rode currents of wrath.
“Many of you have betrayed me.”
The accusation reverberated in the vestibule, rebounding off the concave marbled walls as if the words themselves sought suitable targets. Sartean wore a hideous grin as he watched the fear take hold. It required no magical effort to know which of those present had refused him entry to Kehrlia in his time of need. The guilty parties all wore the same expressions: they expected to die. Sartean stepped forward and raised his voice.
“I would expect nothing less. You are Incantors of Kehrlia! You are not the dogs of Mor, drooling under the table for scraps! You are not sheep, patiently waiting to be led to the slaughter! You are wolves! You take that which is to be yours! You fear no man, nor should you!”
Sartean took a breath, allowing the idea to take root. More than a few clearly remained terrified, certain that the wizard was employing some ruse. Sartean’s smile returned.
“Yes, I see that many of you fear me. And you should. Because you are inferior. You do not command the magic I command. And thus, those of you in possession of but a shred of wisdom will know your place. But that is your place as measured against the master of Kehrlia. Tell me, what is your place when measured against the sheep and dogs of Mor?” Sartean paused, a scowl of disdain taking shape on his face as he surveyed his subordinates. “Look at you! Serving as house wizards! Retainers in the employ of the aristocrats of Mor, as if you could not wish them from existence!” Sartean scanned the crowd for a face, finding it. “You, Incantor Tallis. Tell us how you spend your days in Kehrlia.”
“I, ah, well–”
“Are you a sheep? Speak like an Incantor of Kehrlia!”
The man cleared his throat. “I process the requests of the citizenry, Master.”
“What does that mean?” Sartean pressed.
“It means that when someone in Mor requires the assistance of a wizard, but cannot afford to hire one, they submit a request in writing, and I sort through them, prioritizing–”
“And what sort of requests have you been processing lately, Tallis? Since the last quake?”
“They are all the same, Master. Deliverance from the abomination that emerged from Fang, wards to protect homes, magical weapons with which to–”
“Thank you. Tell me, Incantors of Kehrlia, what do you hear?”
The vestibule fell silent; none responded.
Sartean shook his head. “Has anyone a turnglass?”
Several Incantors reached into their robes, withdrawing sand-filled glasses. Sartean waved a hand, drawing one through the air to him. He set the timekeeping device on the rail before him and set the sands to fall. No one noticed the shaking in his hands.
“I will slay one Incantor each turn until I hear a suitable response. I ask you again: when you hear Tallis’ report, what do you hear?”
“Fear!” said one.
“Wrong!”
“Pain!” said another.
“Wrong!”
“Suffering and panic!”
“Wrong and wrong! Have I no wolves here today? Are you all sheep and dogs? What do you hear!?”
The sands continued to fall. Sartean lifted his left hand; within it a ball of fire began to form. Terror-filled moments passed like days as the assembled Incantors struggled to find the right answer while simultaneously watching the turnglass, wondering if it would be them to shortly die. An impossible silence lingered in the vestibule; one could almost hear each sand slide through the narrow passage in the glass. Sartean turned his gaze to the crowd, seeking a target.
“Opportunity,” someone said.
The flame in Sartean’s hand puffed out.
“What? Who said that?”
Jarriah raised a hand.
“Ah, I could have guessed it would be you. Say that again, Incantor Jarriah.”
“Ah, you mean ‘apprentice’, Master?” said a young woman, a recently graduated Incantor whose name Sartean could not recall.
The ball of fire returned to Sartean’s hand briefly before it sped towards the unnamed Incantor. The flame stopped mere fingers from the woman’s face.
“Do I?”
The woman fell to her knees. “No, I… forgive me.”
Sartean frowned in disgust at the woman’s cowardice as she crumpled in fear.
“You,” said Sartean, “are no wolf.”
The ball of flame became a hand, its fingers became tendrils, their tips darting towards the woman’s mouth, nostrils, and eyes. The young Incantor had barely time to inhale, but no time to scream. The flame hollowed out her skull in less than the time it took for her lungs to empty. As she fell to the cold floor the Incantors near her edged warily away.
“Incantor Jarriah, you were saying?”
Jarriah swallowed but held his composure. “Opportunity, Master. If all of Mor seeks the succor of Kehrlia, and Halsen is no more, we are well positioned, I would think.”
Sartean nodded. “And you would be right.” He raised his voice. “Do you hear now, Incantors of Kehrlia? The kingdom of Mor has no leader! Its people have no direction; they flap and flail like a banner in the breeze! Out of the mouth of Fang has been borne no beast, but rather a blessing! For who can slay it? Who possesses the power to confront such things? The army of Mor? Certainly not. The rangers of Thornwood? The druids of the Grove? Not even if they were to act in concert. So, who do they beseech? Kehrlia. Upon whom do they rely? Kehrlia! To whom do the sheep and dogs of Mor come crying when confronted with power they cannot comprehend? To Kerhlia!”
The wizard straightened his posture and cast an inaudible enchantment. He appeared to grow taller; his voice took on a powerful, crystalline timbre. Where the wizard’s presence had been deserving of rapt attention a moment before, it now commanded it.
“And so, I ask you, my fellow masters of the elements: if you remain in service to these, the dogs of Mor who whine at shadows, the sheep who scatter and tremble without a shepherd… if you are subordinate to these, Incantors of Kehrlia, then
what does that make you?”




IX: EAST MORLINE
As far east as Fang, the Mawline trail, as taken from Mor, turned to the southeast, still roughly parallel to the Morline, but unlike the great river it continued in that direction until it terminated at the southern jaw of the Maw. Near to that meandering turn a fork in the trail offered a path to the northeast, heading more or less towards the river, and then directly east, on towards the easternmost outpost of the soldiery of Mor. There one would find a crossing, a small contingent of soldiers, and a stable. The soldiers of Mor assigned to the remote garrison were commonly referred to as the Molar men, for if the mountains of the Maw truly resembled the jaws of a great beast, the outpost would have indicated that one had made it past the bicuspids.
Given the time and leisure to do so, Barris would have preferred to make for the Molar’s outpost and share reports with the garrison there before meeting up with his knights, who would most likely be planning to rendezvous with the Rangers of Thornwood just east of Fang, north of the Morline. He very much wanted a first-hand report of what had been transpiring in the eastern Maw, and knew the men there well enough to trust a straightforward accounting. He would also have been able to inform Captain Marion of the troubles in Mor; the man had a wife and young daughter in the capital, and certainly several of those assigned to the Molar had kin in danger as well. To Barris’ mind, they deserved the opportunity to decide whether to abandon their posts and ensure the safety of their families. With Halsen likely dead, the undisciplined army of Mor would almost certainly be in disarray, and quite possibly in the process of disbanding. Despite his own considerable experience with military discipline, Barris allowed that in such times one’s duties were not so clear.
His duty, however, was not unclear. Barris needed to get Nikalus to a healer as soon as possible; the boy had fared well enough since his fall the previous day, tolerating the onnium better than Barris had hoped. He had rested poorly during the night, however, suffering not only from the pain but from the odd dreams the onnium had stirred, and Barris knew the boy had been behaving far too bravely, given the agony he must certainly be in. Nikalus clearly idolized Barris, and so did his best to not complain or show that he was in pain. Yet Barris saw the winces that matched each beat of Champ’s gait, and the sight of the boy in pain troubled his heart; the decision to turn northeast was made for him.
Twice now, in as many cycles, I find myself rushing a boy to safety, thought Barris as they rode. No, that was not exactly accurate. Young as he was in comparison to Barris, Lucan was not a boy. He was a young man, one whom Barris had, to some degree, misjudged. He was no thief, to be sure; Barris believed his tale of how he came to be in the company of Hope. He had certainly displayed some bravery, some sense of duty, in his willingness to embark on the journey to Eyreloch. At the very least, the young man possessed a sense of adventure, which to Barris’ mind was a moral not far removed from courage. And such magic, Barris admired. Lucan’s talent with a dagger was certainly a skill well-honed and could not be wholly attributed to the magic he wielded, particularly considering that Lucan was scarcely aware he did wield magic. Yet wield it he did, and no small amount. Barris would have liked to train the young man; his natural and instant bond with Hope indicated that, were he an elf, he would have made an excellent candidate for the knighthood, if measured only by his aptitude.
Yet, Barris reminded himself, aptitude was but one of many traits that suited one to wear the Brooch. Despite Lucan’s skills and apparent courage, Barris sensed the young man was afflicted by ghosts, a dangerous condition for one who would be given so much responsibility. He also acknowledged that it would require more than merely a firm hand to rein in Lucan’s independent streak – the young man had, as far as Barris knew, never been accountable to anyone but himself.
Barris dismissed the exercise as academic; Lucan was no elf, nor had he grown up in Thornwood, and thus would never be trained as a knight. Neither would the young boy who was now in his care, despite his eagerness to serve and follow in Barris’ footsteps. Barris had not been exactly truthful when he had told Nikalus that an elf took no squire; in a literal sense, the statement was true, for no title of squire existed in the ranks of the Thornwood military. In practice, however, most all knights took special interest in training a young soldier at some point, as Barris had with Mikallis. The First Knight had just returned from an extended period of travel when Mikallis was still yet a toddler, recently adopted by the Citadel as an orphan. The boy dogged his heels from the moment Terrias introduced the two.
~
“This,” the queen said to the little boy in her lap, “is Sir Barris, First Knight of Thornwood, the bravest, most honorable knight in all the North. Say ‘hello, Sir Barris’!”
The dark-haired boy grinned. “’Lo, Sbarriz!”
The moment was to become one of the most special of Barris’s life, on two counts. The first being the moment in which he met Mikallis Elmshadow, the orphan boy whom he today loved as he would his own natural born son. The second, for the look on Terrias Evanti’s face as she spoke the flattering praise. He would not forget the memory if he lived to see a thousand years, his queen’s blue eyes lifting to meet his own as she spoke, a wisp of platinum hair framing her face just so, a smile playing on her lips, a new smile, a sweet yet desirous expression that Barris had never seen on the face of his queen, one that he, at first, believed to reflect his own love and longing. His heart had stopped then, and if the boy had not been in Terrias’ lap, Barris would have surely forgotten his place, pulled Terrias into his arms, and kissed her until they fell breathless to the floor.
Yet the moment passed, and he did not kiss his queen that day, nor any day since. Sir Marchion brought word, not a turn later, that Halsen had begun rounding up elves in Mor; no one knew to what end. The king of Mor also loved Terrias Evanti, and since she had rebuffed him two decades earlier, the spoiled young man had gradually evolved from an overzealous admirer into a maddened animal over the issue. It was widely believed that Halsen possessed the Fever for Terrias Evanti, which would be impossible if he did not possess some degree of Elven blood. No one knew where in his lineage the blood had come from, but there was little doubt; his terrible obsession for the queen of Thornwood was beyond natural.
Barris had then been immediately dispatched to Mor to negotiate for the release of the dozen or so captured elves. Halsen was unapologetic when he explained to Barris and Sir Marchion that the elves would be executed, one by one each zenith, until Terrias Evanti replied to his letters. Word was sent to Thornwood, and before the next zenith a messenger had arrived in Mor with the queen’s reply. She did not bother to address the letter, nor sign it.
Do not waste your devotion on me. I am in love with another and pledged to be wed. You shall never again dare to assume my affection.

The army of Thornwood marches on Mor. You will release my elves immediately, or they will continue their march, and by the First Father I do swear that I have ordered my soldiers to take you alive, at any cost. I will make your death last years. Your screams of pain will serve as a warning to all who would ever dare offend the people of Thornwood.

Only the return of my elves will prevent this. Should the forward ranks of my army reach the Morline before I receive word that First Knight Barris, Sir Marchion, and the innocent elves you have unlawfully seized are safely out of Mor, then your doom shall be sealed and unalterable.

When Barris returned to Thornwood, Sir Marchion and the captured elves in tow, he fully expected Queen Evanti to confide in him that she had invented the story of her engagement to dissuade Halsen’s affections. He planned to proudly state that he had discharged his most recent duty, and finally, for good or for ill, he would muster the courage to tell his queen that he was in love with her. Instead, he arrived to find the Citadel adorned in pomp and gaiety.
“Have you not heard, Sir Barris?” someone said. “How wonderful!” said another.
What seemed like all the elves of the Wood had come to the capital to celebrate the announcement of the queen’s engagement to Paleno Greensward, a healer in the employ of the Citadel. Barris had known the man for decades and had never once seen him in the private company of his queen. She had never spoken of him. He had never spoken of her. Barris fell to a knee at the steps of the castle; a crushing despair threatened to drive him into the very ground as the realization took hold. Not only was he to never be wed to his lifelong love, but the woman he thought he knew best in the world, and who he thought knew him best, clearly had an entirely separate life to which he had not been privy, and in that life existed the one who did know her best, the true recipient of her love and affections.
For the briefest of moments, Barris pitied Halsen. How terrible, to love someone who you knew would never love you in return… Up to that instant, there before the Citadel, Barris had always believed that the day would come, the moment would arrive when he would have earned his queen’s respect, warranted her fondness, kindled her desire. Yet the letter she had written Halsen – the first part, at least – might well have been addressed to Barris himself. It was then that the knight realized: she must have known he would be the first to read the letter.
And that is why she did not address it.
A small hand tugged at Barris’ long, black ponytail as he knelt, sobbing. Barris turned and looked up to see the young Mikallis smiling back at him.
“Home, Sbarriz! Home!”
Barris smiled through a cascade of tears. He wiped his face with a sleeve and replied to the child.
“Yes, little one. Sir Barris is home. But I will not be staying long.”
And I will never again cry over Terrias Evanti, he swore silently.
~
“Sir Barris?”
Barris shook his head, dispelling the daydream.
“I’m sorry, what’s that Nikalus?”
“Said I’m cold, sir. Can we stop and get one o’ them blankets out?”
“Of course.” Barris urged Phantom to a halt, noting that the temperature had indeed fallen. The snow had ended the night before, and despite an overcast sky, Barris did not believe more was coming. The colder, drier winds from the east confirmed it. The knight scanned the sky to get his bearings; the grey extended in every direction, making it difficult to see where the clouds of weather and the clouds from Fang intersected, but given their pace, he assumed they were roughly a day’s ride from where they would make contact with the Rangers. It was late afternoon, and the dark of night would come quickly, particularly given the weather that had moved to the west.
“Let us make our camp here, Nikalus. How does that sound?”
“Right here? On the trail?”
Barris nodded. “No one will harm us here, and I would prefer we not take the horses off the trail. We cannot see what is beneath the snow. You must remember that, Nikalus. Do not ride unfamiliar terrain in the snow if you can help it; you will almost certainly injure your horse.”
“I know’d that, Sir Barris. Did ya forget I been workin’ with horses all my life?”
Barris chuckled. “Oh, yes, forgive me. All your life, well, what was I thinking?”
Nikalus shot Barris a look. “You’re makin’ fun.”
Barris smiled as he dismounted Phantom and retrieved a blanket. “Only a little, young sir.” He laid the blanket at the base of a large oak a few paces off the trail and moved to help Nikalus from the saddle. “Come now.”
Nikalus yelped as he climbed off Champ’s back and into Barris’ waiting arms. He looked away quickly, ashamed.
“Sorry,” Nikalus said. “Still hurts some, is all.”
“Your leg is broken, Nikalus. If it were me, I would certainly be crying.”
“You would?”
Barris set the boy on the blanket.
“Without question. A broken shin is one of the most painful injuries one can have.”
“Well, maybe, but would you cry? I mean, you?”
Barris busied himself with their tent as he replied. “Nikalus, I have cried many, many times in my life. Not only when my body hurt, but even sometimes when I have been sad.”
“No way! You? But… but you’re a knight! I mean, you’re the First Knight!”
Barris nodded as he stomped a stake into the cold dirt. He turned to Nikalus.
“I have but one rule when it comes to crying, Nikalus, and I will tell you my rule, but first, I would tell you a joke, if you will hear it.”
“Sure, I love jokes!”
Barris smiled and took a knee.
“Why did the young strawberry cry?”
“I dunno, why?”
“Because his parents were in a jam!”
Nikalus cocked his head as he worked out the pun, breaking into musical laughter when he did so.
“That’s a good joke!”
Barris chuckled as well, the boy’s laugh proving contagious. “Thank you. Would you care to hear another?”
“Yes! Please!”
“Very well. Why did the young strawberry cry?”
Nikalus frowned, confused. “Uh, I dunno, why?”
“Because his parents were in a jam!”
The young boy stared at Barris as if he had been struck.
“Uh, you feelin’ all right, Sir Barris?”
“Certainly. Why do you ask?”
“C’mon, now! You just told me the same joke twice!”
“So?”
“So? Well, it ain’t funny the second time!”
Barris smiled. He stood and patted the young boy’s head. “And that, young Nikalus, is my rule about crying. If we will not laugh twice over the same joke, we must not cry twice over the same problem.”




X: THE NORTH MAW
Kari Flint lay awake in the cramped tent beside the snoring sergeant, contemplating the events of the past cycle. By all rights she should be asleep, she knew; the barkeep-turned-scout had never gone with so little rest as she had since she left Belgorne, but aches and pains kept slumber at bay. The agonies of flesh and bone, however, were the least of her woes.
As it had nearly every waking moment since she had left the Hammer the night of the last quake, the young dwarf’s mind flitted between two scenes. The first was her last normal moment with Laine Gritson, Jr. as he sat across from her at the bar. “Shut yer holes, ye impatient buffoons!” Grit had said.  “Can’t ye see Kari be about to propose?” The strong, sweet man would never know how close he had been to the truth. Had a younger Kari known her kid sister Gennae was to someday steal the heart of her childhood friend, she would have professed her affections sooner; as it was, however, Gennae had always been the more precocious of the two, and certainly more cunning. No, that is not fair, Kari scolded herself. Not cunning. Smart.
And she had been. Gennae Flint, who would become Gennae Gritson, wife of Laine Jr., mother of Laine III, was a brilliant woman. Despite Kari being two years her elder, the younger Flint routinely helped Kari study for her lessons. It was how Gennae and Laine became close; Kari had suggested that Laine join their study sessions as they prepared for year-end examinations. Kari had more than book work in mind; the studying had merely been a pretense to invite the attractive, new-bearded young dwarf to her home. Yet Gennae’s beauty and brilliance caught Laine’s eye, and Gennae never hesitated. The younger sister planted a kiss on Grit’s mouth at the end of that very first study session, and as far as Kari knew, neither Gennae nor Grit had ever gone on to kiss another.
Kari had cried herself to sleep for weeks after that day. She knew she cared for Grit, but she did not know she was in love with him until she saw him kiss Gennae back, with enthusiasm. As time wore on, Kari told herself she would get over the infatuation, she would mature beyond it, she would meet another… but she eventually discovered that a broken heart required more than just time to mend; it also required space, and there had never been a finger of it between Kari Flint and Laine Gritson, Jr.
For he loved her as well, Kari knew. Perhaps not in the same way he loved Gennae. Certainly not, he would go on to wed her, for Fury’s sake. But Grit loved Kari all the same, never once allowing his relationship with Gennae to distance him from his best friend. As to whether the entanglement brought discord between the sisters: the two had always been close, and Kari was forever vigilant against revealing her affections. Only on the eve of the wedding did the women ever speak of it, and only a dozen words on the subject had ever been whispered between them.
“Kari. I know how ye feel about Grit. I’ve always known.”

Kari kissed her baby sister on the forehead then before making her exit from the feast. She spoke but one word in reply.

“Aye.”

The second scene that occupied Kari’s mind, the one she was certain would remain etched forever into the very lenses of her eyes, was the sight of Laine Gritson, Jr. jumping to his death. Kari had, only a moment before, caught his waistband to prevent his accidental fall, but in that final bare instant, the moment when he bent his knees, coiling for that terrible leap into the fiery abyss, Kari had known he would jump, and she did not move to stop him.
No matter how many times she reviewed the scene in her mind, seeking some detail in her memory that would absolve her inaction, she could find none. She did have time to stop him. She could have pulled him backwards, held him fast, bought him time to come to terms with what had happened before he made the decision to end his own life.
He would have probably taken his own life anyhow.
-Maybe.
If he had lived, he would have lived in agony.
-For a time.
It was his choice to make, not mine.
-He was in no mind to make such choices.
It was not me place.
-It was your place above all others.
I should have jumped with him.
-Yes, ye should have.
“Ye should sleep.” The voice startled Kari; she had not noticed Jade’s snoring cease.
“Aye,” she replied. “S’pose I just ain’t used to sleepin’ in the daytime.”
Jade huffed. “No need to lie to me, Kari. It be your own business, though.”
“Wait, lie to ye? What ye think I–”
Jade sat up. “Easy there, scout. I been sleepin’ with dwarves in tents for goin’ on twenty-five years. I can tell just by how ye’re breathin’ that somethin’s rattlin’ around in your head. Ye ain’t awake because it be daytime. Ye be awake because ye be upset.”
Kari sighed. “Aye, Sarge. Ye have it right.”
“Do ye need to talk about it?”
Kari hugged her knees to her chest.
“I s’pose I need to, but I can’t. Not just yet, anyways.”
Jade nodded and lay back down, turning away.
“Fair enough. But then I expect ye to think about somethin’ else and go to sleep.”
Kari frowned, preparing to reply that it was not so easy as the sergeant would make it sound, but an uneasy feeling in her stomach held the words in her throat.
Jade sat up abruptly. “Ye feel that?”
Kari took stock of herself; the nauseating feeling was not coming from within, but rather from without.
“Aye, I feel it.”
“Sarge, ye feel that?” called Ferris from the adjacent tent.
“Stonecracker!” called Oort from his own. “Just a little one.”
Jasper pulled back the flap on his sergeant’s tent. “Ye all right, ye two?”
“Get yourself outta our tent, ye weasel!” scolded Jade.
“I was just checkin’–”
“Ye were just checkin’ to catch Flint with ‘er pants off, ye mean!” Jade threw a boot at the dwarf as he withdrew.
“Ye think?” asked Kari.
“I know,” said Jade. “Creepy little mongrel does it every chance he gets. Wolf howls, wind blows, ye name it, there’s Jasper, poppin’ ’is head into the womenfolk’s tents, ‘Are ye all right in there?’ Any excuse he can think of.”
“Why do ye tolerate it?”
Jade shook her head. “He’s a good soldier. Ain’t never harmed anyone, just makes yer skin crawl from time to time, is all. S’pose bein’ creepy is what makes ’im a good thief.”
“S’pose,” Kari said, not quite agreeing.
Jade called out to the others. “Get back to sleepin’. I wanna roll out ’round middlenight, no later, so get a wink while ye can!”
“Decide which way yet, Sarge?” called Ferris.
Jade took a moment before replying. Kari expected she had made her decision but was not ready to announce it. The sergeant surprised her.
“Aye. West. I’ll explain when we pack up. Now get to sleep.”
No one responded. Kari wrapped herself up tightly in her blankets and tried her best to do as her sergeant ordered: to think of something else and go to sleep. Eventually she managed as much.
Several fitful hours later, voices outside her tent roused Kari awake.
“Left sometime after dark, I figure,” Jasper said.
“Aye. Heard ’im go,” replied Jade. “Gave ’im my pack.”
“Did ye? And ye didn’t try to change his mind?”
“I did not. And don’t stare at me like that, Jasper. I can feel ye judgin’ me in the dark. If he came with us, he probably wouldn’t have made it, anyhow.”
“He might have.”
“And fer what,” Jade asked, “to live to regret leavin’ his wife behind? He had to make his own choice, Jas, it ain’t me place to talk ‘im into that.”
“We coulda gone with ‘im,” Jasper argued.
“Aye. And died right alongside ‘im, either makin’ our way through the hills or down there in the Maw. Ye said it yourself: Lady Cindra said to make for the Grove. Good advice, and I plan for us to take it.”
~
Oort tied the scarf Jade had given him tighter around his neck. The sergeant had been generous, filling her pack with several days’ worth of dried food, an extra blanket, a flint and steel, enough tinder to start a dozen fires, and three pairs of clean, dry stockings. She had helped him roll and tie the tent to the pack, and even found him a branch suitable to cut into a walking stick. He wondered at the fact that the others did not wake as she hacked off the branches, fashioning the wood into a staff. Eventually he decided that perhaps they had, and simply decided it would be best to remain in their tents; surely none would wish to feel obligated to argue him out of the idea of leaving.
They could not have, in any case. Oort would not leave Thinsel. He had need to come to G’naath, to show the dwarves the way in, to try to rescue Cindra. Rightness demanded it. But he had done his duty and would be returning to his wife, as he promised he would. If she was to die in the Maw, be it through war or starvation, he would die alongside her, and without regret.
The snow had finally relented while they slept, a fact for which Oort was grateful, but it had done its worst. Footing was treacherous; it was impossible to know whether the next step was on solid ground or merely a drift of snow. He would not have thought of making a walking stick, and had Jade not done it for him, he would have already fallen into unseen danger a half-dozen times in the hours since he left the camp.
Jade had warned him that going would be slow. “Ye have enough food to last ye, Oort Greykin. A week at least, two if ye ration. So ye take it slow. Slow as ye must, and slower still. Ye have shelter; ye pitch that tent whenever ye get tired, or cold. Ye walk past deadwood, ye pick it up, tie it to yer pack. If ye can help not makin’ a fire in the daytime, then don’t, but ye have two jobs from now on: first, don’t fall in a hole. Second, never stop thinkin’ about the next fire. Never.”
Oort knew he had a third job, one he and Jade tacitly agreed to not discuss in detail: listen for Mama. On that subject, the experienced scout leader had but one thing to say.
“This dagger,” she had said, handing him the small knife, “won’t kill Mama. But it’ll end the battle all the same.”
Oort poked the snow with his staff and took another cautious step, listening.




XI: THE MAW
Your dwarves are ready, Sire.”
King Dohr offered Hatchet a pensive nod and rose from his chair. The young dwarven monarch stroked his beard as he gave the maps laid out before him a final glance for the evening. He lifted his gaze to his second, General Brandaxe, the gruff and grizzled leader of the dwarven military. The general’s apt nickname, “Hatchet”, was widely considered to be well earned, not merely for his prowess with an axe, but his incomparable facility to hack away at an undisciplined dwarf until all that remained was the soldier underneath.
The expression Hatchet wore beneath his ash-caked grey beard would have been difficult to make out in daylight, let alone in the dim lanternlight of the command tent, but Dohr could read his eyes well enough. It was said, at least by dwarves, that a dwarf could read another’s eyes like a scholar could read a scroll, owing to the fact that most dwarves wore beards that concealed every feature but their eyes. Thus, any unspoken communication between the men and women of Belgorne involved the eyes chiefly. In Hatchet’s eyes, King Dohr saw only despair, and the physical manifestation of Hatchet’s hopelessness was evident on his entire frame. The general stood a half head taller than most dwarves, but as he stood at loose attention before Dohr at that moment he appeared smaller, as if he had suffered a hacking of his own. His spine was not bent, but neither was it straight, and the intimidating presence Hatchet was so well-known for was, to King Dohr’s mind, wholly absent.
The demeanor of one dwarf, Dohr knew, was not typically a thing worth noting, but Dohr had spent the day walking through the camps, giving orders and inspecting preparations. In truth there had been few orders to give; Dohr knew little enough about how to prepare for a siege, and even less about how to erect outdoor housing suitable for twenty thousand dwarves. As far as the former went, Hatchet could be relied upon to prepare the men and women of Belgorne to the degree possible. As for the latter, the engineers who had survived the quakes were doing all they could; no amount of barking on Dohr’s part would improve the result. Yet despite his apparent uselessness, Dohr had felt it necessary to be seen, and to see his own people, on this the eve of war, and in doing so, the new king had quickly learned that the morale of Belgorne was a thing too meager to measure.
King Dohr decided by midafternoon to retire to the command tent and wait for the day to end, and since then had been waiting for Hatchet to arrive and issue his report. Dohr had hoped, beyond good reason, to see something in his general’s eyes when he did so; some flicker of optimism, some cause for courage, anything but the same dour, despondent expression worn on the faces of the men and women he had encountered that day. That he did not was unsurprising; what the general said next, however, most certainly was.
“We cannot win, Sire.”
Dohr narrowed his bushy eyebrows at the general.
“We cannot infiltrate G’naath. We will die here in the Maw for our efforts.”
“I hope to Stonarris there be no one standing outside this tent to hear you say that, General.”
“Why? Would ye have me lie to our people? After all this? We haven’t the dwarves. We haven’t the horses. We haven’t the food. And we sure as stone haven’t the time.”
Dohr’s expression darkened. “Sit,” he ordered. Hatchet obeyed. Dohr took a seat across from him.
“Be not a fool, General. It may be that a lie is all we have left to offer.”
“To Fury with that, Sire. Ye can tell the lie if ye want to, but I’ll not.”
“Dammit, Hatchet, what would ye suggest then? Poison the mead that’s left, and have done with it?”
“Better that, Sire. No, do not look at me so. I do not jest. If we move to take G’naath, we’ll beat ourselves to death against them tunnels and come spring, won’t be a dwarf alive, not at the gates o’ G’naath nor here in the camp. Ain’t enough food, simple as that. A freezin’ death ain’t quick. A starvin’ death ain’t quick. Ain’t neither dwarven.”
Dohr nodded, knowing the general’s words to be true. “How many could live?” the king asked.
Hatchet frowned. “I just told ye, me king, not a one–”
“If not all were to eat, Hatchet. Ye know what I say, do not make me elaborate.”
The general shook his head. “I cannot say, Sire.”
“Ye mean ye will not.”
“Aye! I will not! It is not me own place to decide who lives and who dies! Nor yours!”
“Yet ye just said it would be better if we all poisoned ourselves!”
“Aye, and it would! Would ye want to be one o’ the dwarves that lives, knowin’ the rest starved? I’d prefer death meself over that, and ye can bet a bag so would any good dwarf! There be but one option open to us. Only one.”
Dohr shook his head. “Dyin’ on a march as we run from our enemy ain’t dwarven, neither, Hatchet.”
“It ain’t a retreat less ye call it that, Sire. We make for the Sapphire, and when our people regain our strength, we come back.”
“How many’ll make it, General? A third? A fifth? And who’s to say when we get there that the Shorefolk let us stay? And if they don’t, do we go to war with ’em? After marchin’ all winter?”
A gloved hand pulled the tent flap back and a sentry entered.
“Beggin’ your pardon, Sire, but Captain Flint would like a word.”
“Not now, soldier,” replied Hatchet.
“Ah, sir, he ain’t alone. And I think he intends to be heard.”
Dohr and Hatchet exchanged a glance. The king stepped from behind the table and made his way outside into the night, Hatchet on his heels. Before the tent stood Captain Latimer Flint and no less than two dozen other captains, many bearing torches. As far as Dohr could see, every captain of the three corps were present; scouts, army, and cavalry.
Captain Flint spoke first. “Forgive the intrusion, Sire, but we’ll be needin’ your attention for a few turns.”
“Will ye? So ye demand your king’s attention, now?” replied Dohr.
“Aye, well, just this once, Sire, beggin’ your pardon.” Captain Flint’s tone carried a hint of sarcasm. “So, we done the math, we captains, and looks to me like we can’t take G’naath. Looks that way to us all.” The dwarves nodded as one. “Not that we mind beatin’ our heads against a mountain, mind ye, but if we can’t win, we’d as soon not die tryin’.”
“So, ye intend to desert?” demanded Dohr. “Commit treason? I should have had ye executed the first time!”
Flint held up a hand. “Don’t go tuggin’ yer beard over it just yet, Sire. Beggin’ your pardon. I said we’d as soon not die tryin’, but that don’t mean we won’t try, and it don’t mean we won’t die. If ye get my meaning.”
Dohr frowned. “I do not.”
“Then let me spell it out for ye. If we were to be tryin’, that’d mean we expect we might succeed. And we can’t. And if we can’t, but we go on fightin’ as if we can, well, all that’ll do is make sure can’t nobody, and don’t nobody want that.”
Dohr turned to Hatchet. “Do ye have any idea what he’s sayin’?”
“Not a clue, Sire.”
“Bah! The two of ye be daft as donkeys! What I mean to say is, we’ll all make for G’naath, and make like we’re gonna fight to win, but since we can’t, we’ll go light, then ye can take the rest south!”
“Go light?” asked the king.
Hatchet understood. “Ye cannot do that, Flint. Can’t you captains make that decision for your dwarves.”
“Make what decision?” asked Dohr.
Hatchet turned to his king. “They mean to make for G’naath without provisions, Sire. Without food. So those folk as ain’t fightin’ can make it to the Sapphire.”
Dohr blinked.
“And they cannot make that decision for their dwarves,” Hatchet repeated, again facing Flint.
“Hatchet, do ye think any one of your captains would do such a thing? Every dwarf in every company has already agreed to it, else we’d not be here.”
“Aye,” several captains agreed.
“To a one!” one said.
“To a one!” others repeated.
King Dohr stepped forward. His voice was quiet, but no one failed to hear his words.
“Ye know ye’ll be dead in quarter cycle,” the king said. “A half, at the outside.”
“Aye,” said Flint. “And we’ll take as many o’ those gnome bastards with us as we can!” he exclaimed.
“Aye!” the captains shouted.
“Won’t be many,” said Hatchet. “Not if they drop the tunnels. And they will.”
Flint shook his head and stepped in, lowering his voice. “Don’t matter. Point is, our people need to see us go off to fight. They gotta believe we’re goin’ to fight for real. Gotta have a reason to make it south. And Sire,” he turned to Dohr, “ye need to make ’em believe. The whole way. Ye cannot let ‘em despair. Ye’ll need to inspire ‘em, Sire. Somehow.”
King Dohr shook his head. “Has to be another way. Ye expect me to allow these men to starve to death in the Maw? I cannot do that!”
Captain Kalder moved beside Flint and addressed the king. “You misunderstand, Sire,” he said. “Ye be not allowin’ it, nor disallowin’ it. This decision has been made. If ye wanna hang us all for treason, well, I checked with engineering. Ain’t enough rope.”
Dohr turned to his general. “Hatchet, help me talk some sense–”
Hatchet shook his head. “It was always bound to end this way, Sire.” He turned to Flint. “What about the young ones?”
“Already handled, General. The youngest in each company have been ordered to guard the eastern side of the civilian camps ’til dawn. We’ll be leavin’ ye just over five hundred dwarves. They think we’ll be marchin’ at dusk tomorrow, but soon as we be done here, we’ll break west and then north. Plan is to see if we can scale our way in somehow, sneak in from the west, where we won’t be expected. Long shot, almost certainly won’t work, but I’ll take the scouts up first and we’ll see how far we get.” Flint turned his attention back to the king. “Sire, most important thing… ye gotta inspire the rest. Keep ’em goin’, no matter how bad–”
“Well, if ye think I intend to let ye go off and die without your king, ye can bet a bag that ain’t–”
Flint nodded. “Kalder. Bag.”
“Aye, Cap.”
Kalder reached behind him as a burlap sack was handed forward. Hatchet needed no prodding; he wrapped his arms around the king as Kalder and Flint dropped the sack over his head.
“Sorry, Sire,” said Flint.
“No, ye ain’t,” said Hatchet.
The king struggled and kicked and swore as his captains dragged him back into the tent. A makeshift mattress was brought in; the soldiers did the best they could to make sure their king would be as comfortable as possible during his brief captivity.
When King Dohr was finally securely tied to the mattress, Captain Flint took a knee beside him, leaning close to whisper. “Listen up, Sire,” he said. “There be an axe with your father’s blood on it on the way to the elves, so your bloodline ain’t gonna die no matter what happens to you or your brother. Them pointy-eared folk’ll make sure there’ll be another Silverstone, someday. They got the magic for it, or so’s I been told, at least. But it weren’t supposed to be you on the throne to begin with, not by a long ways. If you wanna be king, Sire, ye’ll need to make sure there’s some dwarves left to be king of. Get ‘em to the sea, so’s your men don’t die in vain. Don’t cock it up.”




XII: SOUTH MOR
Gerald.”
The wizard continued to snore.
Vincent raised his voice. “Gerald, you have to wake up.”
Nothing.
“He’s been like this since… since yesterday.” Miranda carefully avoided Vincent’s gaze.
“You mean since he brought me back. You can say it, Miranda.”
Miranda swallowed, wiping a damp rag across Gerald’s brow. “I know. I just… I don’t like to.”
Vincent moved to place a comforting hand on Miranda’s shoulder. She recoiled as if struck.
“I’m sorry. Excuse me.” Miranda left the damp cloth on Gerald’s pillow and hastily left the room. Vincent sat in the chair at his friend’s bedside.
“You really did it this time, you stupid bastard,” said Vincent, taking up the task of mopping his friend’s brow. The wizard had been in the throes of a high fever for near to a full day, though Vincent missed most of it. Well healed as Vincent was, crossing over and back the Veil had left the merchant mentally and bodily exhausted; he had only just awoken again himself. “They all think we’re both bloody evil, now.” Vincent sighed. Maybe we are.
A feminine voice answered from behind Vincent. “Well they can all piss off, then.”
Vincent turned and stood, overjoyed to see his friends.
“Kalindra! Maris!”
“Sit your arse down, Vincent,” Maris scolded. “You’ve got some explaining to do, mister.”
“I do?”
“Yes, you do!” answered Kalindra. “Why in Fury would you stand before Halsen without wards? Are you a fool? What if his Defenders took a swipe at you! What if... well, what if some knuckle-dragging laborer decided to stick you!”
Vincent shook his head. “Couldn’t risk it, Kalindra, you know that. If Halsen’s wizards detected the enchantment–”
Maris leaned in, red-faced, her voice shaking. “Well then what about a bit of armor? You really are a bleeding fool, Vincent Thomison!”
Vincent blinked, surprised to see the depth of Maris’ concern.
“Well, not bleeding anymore,” he said with a wink.
Maris slapped him, a stinging blow across the cheek. Vincent moved to stand in protest, but a look from Kalindra held him fast. The women then embraced their friend, and for a time, no one spoke. When Maris pulled away her eyes were moist. She wiped them quickly and straightened, folding her arms across her chest.
“So, are you, well, are you alive, then? Or are you some sort of wraith?” Maris demanded.
“I’m alive, Maris. Heart beating like a drum.”
“Oh, so you have a heart now?’ Kalindra teased, seeking to diffuse the tension. “Quite a spell Gerald came up with.”
“We have to help him,” Vincent pleaded. “I don’t know what to do. He won’t wake.”
“Chaneela is in your dining room.” Maris referred to the wizard of her house. “She agreed to help however she can.”
“I will get her now,” Kalindra said, shooting a look at Maris as she departed Gerald’s bedchamber.
“What was that?” asked Vincent, catching the thrown glance.
Maris turned to face Vincent.
“I made Kalindra a promise.”
“What’s that?”
Maris took a breath.
“That I would tell you I love you. Right here, right now. And so help me, Vincent Thomison, if you respond I will slap you again.”
Vincent’s eyed widened. He moved to speak but had no doubt that Maris would indeed make good on her threat if he were to utter a syllable.
“I am not asking for your love in return. I am telling you for me, not for you. Do you understand?”
Vincent nodded. He did understand. Maris would know he had not yet released his Anie, or rather, Anie’s memory had not yet released him. She would know that he could not profess feeling for another, and she would not wish to hear as much. Yet Vincent had died, felled in the throneroom of Mor for Maris to see. He knew more than anyone what it felt like to love someone and have them stolen from your life. If Maris truly loved him – and Vincent could see, now, that she surely did – the previous day would have been the worst of her life, and her greatest regret would most certainly have been her years of silence.
Vincent reached for her hand. The sad, beautiful brothel mistress let him take it. The two shared a look, a moment, until footsteps behind them signified Kalindra’s approach with Chaneela. Maris squeezed Vincent’s hand and released it.
“Vincent,” Chaneela said with a chill.
“Chaneela,” Vincent replied, glad to see the elderly Incantor, despite the cool greeting.
“You know what he did, don’t you?” Chaneela asked in the condescending tone of a schoolmarm.
Vincent shook his head. “Honestly, I do not. Not really.”
“Oh, well, I suppose you wouldn’t, now, would you? Then I will educate you. What your wizard did is forbidden. By law. By all rules of decency and morality. You should not be alive.”
“Chaneela–”
“Do not interrupt me, Maris! I will speak my piece, and you may dismiss me from your service if you like! This is an abomination! Do you know where your new life came from, Vincent? Well, do you?”
“No idea.”
“Quite probably from your own staff!” Chaneela wagged a finger at Vincent. “Those bottles Gerald used, they weren’t medicine. They were filled with the life and healing forces of people! Most likely those closest to you! How does that make you feel?”
“Yeah, well, not a damned thing I can do about it now, is there? Do you intend to help Gerald or not?”
“I do not know that I should!”
Maris had enough. “Chaneela. You have spoken your piece. Help Gerald and shut your bread hole, or I’ll shut it for you.”
“Hmph. Like to see you try. Get out of my way, then, I can’t help him with you three hovering like hens!”
The Incantor began making a series of gestures with her hands over Gerald’s unconscious form, muttering foreign yet vaguely familiar words that Vincent had heard spoken before by Gerald in his own incantations. Gerald briefly stirred, the first movement he had exhibited that day, then returned to stillness.
“Oh, no you don’t,” scolded Chaneela. “You come back here!”
She placed a hand on his chest, repeating the phrase she had spoken a moment before, more forcefully the second time. A grimace spread across Gerald’s face, as if the wizard had tasted something foul.
“That’s it, wake up you miserable malingerer!”
“Gah! Let a man sleep!” Gerald croaked.
“Gerald!” Vincent exclaimed. “Can you hear me?”
Gerald opened his eyes, squinting despite the dim lantern light in the room. “Of course I can, you bloody fool! Now shut up and let me rest!” Gerald moved to pull the covers over his head. Chaneela grabbed them first, pulling them down to his waist.
“Damn you, woman, it’s cold in here!”
“Not as cold as the grave you should be in, you vile little man!”
“Grave? Why? I didn’t die. That was this one.” Gerald nodded in Vincent’s direction.
“You perfectly know what I meant! The magic you used is forbidden, Gerald Longstock! And you very well know the penalty!”
“Bah.”
“Bah? That’s all you have to say for yourself? Bah?”
“Yes! Bah! Now get out of my room! Maris, I mean it now, get this beast of yours out of here before I turn her into a toad!”
Chaneela held up a hand. “No need, Maris. I’m leaving. But you best not think to call on me again, Gerald Longstock! I’ll not abide what you did here!”
Gerald rolled his eyes as Chaneela left the room.
“‘Call on me again’?” asked Vincent.
Kalindra started to reply. “Oh, you didn’t know about–”
“Mind your own business, the two of you,” said Gerald. “Someone get me some water, would you?”
Vincent poured his friend a glass from the pitcher on the nightstand.
“Gave us a bit of a scare there,” Vincent said.
Gerald took a drink. “Could have been worse. That little bastard could have gotten us both. At least it was only you to die.”
Maris and Kalindra exchanged looks.
“What was that?” asked Vincent.
“Nothing. Nothing for now, in any case,” said Maris.
Gerald read between the lines.
“Where are the other Merchants?”
Kalindra sighed. “We don’t know, aside from Lane, that is. We expected everyone at the trial, of course. We had intended to send our men to investigate–” 
“But after the quake,” Maris interrupted, “and that… thing started terrorizing the city–” 
“What thing?” asked Vincent and Gerald in unison.
“Ah. You would not know, would you?” Maris replied. “You may want to sit back down.”
Vincent complied. The women proceeded to tell the men all that had transpired since the trial. When they concluded their tale, Vincent spoke first.
“So, Halsen’s dead, and in his place, we now have a… what? A flying death lizard? An exceedingly hungry barn-sized dire wolf with wings?”
Maris nodded. “A little of both, yes. Except much larger than a barn, and not exactly hungry. It doesn’t even seem to eat its prey. It just… it chews them up, or tears them apart, and just leaves them.”
“Its prey. You mean people,” Gerald said.
“Yes,” said Kalindra. “And cows. And horses. Anything that moves.”
“And where is it now?” asked Vincent.
Maris shrugged. “No idea. Haven’t seen it since last night. Well, I personally haven’t seen it at all, mind you, though I have heard its awful roaring. But my girls this morning said that after dark it just disappeared. Could be anywhere, but so far today, nothing.”
“Have you seen it, Kalindra? With your own eyes, I mean?” asked Vincent.
“No. And that’s what scares me most,” said Kalindra. “That, and the fact that people are starting to come out of their homes again. Might be that it’s been waiting for the city to wake.”
“You three should not have come,” Gerald chided. “No reason to risk your lives coming here.”
“Ha!” said Maris.  “Like we had a choice. Chaneela has been tugging on my sleeve since yesterday. The only reason she didn’t come sooner was because I forbade it.”
“And the only reason you both didn’t come sooner was because I forbade it,” added Kalindra. She turned to the men. “No offense, you understand, but as soon as we got word that you two were alive, I was a bit more concerned with those whose safety we could not verify.”
Vincent nodded. “So, only Eriks Lane, then? The rest, just up and vanished?”
“Unlikely,” said Maris. “Sartean set you up. Which means someone betrayed you to him.”
Gerald’s response dripped with sarcasm. “Well, color me shocked. I told you, Vincent. I warned you; someday that bastard brother of yours was bound to turn on you.”
“We cannot know for certain it was him,” Vincent argued.
Gerald rolled his eyes.
“Doesn’t matter who at this point,” said Kalindra. “What matters is that you were betrayed, and when Sartean learned of your plans, he most likely went after the rest of the Merchants.”
“We cannot know that for certain, either,” argued Gerald. “Not yet.”
“Don’t be naïve, wizard. Maris and I had not been out of doors for days before the trial. Lane was on a job in Southmor, and everyone
else is missing.”
“I agree,” said Vincent. “Something foul is afoot, and it has Sartean’s stamp on it.”
Gerald sat a bit more upright in his bed. “I still can hardly believe he was captured. Are you sure about that part?” he asked Maris and Kalindra. The women eyed him. “Right. Well, what in Tahr could have subdued him?”
Kalindra shook her head. “No one knows. Only that he was found at the foot of Kehrlia, torn and tattered, and the mob brought him to the square. Then the quake, and he somehow escaped.”
“We need to find that bastard,” said Vincent. “Find him, question him about the others, and kill him.”
“Sure, good plan,” said Gerald. “And which army might you have in mind to help you accomplish the task?”
Gerald thought on the subject for a long moment.
“When does Lane get back?” asked Vincent.
“Just got back this morning,” said Maris. “We have him holed up at our place.”
“Poor fella,” Gerald quipped.
“He was exhausted, Gerald,” Kalindra said. “He rode for nearly a day straight. He’s sleeping, otherwise he would have been here.”
“Right. Sleeping. At a brothel. Like a baby, I’m sure. And by that, I mean–”
“GERALD!”
Vincent chuckled. “Well, in any case, I’ll need to speak with him. He still has friends in the army. We’re gonna need them.”
“The army?” said Maris. “The army’s all but disbanded, Vincent. Eriks passed full brigades heading south to the Sapphire, probably every unmarried soldier in Mor. The rest are gathering their families. The way he tells it, aside from a few battalions, there is no army, not anymore. There’s no one to pay them.”
“Well, who leads those battalions?” Vincent asked.
The women shrugged.
Gerald frowned. “What are you thinking, Vincent?”
Vincent gnawed his cheek for a turn, thinking. An impish smile formed at the corners of his mouth.
“I don’t like that look on him,” said Maris.
“Me neither,” Gerald agreed.
Vincent stood abruptly. “Gerald, my friend, I think I’m going to hire myself an army.”
“What?” asked Maris and Kalindra in unison.
“And you, sir, are going to help me use it to kill a wizard. When you can manage your way out of bed, that is.”




XIII: WEST MORLINE
The Vicaris sipped a steaming cup of Spring tea as the travelers brushed clean places for themselves around the fire for breakfast. The storm of snow and ash had indeed overtaken them as they slept in their tents, and a considerable amount of clearing was required. Trellia had considered waking them at midnight, so that they might make time on the trail before it thickened, but the dirty winter blanket was laid out too quickly; by the time Mikallis had woken her, the drifts were already too deep to travel in the dark.  A bit of magic could have lit their way, but the amount of time they’d have made up would have been negligible; Trellia decided the value of rest outweighed the benefits of shaving off a few hours’ travel time.
There was no wind that morning. The snow continued to fall, great white flakes born of an ashen sky, nimbly tumbling through the forest canopy, twirling slowly around one another as if to the tune of a dirge. Smaller particles, spiteful flecks of soot and slag, rushed headlong past their graceful cousins, unmoved by the wintry ballad, disdaining the dance, eager to hasten the end of the song and ruin the performance. The strange mottled appearance of the ground was at once both magnificent and eerie; the scene was certainly unnatural, but if one chose to ignore the truth of what the falling ash foreshadowed there existed a certain baleful, novel splendor to be admired in the peculiar sight. Trellia was not the only one to be awestruck by the morbid beauty of it all; she saw that Shyla made no effort to hide her wonder, and as one would expect, the playful Wolf found the flaky, frozen mantle nothing short of delightful.
For a time, the six held to a tacit agreement to maintain silence. Small utterances were whispered, requests to pass a cup or a plate, or mumbled offerings of food. The cold morning had cast a spell of silence and despite its ill-omened nature, no one wished to break it. After a time, Trellia felt that if she did not speak, no one ever would again.
“It is time I spoke with you about Eyreloch,” Trellia said. “When we reach the Elms, we will no longer be subject to the laws of Mor, nor of Thornwood. We will be subject to the whims of Lor and Kal.”
“Uh, say that again?” said Lucan. “You mean, the Twins?”
Trellia nodded. “Yes, but not quite as you think. The Airies are ruled by two of their kind, always. Sometimes males, sometimes females. One takes the name of Lor, the other Kal, and just as the Twins of Tahr are believed by some to be forces of creation and destruction, so too are the Twins of Eyreloch. The two spend their lives working against one another, each responsible for preventing the other from becoming too powerful. Such is their system of government; a constant struggle for balance in all things.”
“Bloody strange, them Airies,” said J’arn, making no effort to disguise his contempt.
Trellia frowned. “Perhaps, J’arn. But perhaps they would consider a perpetual monarchy strange as well.”
“Let ’em. I ain’t askin’ for their approval on my government.”
“I don’t think they’re askin’ fer yers, neither,” Shyla said.
The others shared a laugh.
J’arn scowled. “Bah, laugh all ye like, but when we get to Eyreloch, ye best not step outta line. Them Airies don’t feel the same as civilized folk about life and limb. They’ll kill ye soon as shake your hand.”
Trellia shook her head. “That is not entirely accurate, J’arn.”
“Fury it ain’t! How long’s an Airie live?”
Trellia pressed her lips together. She decided to humor J’arn, for the moment. She considered that perhaps she would need to allow J’arn a platform for his outrage before she could continue her lesson. “Most are dead before they reach your age,” said Trellia, “and certainly all before they reach Mikallis’ age.”
“And how do they die? I’ll tell ye… they commit suicide. Every last one. And by law. Ain’t a one of ‘em allowed to live past twenty-and-five years.”
Shyla shook her head. “Naw, c’mon J’arn that canna be right. Trellia, that ain’t right, is it?”
“It is, and it is not, Shyla.”
“Well what’s that mean? That ain’t no answer.”
“Yes, they do take their own lives,” Aria interjected, “and yes, it is their law, but it is not so terrible as–”
“Not so terrible?!” decried J’arn. “I can’t think o’ much worse! For Fury’s sake, some of ’em do it when they be half your age, Aria, and they celebrate it!”
Shyla was outraged. “Well, what in the Mawbottom we goin’ there for? That sounds right awful!”
Trellia stood. “You know what? I have had it with the lot of you. Every conversation results in the five of you bickering. I have been a teacher all my life, and if I had a class full of students like you, I would quit the profession! If there is any truth at all to the idea that four of you are vital in the trials to come, we are doomed!”
Aria bowed her head. “You’re right, Tre–”
“I know I am right! And I do not need you to tell me so, Princess! You listen to me, all of you. I am going to say this once, and once only. We have but one task before us, to go to Eyreloch and find the fifth member of your company. Whatever it is that you think you know about the Airies, J’arn Silverstone, be assured, you know very little. I do not care whether you approve of them! I do not care whether you like one another! And Father help me, Lucan and Mikallis, if one of you so much as pulls a face at the other in my presence again, I will abandon this quest and return to my home! If the world is to end and I am to die, I would prefer to do it in the company of adults! Am I making myself plain?”
No one spoke. Five heads nodded. Trellia moderated her tone, if only a bit.
“Very well. Then I will say this, and no more, on the subject of the Airies: you would do well to keep your opinions to yourself, on all matters. The people of Eyreloch are not evil, despite what you may think, but neither are they patient. None live long enough to develop the trait. When we arrive, I will speak for our company, I and no other. And when we arrive, for the love of all that is good in this world, do not overindulge in their spirits. You will lose your minds. Now, pack the gear. We will ride through to the Elms, and I will take point. I will brook no discussion on trail breaks; you have rested enough. If you do not keep up, you will be left behind.”
~
Cold hours passed as the company made its way along the west Morline. Their pace was tortuously slow, as Trellia had predicted it would be, but there was little help for it. The trail between the farmlands of Mor and the Elms of Eyre was narrow and not well-travelled; in many places it was hardly a trail at all, and the coating of snow and ash made matters worse. Trellia, taking point, expended a considerable amount of magic as she rode, sensing the contours of the trail ahead, searching with her elven abilities for snow-buried stones and holes in their path that could injure their mounts. When she found one, she marked it with a bit of glowing magic. Mikallis and Aria rode behind her, duplicating her efforts as best they could. Trellia did not miss much but was not perfect in her efforts; Aria suspected that the Vicaris, ever the teacher, intentionally left some hazards unmarked for she and Mikallis to find.
Aria proved more capable of both revealing dangers and marking them. Mikallis struggled to be useful, managing only the occasional discovery. As the pair rode side-by-side, Aria expected the temperamental captain would soon become frustrated by his failure. She was pleasantly surprised; the bitter disposition Mikallis had carried since the Grove did not seem to be present, or at the very least, Aria decided, had been kept well concealed. The two talked of mundane things and memories of home, adroitly avoiding certain subjects, for a time.
“It is remarkable to me how easily these things come to you, Aria,” said Mikallis as she marked a disguised dip in their path. “You sing with magic, just as they have all said since the day you were born. Truly you were aptly named.”
Aria smiled and turned in the saddle to face her friend.
“Mik, that is the first kind thing you have said to me in ages. Thank you.”
Mikallis looked ahead. “I have not been myself, Aria. Not for some time.”
“I know our ride from Thornwood was disheartening to you,” Aria offered. “But you must not diminish yourself, nor consider yourself diminished in other’s eyes. The Bond is a fickle thing–”
“My temperament of late has nothing to do with the ride.”
Aria frowned. “No? I did not notice any changes in you before–”
“Did you not? Did you not find it out of character for a Captain of the Guard to demand to accompany you to the Grove to begin with?”
The princess swallowed, steeling herself for what was to come. She had been avoiding this topic for far too long.
“I did. Out of character and improper, if truth be told.”
Mikallis nodded. “Then let us speak truth.” His tone darkened. “You cannot but have known why I did so.”
Aria did not reply.
“Will you make me say it aloud?” the captain asked softly, a desperate, pleading edge to his voice.
Aria sighed. This cannot go on. “No. I will not. I will say it aloud, for us both. You have grown to love me, Mikallis Elmshadow, as a man loves a woman, and I could have no more honorable suitor. But I do not love you in the way you love me.”
Aria was not looking at Mikallis as she said the words, but she did not need to see her friend’s face to know that she had stopped his heart. The frost in his voice as he spoke her name next told her everything she would ever need to know about how he felt just then.
“I know this, Aria Evanti. Yet we elves live long lives. I hope the day will come when you do.”
Aria blinked.
“Let us speak of other things,” the captain said, an unexpected and out-of-place cheeriness to his voice. “Eyreloch. Are you not eager to see it? If the stories are to be believed, it is nothing like anything we have ever seen.”
Aria struggled to reply; the abrupt dismissal of the topic that had hung so heavy between them for so long was disorienting.
“I must admit, I am. Eager, that is,” Mikallis continued. “I cannot even imagine what a society of children would build over the course of millennia. It is quite odd, though, is it not? That we should – ah, one moment.” Mikallis sent a sliver of glowing magic to a spot in the snow just ahead. “Stone. Anyhow, as I was saying, it is quite–”
“The world is dying, Mikallis.”
The captain turned to consider Aria.
“We go to Eyreloch to find one of their number to aid us, and by ‘us’, I mean, myself, Lucan, Shyla, and J’arn. Somehow, we five are to be expected to stand against whatever threatens this world. I am not eager to see Eyreloch. I am not keen for what comes next, for any part of it. I am terrified.”
“Well, given the company you’re meant to rely on, I certainly understand. A gnome girl? A dwarf? A wretched cur like Luc–”
“Why do you despise him so? Is it as he says, do you simply hate everyone who is not an elf?”
“Hate? Certainly not. I hardly deliberate on the other races often enough to hate them. But in the case of Lucan not-Thorne, perhaps I do hate him. But not because of his race.”
“Why, then? Has he wronged you?”
Mikallis looked to Aria as if he was deciding how truthful his next words should be. “I suppose I do not like the way he looks at you.”
Aria sneered. “And what if I do?” she thought and said in the same instant, regretting the words before they even left her lips. She scrambled to change the topic.
“You said you are eager to see Eyreloch. Look around us, Mikallis. This ash will kill everything. Nothing will grow, and the balance that sustains all things will die. Think of our home, of the thousands of elves we have lost. The very world is cracking apart. You say we elves live long lives. That may no longer be true. Yet you are eager?”
Several long moments passed before Mikallis replied.
“I have a feeling that soon the truth of all things will be exposed, Princess. The nature of all people, and, yes, of all races. We are taught when we become Captains; only in the face of peril can the quality of a person be revealed. And in the face of this, the ultimate peril, I think you will discover who among you is deserving of your loyalty. Deserving of your love.”
Aria shook her head in horror. “I do not need the death of all things to show me who I do and do not love, Mikallis Elmshadow! What a terrible–”
“You misunderstand me, Aria. I am certain you know who you love. What you do not know, not yet, is who deserves it.”
Aria’s expression turned to rage. “And you do?”
Mikallis shrugged, his reply unnervingly dispassionate. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Only time will tell, and so yes, Princess, I suppose I am a bit eager.”
Mikallis urged Triumph ahead. Aria shuddered.




XIV: THE MAW
Yer a fool Mister Lux, and no mistake.”
“Shut your trap, Lady Thinsel, and pull them straps tight!”
Gathering the materials needed to make the sled could have taken Lux the remainder of the day, but knowing time was his enemy, he made haste. Nova’s fever would progress until her mind boiled. The chill he felt in his bones was likely nothing compared to that which Thinsel endured; he had the benefit of movement to help keep him warm, as well as a generous layer of natural insulation. The gnome woman did not complain, but he knew she must be terribly cold. Now, with the afternoon behind them and the light of day fast retreating beyond the horizon, the oversized dwarf had finally managed to gather what was needed, and all that remained was to tie the contraption together and cut himself a walking stick; the snows were deeper here and would get deeper still as they made their way down from the hills. In the meager light, however, the tasks were far from simple.
“Am I doin’ this right?” asked Thinsel.
Lux nodded. “Aye, far as I can tell. Ye just make sure an’ tuck them ends under the knots, so’s they don’t come loose.”
Thinsel nodded. “Tryin’ to. Fingers a bit stiff.”
“Here, let me help.”
Lux moved to tighten the knots Thinsel had been working on. After a few turns, he declared the task complete.
“Best we can do. ‘Bout outta leather,” he said. “Gimme some room, now.”
Thinsel moved to the side as Lux rolled a blanket-wrapped Nova onto the makeshift sled. “Now lay on top o’ her, Lady Thinsel, and I’ll wrap ye in tight-like.”
“Yer a fool, Mister Lux,” Thinsel repeated as she did as Lux asked. “Ye coulda been half way to Belgorne by now had yeh just carried Nova.”
“Bah. This’ll be faster.” Lux wrapped Thinsel as promised and tied the last of the straps that would secure her to the sled.  “I’m tired o’ carryin’ women anyways. All ye do is complain about the ride. Maybe now ye can just take a nap and leave me in peace!”
“And who’s gonna keep yeh from walkin’ off a ledge? Nah, yeh’ll be hearin’ me nag fer a bit still.”
The two continued their banter for the better part of an hour as Lux marched through the snow towards the southeast, dragging the sled behind him. The rocky, uneven foothills became exceedingly difficult to traverse as the light of day faded, each step becoming more perilous than the last. On Lux marched, if not heedless of the danger, at least refusing to be dissuaded by it. Eventually Thinsel did fall asleep; the steady rocking of the sled in time with Lux’s steps and the relative warmth within the blankets proved a natural sedative. When several of Lux’s attempts at wit went unanswered, he knew the lonely part of his trek had begun. He paused a moment at the summit of a small rise to check on Nova. Lux recognized the telltale signs: rapid, shallow breathing; a weak pulse; impossibly warm skin. His friend of these many years would not last long, he knew. Her infection required the skills of a master healer.
Lux resumed his slog, lamenting his inability to treat Nova’s infection. The scouts of Belgorne – Flint’s Five in particular – had a reputation for being prepared for nearly any eventuality. Lux recalled the song of his company, the tune every young dwarf could recite before they were old enough for their first mead.
Boot need fixin’? Laces fell out?

Forget the cobbler! Find ye a scout!

Got ye a splinter? Need it dug out?

Quit yer chuntrin’, go ask a scout!

Never late, nor unprepared! Never tired, an’ never scared!

Fear ye not when trouble’s about! All’s too well, just call on a scout!

Lux had first heard the ballad early in his second lesson year, sung by a party of dwarven scouts parading through the underground city. The men and women of Belgorne lined the halls in celebration, overjoyed at their return; he recalled imagining that they must have slain some great beast, or perhaps won some mighty battle against an evil foe. He eventually learned what they had sung about that day; Captain Latimer Flint had rescued a company of scouts from a band of cutthroats who had intended to hold them for ransom. It was the moment the intrepid captain had gained his fame. It was not Flint’s deed, however, that inspired Lux that day, but rather the pride and joy he had heard in the boisterous song. The moment became true North in the compass of the young dwarf’s life, the single defining event that would guide his steps from that day forward, eventually leading to the fulfillment of a childhood dream that was born on that day: induction into the most legendary squad of soldiers in all of Belgorne, Flint’s Five.
As with most childhood dreams, the reality of serving as a scout, even in Flint’s Five, proved far less romantic than the fantasy. Becoming a scout required a mastery of many skills; battle skills, of course, being paramount. But during a young soldier’s training, one’s skill with an axe would merely catch a captain’s eye, earning an opportunity to train with a sword and shield, or a crossbow, or, as in Lux’s case, twin dirks. Those who demonstrated extraordinary aptitude with multiple weapons would then be invited to train in a variety of other skills such as tracking, hunting, and countless other survival proficiencies. Prospective scouts would even receive rudimentary schooling in engineering. Finally, if a prospective scout exceeded his peer’s efforts in all areas, he or she would then be trained in field medicine and offered a position as a scout. The extensive education process was difficult; few made the grade. Those who did, however, embodied the qualities of courage, experience, and preparedness that were the hallmarks of a dwarven scout. Truly, if one needed a thing done, there was little chance a scout could not do it.
Yet Lux could do nothing to help Nova, he knew. Nothing more than he was already doing; hastening to bring her to those who had more skill in healing than he, those who would perhaps possess some medicine potent enough to be of use. And so the muscular dwarf trudged forward, on through the snow, on through the dark, his exhausted body protesting every step.
Of all the abilities Lux had developed as a scout, the one he was most thankful for then was one that was not so much taught as a lesson, but rather discovered in due course: the virtue of mindless resignation. The hours spent swinging an axe as he trained in the regular army, the days spent practicing one’s balance in silence, knees trembling in exhaustion while executing a variety of uncomfortable stances… the grueling cycles in the early part of his training had felt, at the time, to be nothing more than torture, a series of sadistic orders given by equally sadistic sergeants, purposeless exercises in endurance that would never matter outside of the training halls. Eventually, he learned there was at least one function to the punishing regimens – to identify those who possessed the strength of body and mind to endure them. Those days would eventually prove among the easiest he’d suffer in his training; the forced marches he was later subjected to as a prospective scout required a degree of single-minded resolution that bordered on madness. In truth, Lux discovered, it was precisely that. A sort of madness was required for one to complete such marches, and once one discovered they possessed it, an odd sort of compulsion took hold, an obsession with discovering, and surrendering to, that odd, burning, euphoric state of being, again and again.
The body would lie. It would complain that the legs could not take another step. They could. It would cry out for relief, bemoaning some minor injury, a blister perhaps, or a pulled muscle. It would send signals of revolt to one’s consciousness, as if the body were not subservient to the mind, as if the flesh was qualified to decide the limits of one’s spirit. It was not. Yet the body would never yield the argument; on the contrary, it became more persuasive with practice. Gentle requests became insistent demands, and as time wore on, a single, polite complaint of the flesh would become a cacophony of bawling grievances. Early in his training, Lux would indulge his body in those arguments, possessed of the erroneous belief that it was, in fact, a winnable quarrel in which he was participating. Eloquently he would dispute his body’s claims, reasoning that if only he could convince his aching joints of the superiority of his logic and persuade his bones to the mores of his cause, his mind would win out and he could continue on. It was not until it occurred to him that he was not in fact embroiled in an intellectual argument with his body, a foe with whom he could reason, but rather a shouting match with a sworn enemy, that the answer became clear to him: to end the quarrel, he must concede. He must accept the fact that his body was entitled to its complaints; he could not dispel them. He could only resign himself to the reality that he was expected to continue on, no matter his pain, no matter his fatigue, no matter the burning fire in his chest that threatened to turn his lungs to ash. Upon first discovering that – the talent of resignation, the true secret to dwarven endurance – Lux had believed himself near to immortal. He recalled sharing his revelation with Captain Flint one evening after completing a particularly grueling two-day trek. Flint had commented on how much better the young recruit had performed. Lux had been so proud; he had rambled on and on in reply to his captain, enthusiastically relating how he finally understood what it meant to be a scout, how he would never again complain at the announcement of a long march, how he even looked forward to the next. Flint had listened patiently until Lux concluded his rant. “Congratulations,” his captain finally replied. “Ye now know how to run yourself to death. Ye be as smart now as a horse.”
Not quite, Lux told himself as he marched on, ropes digging painfully into his shoulders as he pulled the sled along. A horse’d been smart enough to leave the gnome. Lux chastised himself as soon as the thought took shape. He of course could not leave Thinsel behind; he had given his word. And even if he had not… his conscience would never allow him to turn his back on someone thusly. But I ain’t makin’ good time, he thought. And if Nova dies ’cause I be carryin’ this gnome along, then what?
Ah, Fury. Can’t go faster anyways. Can’t see to. Blasted dark! Well, that ain’t true, neither… it’s the sled slowin’ me down. If I had Nova on me back, could go faster, no doubt. Bah, don’t matter. Couldn’t leave Lady Thinsel.
Lux did not need to rely on his training to avoid an argument with his aching body. As the guilt of risking his friend’s life competed with the guilt of leaving a stranger behind to die,
the conflict within his heart demanded his full attention.




XV: THE NORTH MAW
Oort had been doing as Jade urged him: walking slowly, listening, looking for deadwood. There was little risk of him violating the first instruction; the darkness of the night was near total. Even with his superior gnomish eyes, considerable care was required to avoid a misstep. Listening proved simple as well; the night was silent apart from the occasional whistle of wind. As for deadwood, there was none to be found along the tops of the hills. He could have chosen to walk the valleys; there, the remnants of fallen trees and branches would have been easier to find. But he would have almost certainly lost his way; without the distant flashes of lightning at the mouth of Fang as a guide, maintaining his direction would have been impossible, and to venture into the valleys would certainly mean he would lose his reference.
The matter, however, was soon decided for him. The winds, which had been persistently blowing out of the east, had shifted as Oort traveled, pulling bitterly cold air over the mountains from the north – more importantly, however, they had altered the direction of the clouds overhead.
The change was sudden. One moment, Oort was looking down at snow-covered feet he could barely see. The next, the very ground around him seemed to radiate a bluish light. At first Oort thought he was imagining the glow; perhaps his mind was playing tricks on him to counter the monotony. Perhaps he was losing consciousness. The effect was disorienting. Oort turned in a circle to regain his bearings and for the first time since Oort and Thinsel had escaped G’naath, he saw them. The Twins, Lor and Kal, shone brightly down on the awestruck gnome. So close to one another were they that at first glance they appeared not as two celestial objects, but rather as a single glowing oval. They did not overlap, not quite, but their brightness made it difficult to see where Lor’s shape ended and Kal’s began.
Other sparkling splendors of the night sky became visible as Oort’s eyes adjusted to the brightness. He knew these to be stars, most of them, at least. Some were other worlds, it was said. Worlds like Tahr. Or so the texts said. Rather, so Shyla said the texts said. Oort was not much of a reader; all he knew about the night sky was what his daughter had taught him, and all she knew was either reasoned out on her own or discovered on some moldy parchment she’d stumbled upon.
If Shyla calls ’em stars, they’re stars.
The thought of Shyla broke the brief spell. If he was to see his daughter again, or see his wife again, he would need to survive – and to survive, he would need to do as Jade said: warm himself often, dry his clothing, and rest. His fear of losing his way was alleviated by the sudden brightness. He began to make his way down the hills where he might find wood for a fire and make camp.
The going was not much faster, despite the light of the Twins. Each step had the potential to send Oort tumbling into a drift; more than once he stuck his stick into the snow where he had intended to place a boot, expecting to find solid ground a foot or so beneath the surface, but instead met no resistance at all, nothing but frozen powder as deep as he could reach. The near-falls into the deadly drifts convinced Oort to take his time, but his feet were wet, and his fingers were becoming numb; if he did not find a way to warm himself soon, he would risk incurring frost injuries that would never heal.
Yet, eventually, he made his way to the valley and found what he was looking for: a fallen tree, dead for what must have been years, lying beneath a copse of other trees. As he moved to break branches off the fallen log, they snapped without resistance. This, Jade had told him, was the best wood to find. It would be dry inside and would burn well.
Oort set down his pack and moved quickly to gather enough for a small fire. He decided he would pitch his tent first as a windbreak before attempting to spark his kindling. The light of the Twins was more than bright enough for the gnome to manage the chore without much difficulty, and within a few short turns, he sat at the opening of the tent, ready to build his fire. The kindling did not catch on his first try with the flint and steel, nor the tenth, but eventually it did, and in time the freezing gnome began to thaw as he exchanged his wet clothing with the dry alternatives he carried in his pack. As he finally settled in, absently he tasted a salty droplet that had been playing at his upper lip. He was certainly not warm enough to sweat. Tears of relief fell from Oort Greykin’s eyes as he began to accept that he would not, perhaps, die that night.
I’ll make it to yeh, Thinny. Might take me a bit, but I’ll make it to yeh.
A wistful, keening howl challenged the sentiment, shattering the stillness of the night and splintering Oort’s newly minted resolve.
The haunted sound was not so near that Oort did not have time to lace his boots, but neither was it far. He raced to fully dress himself, tying the dagger to his waist last. Its cold grip matched the ice in his heart; there could be no question as to whom the howl belonged, nor doubt as to her intentions. In that howl Oort heard his own loneliness, his own sorrow, his own aching grief and burning antipathy at the injustice of the fates that would separate him from his daughter, from his home, and now, from his wife.
Mama had found Oort. She recognized him as her enemy and would have her vengeance.
Oort could not see the dire wolf approach, nor from which direction, but he knew that she did. He also knew he could not hope to outrun her, nor could he defend himself. But neither would he choose the way out Jade had suggested, terrified as he was at the prospect of being torn apart while still living, for so long as he drew breath, he could fight, he could think, and he could hope.
He threw his pack over his shoulder and drew his dagger. He stood outside the tent, his heart pounding, struggling to think. His grey eyes darted left and right… between the light of the fire and that from the Twins, he could see the valley around him clearly. He thought briefly to look for a place to hide but dismissed the idea quickly; anywhere he could go, Mama could find him. Half his mind sought answers as the other half shuddered in terror, peering through the sparse trees, looking for any sign of the beast’s approach. He thought he saw something, a flash, a reflection, perhaps a hundred paces to the south, but it disappeared behind a tree.
The trees. Oort looked up, examining the tree beneath which he camped. He recognized it as a type of pine tree.
“Look, Papa! I made yeh an oak leaf!”

Shyla handed her father an oddly shaped piece of cloth, dyed green.

“How do yeh know it’s an oak leaf, Nugget?”

“’Cause I read about it! See, look. Says here next to the picture… that there’s an oak leaf. And that there’s a pine tree. Pines got needles, Papa…”

The branches jutting from the tree were numerous and closely spaced; Oort knew he could climb it if he could reach the first branch. He sheathed his dagger and jumped, just missing, his fingers brushing the bottom of the branch. He crouched low and jumped again; still, he could not grasp it. He did not want to remove his pack… it would do him no good to climb the tree and survive the night, only to starve. A third time he jumped and missed; as he landed, a low snarl from behind indicated that Mama was closing in. He could not tell how far she was and would not take the time to turn and look. He would have one more jump, he guessed, no more. He moved to shrug off his pack and jumped again for the branch, only just managing a tenuous grip with one hand; he slipped and fell to his knees. There would be no time to jump again, he knew. He could almost feel Mama’s hot, foul breath on his neck. Yet again he tried, one last time, images of his wife and daughter flashing like sparkflies in his consciousness. The expected assault of gnashing jaws and ripping claws did not come. He jumped with every drop of energy he could muster and reached the branch with both hands. His grip held as his feet kicked and scrambled for purchase against the trunk. An involuntary cry of relief escaped his lips as he made it to the first branch and grasped firmly on to the next.
Finally, he turned in the direction from which he thought Mama had come. He looked down, expecting to see two angry, glowing eyes looking back at him. He saw them as expected, but not by looking down: they were roughly level with his own eyes, and not an arm’s length away. Mama had approached silently and braced herself against the trunk of the tree. So large was the dire wolf that her extended body was as long as Oort’s branch was high, and then some. Oort imagined that he must have screamed when the malicious beast swiped a paw at him the first time, raking the air between them as Oort barely managed to dodge the murderous strike. He must have, because his lungs were empty of air when he tried to scream as Mama attacked a second time, an instant later, vaulting and biting at Oort’s lower half. The gnome pulled himself upwards, snatching his legs up and away from enormous jaws that snapped at his feet. The vicious chomp missed his foot by mere fingers, and Oort wasted no time scrambling up the pine as Mama crouched for another leaping attempt.
He gained the second branch, but Oort knew he was not yet high enough to evade her third attack. Oort braced himself. Again, she leapt, this time rewarded with a well-timed heel to the nose. Mama fell to the ground. Oort climbed higher still, finally, barely out of reach of the wolf’s fourth and final jump. He did not dare rest. On he climbed, higher and higher until he was certain the wolf would need wings to reach him. The bitter cries of frustration Mama produced were like nothing Oort might have ever imagined. What he heard could only be fury; a seething, unquenched loathing, augmented by woe, magnified by a vengeance delayed. Mama paced circles around the tree, tearing at its bark, snapping at the air. She eventually turned her attention to Oort’s belongings. She tore them to tatters, beginning with the tent. She moved on to the pack, shredding it to pieces. Oort watched in dread as he imagined his body being the subject of her systematic destruction. She did not stop to eat the meat Jade had given him for the journey; if Oort had carried any doubts before then, they were dispelled as he witnessed the maddened behavior: her actions were driven not by hunger, but by rage.
Oort understood. The dire wolf had lost her mate. She was injured, forced to flee her home. She was alone, fighting to survive when not long ago she had likely known only peace. If anyone in Tahr understood her outrage, it was Oort – but the gnome did not spare the wolf a moment of pity as he pondered how he might kill her.
He did not bother to wish that she might bore of waiting for him to descend the tree. When her ruin of his belongings was complete, she began to pace. When she did not pace, she snarled and scratched at the tree. When she tired of scratching, she growled and gnawed at it. The trunk of the tree was wider than a half-dozen gnomes at its widest point, but Oort felt sure Mama would fell the tree with her own teeth and claws before she abandoned it.
Oort knew he would not last that long. The rush of his escape had worn off quickly, and when it did, the cold began to set in. He was mostly dry, at least, and had been wearing his cloak when he ascended the tree, but he had no scarf, no gloves, no food, and no water. Unless the dawn brought with it a dramatic change in temperature, Oort felt sure he would freeze before sundown the next day, if not sooner. Even if he did not, he would almost certainly fall asleep at some point. When he did, he would fall to his death. And if, by some chance, he managed to avoid that fate by discovering a way to tie himself in and sleep safely, he could not last long without water.
Mama stopped her pacing for a moment and sat on her haunches. Again, she emitted that terrible howl. Oort suppressed a shudder, deciding that the time for fear had passed.
“Howl all yeh like! I’m gonna kill yeh, Mama!” Oort called to the wolf.  “I ain’t pleased about it, but yeh stand between me and my Thinny!”
Mama turned at the sound of Oort’s voice, looking up, meeting his gaze. Yellow eyes burned with malevolence in the light of the Twins.
“Yup, that’s right! I said I’m gonna kill yeh!” The gnome’s voice took on a maniacal edge. “Ain’t fer sure how I’m gonna do it, not just yet, but Oort Greykin’s gonna put an end to yeh!”




XVI: SOUTH MOR
The willowy brunette twins Maris and Kalindra stood shoulder to shoulder in the foyer at Concorde, arms folded, blocking the door. Their house Incantor Chaneela stood off to the side, glaring angrily at her feet, avoiding eye contact with Gerald.
“This is foolish,” Maris declared. “You should wait until nightfall, at least.”
“At least,” Kalindra agreed. “You would do better to rest for another day.”
“No time,” Vincent replied, pulling on his boots. “You said it yourself. That beast is out there. The army is in disarray. If someone doesn’t organize an assault against it, and soon, then what?”
“The army cannot assault this thing! Why do you think half of them left?”
“Then we’ll arrange a defense,” said Gerald.
Chaneela replied without lifting her gaze. “It’s anarchy in the streets,” she said. “If Sartean doesn’t kill you, or the beast doesn’t kill you, the people of Mor very well might.”
Vincent stood, his boots laced. Gerald helped him with his cloak; Vincent did the same for his friend.
“Turns out I’m hard to kill,” Vincent said. He walked up to Maris, took her hands in his own and met her gaze.
“I would ask something of you, Maris.”
Maris’ brown eyes widened, the fierce and lethal mistress made timid by Vincent’s unexpected proximity.
“Stay here,” he pleaded. “At Concorde, just for now. Sartean has no reason to come here; he thinks I am dead. I would not see you harmed.”
Gerald looked on in awe, stunned to see Vincent express his affection to a woman. The wizard turned to Kalindra for explanation, who merely smiled.
Maris nodded. “I will do as you ask. If you promise to return.”
Vincent hesitated for a moment, seemingly unsure what to do next. After a breath he nodded and pulled away, his voice again rich with bravado. “It is a bargain, then. Shall we, Gerald?”
Gerald smoothed Chaneela’s silver hair and patted her on the cheek. She did not pull away. He turned to Kalindra. “Keep an eye on these two, Kal.”
“I can do that. Be safe. Be well.”
Vincent and Gerald decided against making for the barracks of Mor on horseback; if Chaneela’s comment about anarchy in the streets was accurate, Vincent reasoned, a horse could make one a target.  The pair made their way south along Southern Road, darting cautiously between manors, avoiding being seen from the streets as best they could. If someone had chosen to track them, they could have done so easily; the layer of snow and ash that blanketed Mor made undetected travel impossible. Flitting between buildings unnoticed, however, did not prove difficult. A haze of acrid smoke drifted through the streets of Mor and obscured their passage. Vincent knew: somewhere in Mor, buildings burned. There was blessed little foot traffic on the ashen road, however, and only an occasional rider. If chaos gripped the city of Mor, it did so in the more populated areas nearer the palace. The pair had made it well south of Concorde and turned west on Honor Way before Gerald dared to ask the question.
“So. Maris?”
Vincent held up a hand to quiet his friend as a rider passed. He replied to the question with one of his own.
“So. Chaneela?”
Gerald scoffed. “Hardly news, unless you’re blind.”
The minor rebuke did not pass beneath Vincent’s notice.
“It may be that I have been just that, Gerald. You’re right, I should have reasoned it out, now that you mention it. But why not just tell me?”
“Vincent, you’ve been my friend a long time. I have no doubt you’d lay down your life for me. But let’s be honest with one another – you’ve never been one to pay much attention to what’s going on with those around you. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t think you’d give a damn.”
Vincent did not bother voicing offense; the criticism was fair. He moved to reply when Gerald pulled him into an alley. Another rider.
“Incantor,” Gerald declared. “Third one I’ve seen.”
“I thought you magic types didn’t care for horses.”
“Not so much that we dislike them,” Gerald corrected. “Just very little time for a wizard to master riding. Besides, all you horse-and-sword types didn’t exactly welcome we ‘magic types’ on the hunts growing up.”
Vincent shrugged. “Good point. Odd, though, in any case.”
“Very,” Gerald agreed. “If I were to guess, they’ve been ordered to look for someone. Or something.”
Vincent hurried across a narrow road and hid behind a broken wagon. Gerald followed.
“The beast, maybe?”
“Maybe.”
The two crossed the street, cutting down a rarely used alley behind a series of boarded up tanners and weaveries that would take them most of the remaining way to the barracks. They slowed their pace.
“I would have,” Vincent said after several turns of silence.
“Eh?”
“Given a damn. Had you told me about Chaneela, I mean. I am happy for you.”
Gerald shook his head. “I know. I’m sorry. That was harsh of me to say.”
“But fair. I know who I am, Gerald. Or, who I was.”
“Who you were?”
“Something’s different.”
A heavy silence floated between the friends for a turn.
“You didn’t answer my question,” Gerald pressed eventually.
“Did you ask a question?”
“About Maris.”
“I do not recall a question. In fact, I specifically recall that you did not ask a question, but rather merely said her name.”
Gerald smiled. “All right, jackass, then I’ll ask. What in Fury was that between you and Maris back there?”
Vincent returned the grin. “I’m sure I do not know what you mean.”
Gerald shot Vincent a threatening glance. “You do realize I’m a wizard, yes? I can make you answer. I can make it painful.”
Vincent wore an expression of mock horror. “So you’d raise me from the dead, just to torture me? You are a sick bastard.”
“Dammit, Vincent!”
Vincent laughed. “Fine, I’ll tell you, since you clearly won’t leave it be. She said she loved me.”
Gerald’s jaw dropped. “She did not.”
Vincent nodded. “She did. When you were asleep.”
“Fury! What did you say?”
“Nothing. She said she’d slap me if I replied.”
Gerald frowned, puzzling it out. After a few moments, he understood.
“You might have surprised her.”
“Sorry?”
“Had you replied,” Gerald continued. “You might have surprised her.”
Vincent shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
“I saw how you looked at her when we left. Haven’t seen that look on you since… well, since–”
“Since Anie. You can say it.” Vincent turned to meet Gerald’s eyes, his expression grave.  “But you’re wrong. Wasn’t the same.”
Gerald sighed. “No, I suppose not. But it was something.”
The two walked the ashen alley for a turn in silence as a light snow began to fall.
“Something,” Vincent agreed.
Gerald stopped walking suddenly. Vincent turned to face him.
“What is it?”
“We’re going to have to talk about it.”
Vincent swallowed.
“What I did… Chaneela was right. And she was wrong.”
Vincent shook his head, avoiding Gerald’s eyes. “Doesn’t matter. What’s done is done.”
“It matters if you despise me for it.”
“Gerald, I don’t want to discuss–”
“I know. But we’ll need to. At some point.”
Vincent nodded. “At some point.”
Vincent had avoided considering the subject in depth, but could help it no longer as the two continued their walk to the barracks. He was not pleased with Gerald. He supposed he was glad to be alive, but he could not be sure even of that much. He had asked himself the question a thousand times over the years: might death be better? Now, he was terrified of a slightly different question, one no other man could ask: was death better?
He could not recall what it had been like to be dead, but only because he chose not to. A layer of denial, ever so thin, fragile as a spider’s web, was all that separated him from the answer. The memory existed. It swam just beneath the surface of his awareness, needing only to be accepted to be retrieved, but Vincent steadfastly refused to acknowledge its presence. A part of him hoped he would be able to maintain that refusal forever, but the greater part ceded the reality: such a truth could not be long ignored. The time would come when he would allow the recollection to surface, and when he did, he would know the answer, once and for all, to the ultimate question that lived in his heart: would Anie be there to greet him when he traversed the Veil?
No one should possess such knowledge, he decreed silently. It is an unnatural thing, to die and return. And at the cost of others…
Vincent knew little enough about magic, but what he did know was sufficient to understand what Chaneela had meant when she said his new life was stolen, bit by bit, from somewhere. No, Vincent corrected himself. From someone. He knew of Gerald’s proclivity towards forbidden magics. Over the years, he had not quite sanctioned his friend’s dalliances into the darker incantations, but neither had he acted to prevent them. Vincent allowed that, perhaps, his tacit approval was inferred by Gerald, making Vincent complicit, but he had always imagined that the outright practice of necromancy was somehow different from the passive, intermittent collection of stray energies Gerald admitted to.
He now knew better. He lived because Gerald had pinched traces of life from others over time, and it did not matter the size of those fragments, nor the frequency at which they were stolen: Vincent Thomison’s new life was a thing embezzled.
A tug at his sleeve brought the merchant out of his reverie. Gerald had said something.
“What was that?”
“I said, might we want to have a plan before you go traipsing in there?” The two had arrived at the end of the alley; the main office of the barracks lay just across Halsen Road.
“Sorry. My mind was elsewhere. And I already have a plan. I’m going to hire the army.”
“And you don’t think the fact that you were exposed as a murderer and a fraud in Halsen’s court will give anyone pause? Or how about the fact that you were seen to be slain by what, hundreds of people?”
Vincent turned to regard Gerald.
“Yet here I am.”
“Maybe I should go in first.”
“No. This is a simple thing. Follow me.”
Vincent strode across the road as if he had not a care in the world, directly towards a duo of armored pikemen who stood guarding a footpath entrance to the army compound. Gerald followed, wary.
The smaller of the two soldiers spoke first.
“Move along. You have no business here.”
“I do,” Vincent replied. “I am the Merchant, and I will speak with whomever is in charge of you lot.”
Only a slight pause separated Vincent’s declaration and the raucous laughter that followed.
“That’s a good one!” the taller one said. “The Merchant, you say? You? Please. And who is this with you, Father Winter?” Then men continued to laugh. Vincent smiled amiably.
“He is surely old enough to be,” Vincent quipped. “But no. He is Gerald Longstock, my house wizard. I am Master Vincent Thomison, and I am the Merchant, and you will take me to your superior.”
The two men abruptly stopped laughing. The short one stepped forward. “Vincent Thomison is dead. And if he isn’t, he’ll be wanted. Are you sure you want to be him?”
Vincent smiled wanly. “No, I am not. But I cannot change who I am. Now, do you intend to escort me, or would you rather tell me the way?”
“All right,” the larger one said. “Enough fooling about. You’ll be coming with me.” He reached for Vincent; Gerald lifted a hand.
“You don’t want to do that, young man.”
The tall one swiped a gauntleted fist at Gerald in reply. Vincent caught the blow before it landed. A moment later the soldier was face down in the snow and ash, his arm twisted awkwardly behind him, Vincent’s knee in his back and a dagger at his temple. The short one stood guarded, pike at the ready, unsure what to do.
Gerald stepped calmly towards him. “What is your name, young man?”
“Uh, Smit. Corporal Jan Smit.” Smit turned towards Vincent. “You let him up now, mister, whoever you are!”
“Hello, Corporal Smit. And who is your friend, here?”
“Theel,” the subdued man said. “Private Jaysen Theel. And you just assaulted a king’s soldier!”
Vincent dug his knee into the man’s back. “There is no king, Private, and you assaulted my friend first.  Now, do you wish to see another dawn, or would you prefer I let a bit of daylight into that empty head of yours?”
“Vincent. I was handling this,” Gerald objected.
“By all means, continue,” said Vincent.
Gerald nodded, turning again towards the corporal. “Now, Corporal Smit, would it not make most sense to escort us peaceably to your captain, who can decide our fate?”
“I, um, well yes, that’s what we were gonna–”
“Of course. This is just a misunderstanding then, isn’t it Private Theel?”
The man did not immediately reply. A nick from Vincent’s dagger persuaded him otherwise.
“Gah! Yes, a misunderstanding!”
Vincent spoke, his tone a mix of threat and charity. “Listen, the two of you. We’re here to help, and we have a considerable amount of help to offer. I am a friend to the people of Mor, no matter what you may have heard about me.”
“Well, maybe The Merchant is,” said Theel. “But Vincent Thomison is a murderer, sure as dawn.”
Vincent released the man and knelt beside him, pulling up the sleeve of his left arm, displaying the legendary tattoo. “I am both, Private Theel. And I swear to you, I am here bearing goodwill.” Vincent stood and offered the soldier a hand up. Theel considered Vincent for a moment before grasping his hand.
“You helped my mother once. She speaks of you as if you’re an angel of Lor.”
Vincent shook his head. “I am not. But I remember her. Margaery, yes? She was pregnant with you at the time, I believe.”
Theel shook his head. “No. With my sister. I was a year later.” He turned to Corporal Smit. “Corp, I think we oughta–”
“No one in their right mind would display that tattoo if they weren’t the Merchant,” Smit interrupted. “Follow me. Pick up your damned pike, Theel.”
The four made their way quietly into the army compound. They passed several small storage buildings, but no soldiers.
“You two the last brave men in Mor?” Vincent asked as they walked. Smit eyed him with suspicion.
“I did not mean that with sarcasm, Corporal. I heard many of your comrades deserted for the Sapphire. Am I misinformed?”
Smit stared ahead, silent. Private Theel shook his head and replied. “You are not. But I don’t know that we’re any braver than they are. I have a wife and infant son here in Mor. Smit is due to be wed in a cycle, on Winterwind Eve.”
“And I care for my father,” Smit added. “He’s not well. Can’t travel. Otherwise Farah and I would have left with the rest.”
“And your captains?” Gerald pressed. “They would not object to your leaving?”
“You’ll see for yourself in a moment.”
The four approached an enormous stone building, three stories tall, decorated in ash-covered banners that once proudly displayed the white and gold colors of Mor. Four men stood guard at the top of the steps; a word from Corporal Smit and the four were waved through. Smit and Theel led the pair towards a long table on the far side of the hall.
Vincent had only once, a decade before, been invited to the Grand Barracks, the expansive officer’s hall within which the captains and generals of the army of Mor spent most of their nights. He had been a guest then of Maris and Kalindra, who had provided entertainment for the evening when a newly promoted general was presented with his Sword and Shield, two finely crafted implements of war that would be replicated in miniature on the general’s uniform from that day on. The event had proved boring but served as a window into the rapidly deteriorating discipline of the army. There was little discussion that evening of soldiery, no tales of gallantry and honor that should have preceded General Fallon’s ascension. The man had purchased his promotion, and the topics on everyone’s lips that evening were threefold: how the aristocratic guests of the hall that evening had garnered favor with him, how they might, or, in the case of the captains present, how they planned to emulate his consolidation of power and someday procure their own advancement. There had been one bright spot in the evening, and Vincent recalled it fondly. As the newly minted General Fallon and his wife took their place for the first time at the long officer’s table after the ceremony, and the other generals arose in faux reverence on either side, a balding, grizzled-looking old general had refused to stand. That general had once required the services of the Merchant; Vincent knew him, or rather the Merchant did, and admired him as a man of honor. An awkward moment ensued. After a long, tortured delay, the man finally rose from his chair, drained his glass, and walked unhurriedly out of the barracks as fourteen generals, their wives, a hundred captains and all their guests stared agape.
Opposite the table before him now stood that grizzled old general, now thoroughly bereft of hair on his head, if one did not count the wisps of grey protruding from his ears. A half-dozen captains watched over his shoulder as he pored over a stack of documents.
“Pardon the interruption, General Slater,” said Smit.  “I have here a man who say he’s–”
“What you have there, Smit, is a dead man. Do you not know you’re dead, Master Thomison? Has no one told you?”
“Didn’t take, General.”
The old soldier shook his head. “Yet.” He turned to regard Gerald. “Longstock, isn’t it?”
Gerald nodded.
“I have orders from Fallon to kill you on sight.”
“If you would resist the urge, I’d be most grateful,” Gerald replied, doing his best to avoid sounding terrified.
“Well, you’re in luck. I hate that painted bastard, and he’s not here. Left south with half the army. I might just spare you to spite him.” General Slater turned his gaze to Vincent. “I suppose there’s a Fury of a story as to how you’re still walking around.”
Vincent nodded. “There is.”
“Well, I don’t wanna hear it. Magic, I’d bet, and I have no use for it. What I do know is this. You two made a Fury of a mess with your act in the throneroom.” Slater narrowed his eyes at Vincent. “Did you do it?”
Vincent knew what Slater was asking. “I did. But it was as I testified. I killed him to avenge my Anie. My wife. No one else would.”
Slater appraised Vincent for a long moment, then nodded. “Hasn’t been any justice in this kingdom since Halsen lost his mind thirty years ago. I’ll take you at your word. Now, why are you here?”
“I’m here to help, General.”
“To help? And how do you plan to do that? You’re a middle-aged merchant. Bit old to join the army. And a bit soft, I’d wager.”
“I’m not young,” Vincent agreed. “But neither am I soft.” He pulled up his sleeve. Recognition flashed on the general’s face. “There has been some justice these past thirty years, General. And I am not here to join your army. I am here to fund it.”
Slater blinked. The captains on either side of him exchanged glances. “The army.”
Vincent nodded.
“With what?”
“With gold, General. I have access to plenty.”
General Slater cocked his head, a look of contempt warping his features.
“Master Thomison, my men could go door to door and claim every coin in Mor. I’m not interested in your gold.  Don’t get me wrong, this lot will be glad to take it. The kind of soldier left here in Mor isn’t the kind who’d relish the idea of stealing from people. These men and women,” the general made a wide, sweeping motion with his arms, “are what’s left of the beating heart of Mor, if it ever had one. Now, what I am interested in is knowing why in Fury you’d want to hire yourself an army. I’m not as sharp as I once was, but I think I could puzzle it out on the first try. Care to wager on it?”
Vincent shot Gerald a glance, taken aback by the quick-witted monologue. The wizard shrugged. He turned back to Slater.
“Fine,” Vincent smirked. “One crown.”
“On the table.”
Vincent pulled a crown from his cloak. The General matched it.
“An army does one thing best: killing. So, it’s a question of who you want dead. And if you need an army to do it, well, that means you’ve got yourself a Fury of an enemy. And we already know who that is. So, you’re here to go after Sartean D’Avers. On the mark so far?”
Vincent nodded. “So far.”
The general wagged a finger at Vincent’s face. “And that right there says the rest,” the general said. “If it were only Sartean you cared about, I’d have seen it on your face. So, you’re hoping to bag that flying black bastard, too, whatever it is.”
Vincent nodded. 
“And you’re probably hoping to rally the whole bloody city behind you when you do.” The general leaned forward over the table and snatched the two coins. “You’re not here to hire an army, Master Thomison. You’re here to buy a kingdom. Question is, if I sell you one, what do you intend to do with it?”




XVII: KEHRLIA
The kingdom is yours for the taking, Master,” Jarriah said, setting a stack of reports on Sartean’s desk. “Half the army has gone south. The other half is divided between the barracks and the palace. The Defenders are no more. The laborers of Mor have burned the shops on Kings Way and gather to attack the palace. It is chaos. But…”
“Yes?” Sartean looked up from his desk, a wild, feral look in his eyes.
“But I do not think we should act. Not yet. We should wait until the beast–”
“We?” Sartean withdrew a flask from within his robes, hands visibly shaking as he pulled the cork free from a flask he now carried as a matter of course, a flask Jarriah was now expected to keep full at all times. He took a long drink; Jarriah swallowed.
“Kehrlia, I mean. You, of course. I… forgive me.” Jarriah reached for the flask before Sartean could set it down, quick to refill it from the bottle he now also carried.
Sartean frowned, returning his attention to a book. “Ah, Jarriah, I preferred you when you were more irreverent. You begin to bore me with your cowering.”
Jarriah took a breath. “Then I will be direct, Master. I cower because you are not yourself. Not since you began taking Flightfluid–” 
Sartean stood, towering over his desk. “I take the potion, you imbecile, because you gave it to me when you rescued me, and now I crave it!”
“I had no choice. You were unable to walk, unable to move. I had to do something. But now… I am worried that–”
“Oh, spare me. I will wean myself off when things settle a bit. I am no weak-minded commoner. It will take far more than Flightfluid for me to lose my wits.” Sartean sat back down. “Continue what you were saying. You do not think I should yet act?”
“I do not. There is much to lose by laying claim to Mor too soon, and little to gain. The people and the army are at odds; let them sort it out. We–” Jarriah caught himself.  “You should focus your attention on the beast. Destroy it, and Mor will willingly submit to you, without bloodshed.”
“And who says I would not prefer bloodshed?” Sartean asked in reply. “Make no mistake, Jarriah. This will not be a bloodless ascension. The army, what’s left of it… do you know who commands it now?”
“A man named Slater, I am told. An old man, surely no threat.”
Sartean closed his book, shaking his head. He glared at Jarriah.
“I think I made a mistake promoting you to Incantor early. You speak like a first-year fool. General Slater is the most beloved general in the army. His men would die for him, fight their way out of Fury, and die for him again. When Fallon took his favored troops with him to the Sapphire, Slater ordered all the single, unattached soldiers to follow him out of Mor. Do you know why he did that?”
“Because they had no one to defend, and thus no reason to fight?”
Sartean rolled his eyes. “No, Jarriah. That is the pretense. Think it through, man.”
Jarriah chewed his cheek, thinking.
“He sent them south because either they would have deserted anyway, or they would have stayed and wreaked havoc on morale.”
Sartean nodded. “Certainly that. But you still miss the mark. Who remains in Mor? Which soldiers?”
“The soldiers with families.”
“Be more specific.”
“Fathers. Husbands. Some wives and mothers, but not many.”
“And grandfathers,” Sartean said. “Captains. Sergeants. Experienced soldiers. Men whose loyalty he has earned over the years. So, puzzle it out. The oldest, wisest, most experienced general in Mor is now in command of the oldest, wisest, and most experienced captains of Mor, who command motivated men who fight for their loved ones, and all those who would sow discontent among such a force have been exiled. Incantor Jarriah, I cannot recall a time when a man in Mor carried more power. And you say he is no threat?”
Jarriah shook his head. “I see your point.”
“The details of the Flightfluid operation are common knowledge now, yes?”
Jarriah nodded. “And worse. The stories have taken on a life of their own. Some say it was you who was responsible for Halsen’s bloodlust. They say you ensorcelled him and drove him mad. You are not much loved at the moment, Master.”
“And you think killing this beast will endear the people of Mor to me?”
“It would help, I believe, yes.”
Sartean took a long pull from the flask and tucked it within his robe. He took a deep breath, trembling for a moment, and stood. “Then you have not been listening. Not even to yourself. I am hated in Mor, Jarriah. And by extension, so is all of Kehrlia. No, I will say it again: this will not be a bloodless ascension. The people of Mor will not be enamored of us, no matter what great beast we slay. Do not misunderstand, slay it we shall. It is an inconvenience that must be dealt with.” Sartean closed his eyes, sending a message to the apprentice assigned to tend to him. He opened them and waved a hand, opening the door of his library.  “Let us go do so.”
Jarriah stood, following Sartean through the door. “But we do not know where it is.”
“You do not know where it is,” Sartean corrected as he descended the stairs. “I am the Master of Kehrlia.”
A turn later the two entered the largest of four classrooms in the tower, a level above the vestibule. Twelve of the most senior Incantors in Kehrlia stood assembled, awaiting their master.
“Fire?” he asked. Six Incantors raised their hands.
“You will each command a squad of ten. Go, choose them, and meet me at the steps.” The six left the classroom without comment.
Sartean addressed the others, pointing. “You, you, and you will prevent the beast from closing near enough to bring its jaws and claws to bear. You three,” he pointed to the others, “will ensure the beast does not poison the air around us. You will each command a squad as well. Recruit whomever you like. Go, and send in the Daughters.”
The specialists in air magics left in silence; a moment later four women entered the room, each garbed in crimson robes, hoods pulled down low over their eyes. Sartean directed his attention to the one who stood nearest. “Tell me of your preparations.”
The woman glanced to Jarriah and back again to Sartean.
“Ah. Do not worry about him. I have your loyalty, do I not, Incantor Jarriah?”
Jarriah bowed his head. “I am at your service, Master.”
Sartean laughed. “See? A conniving little thing, just like the rest of you. He will be privy to what happens here.”
The woman nodded. “As you wish. As for preparations, there are two dozen of us positioned throughout Mor, as agreed. The Livening has begun.”
“And?”
“It goes well. Here, see for yourself.” The woman pulled back her hood, exposing herself to be a middle-aged woman, pale but not unattractive, wearing a serious expression beneath a head of bright red hair trimmed short as a soldier’s. She reached behind her head and unclasped a hook, pulling the amulet free and handing it to Sartean. Her knees buckled briefly as the Master of Kehrlia accepted the necklace.
Sartean beheld the amulet for moment, examining it. A golden chain was threaded through at least fifty small bones, human finger bones, Sartean assumed, the smallest near the clasp, the largest near a trio of black stones that hung at the front of the piece, each a black diamond the size of a siskin’s egg, polished smooth and cradled in delicately sculpted claws, these also made of bone.
“Macabre, is it not, Jarriah? Daughter Nia clearly believes in the power of dramatic aesthetics.”
The priestess bristled at the suggestion. “The design is not merely cosmetic. There is power in bone.”
“Nonsense,” Sartean mocked. “The power is in the stones.” Sartean handed the amulet to Jarriah. “Would you?” He turned his back to the young Incantor, expecting Jarriah to fasten the necklace. After the span of several breaths, he turned back around to find Jarriah on his knees, trembling, the amulet held tight within an outstretched fist.
“Oh, for Fury’s sake, stand up man.”
Jarriah forced himself to his feet with some effort, cowed by the sheer power of the amulet. Sartean snatched it from his grasp and gave it to Nia, who quickly fastened it about Sartean’s neck.
“Mmm,” Sartean moaned. “Exquisite. I can feel it filling.”
“Not filling, Master D’Avers,” Nia corrected. “Feeding.”
I could have used this recently, he observed silently, lamenting his arrogance in facing Mila Felsin so unprepared. “You have done well, but I do not know if this will be sufficient. The enemy we face is formidable. Prepare me another.”
The woman shook her head as she pulled the hood back over her head.
“Only one. Only today.”
“You would refuse me, Daughter of Kal? I trained you. You would still be handmaiden to some nob if not for Kehrlia.”
“Only one,” she repeated. “It is law.”
“Hmph. One would think your mistress would make allowances, considering. And how does my mother fare? Enjoying her position as the foremost fruit in your half-baked unholy pie?”
“Our mistress fares as she must,” Nia replied.
“I assume she is aware of your presence here.”
A slight pause preceded Nia’s reply. “She is aware we are at Kehrlia, yes. But what you intend to ask is whether we carry her words for you. We do not. Such was her bargain.”
Sartean waved his hand, dismissive. “Bah. You religious types are sheep, slaves to some ancient text. Begone, all of you.”
“There is the matter of your own bargain,” another of the four said firmly. The two who had not spoken stepped forward. One withdrew a small blade from her sleeve; the other a small wooden bowl.
Sartean sighed. “Very well. Jarriah, hold out your hand.”
“No,” Daughter Nia demanded. “It must be yours.”
“As if it matters!” Sartean bellowed. He thrust out his hand. “Get it over with!”
The woman with the bowl grasped Sartean’s wrist firmly in one hand as the other held the bowl underneath. The woman with the knife pried his fingers open. The four spoke a single word in unison.
“Indebted.”
The woman with the knife stabbed viciously at the meaty flesh beneath Sartean’s thumb. Sartean cried out; blood streamed from the wound, filling the bowl quickly. “Damn you woman, did you need to stab me? Would a cut not have sufficed?”
Nia stepped forward, wrapping Sartean’s hand in a wet cloth that bore a pungent, acrid odor. Within a few breaths the bleeding had stopped.
“Our bargain was unambiguous,” Nia stated plainly. “To do as you ask, the Veil must be pierced, and thus so must the flesh.”
“Fine! Is there anything else, or do you require a bone as well, for your next amulet?”
“Something shall be required, as was our bargain,” Nia replied. “A service of equal value.
“Is that not what the blood is for?” Sartean demanded.
Nia shook her head. “The blood is your contract, Sartean D’Avers. You are bound to a favor to Kal, in this life or the next. He will call you when he has need. For now, hear me well: the Daughters shall facilitate the Livening until dawn breaks tomorrow. The amulet will be of use to you until then only, and not a moment longer. One stone shall Name the enemy you seek, and using that name, one stone shall Call him. The last shall Liven you and grant you great power, for a time. Use them well.”
“Use them well,” the others repeated. Daughter Nia did not wait for permission to leave. Her sisters followed.
“Superstitious fools,” Sartean remarked when they were out of earshot. “‘You are bound, in this life or the next.’ To whom? A glowing ball in the night sky? Fools.”
“Master, the power in that amulet–”
“It is magic, Jarriah. Nothing more. The Daughters possess a handful of secrets that are not yet common knowledge among wizards. Was not the act of infusing a gem with elemental power a mystery to you once?”
Jarriah nodded. “Yes. You are right. It can be nothing more than that. But… so much power! From where does it come? Your mother?”
The Master of Kehrlia struck the young Incantor on the side of the head with a brutal backhand. Jarriah fell to the floor, dazed.
“Do not be so daft, Jarriah. It is a called a Livening. It comes from the living. And if you ever mention my mother again, I will roast you alive.” Sartean reached down and yanked Jarriah to his feet by the collar. “Now come. There is no time to waste.”




XVIII: THE ELMS OF EYRE
Feel that?” Lucan asked Aria.
His voice startled her; they had been riding beside one another in silence for half a day. “I… no, I don’t think I do,” she replied, puzzled.
“The air. It’s a bit… thicker, isn’t it?”
Aria looked around, allowing herself to sense their surroundings.
“You’re right. Thicker. And sweeter. Look.” Aria pointed to the dry ground.
“When did it stop snowing?”
Aria shook her head. “No idea.”
Lucan nodded towards the trail ahead; the Vicaris had called a halt, and Mikallis pulled Triumph alongside her. “Looks like Trellia and Captain Arseface noticed something, too.”
“Lucan!” Aria scolded quietly, making no attempt to hide a smirk.
“You’re right. I just uttered a terrible offense against arses everywhere.” Lucan bowed dramatically in the saddle. “My apologies, Princess.”
Aria smothered a snicker, but not before Lucan saw that she did.
The pair joined Trellia and Mikallis at the end of the trail, beyond which a narrow footpath led into a thickly wooded forest. J’arn and Shyla caught up a moment later.
“We are just outside the boundary of the lands of Eyre,” Trellia began. “Just ahead there will be a small clearing, where we will be expected to make camp and wait.”
“Wait fer what, Lady?” Shyla asked.
“Not for what,” Trellia replied, “For whom. If we are to be allowed passage through the Elms, an emissary will come.”
“How long before they come?” asked J’arn.
“No way to tell, but it could be two days, even three.”
“Fine with me,” Lucan declared, dismounting Hope and stretching to touch his toes. “Hope they make it four.”
Captain Mikallis shook his head as he also dismounted. Lucan saw the gesture and held up a hand, speaking before the other could.
“I know, we’re in a hurry. But notice this air? It tastes… well, it tastes right. Like air ought to taste. It’s different. No ash. No bitter wind.” Lucan looked to the tree line ahead. “The trees still have leaves. The spoil of Fang hasn’t reached here. It’s… well, I don’t know. I wouldn’t mind a few days here before we go off to find our destinies, or whatever it is that’s in store for us.”
Lucan moved to help Shyla dismount Spirit. J’arn slid down the other side.
Trellia replied, her tone kind. “Wait until you see the rest, Lucan. We are not even yet within the Eyre. This is nothing.”
The six led their horses single file up the tree-lined path, Trellia in the lead. Wolf barked happily, darting between hoof and foot to make his way to the front of the procession. A few dozen paces in, the path widened into a clearing, as Trellia predicted, but unlike any clearing any of the companions had ever experienced, save Trellia.
Just enough light filtered through the canopy above to reach the small, leafy plants that carpeted the ground; a light breeze made its way from one side of the clearing to the other, lending the illusion that a sleeping beast beneath their feet rolled beneath a vast, green blanket. The land was flat where trees did not grow, but where they did grow, they grew thick and tall. The six looked up and without exception felt a sense of vertigo.
“Mawbottom, how tall are they?” Shyla asked no one.
Aria and Trellia replied in once voice.
“‘As tall as they must be’,” they sang. The women shared a private laugh.
“Care to sing the rest, Aria?” asked the Vicaris.
Aria smiled broadly. “Not just now. Perhaps later.”
“I pray that you will,” Mikallis urged. “There is no sound sweeter to me than your voice in song.”
“Aww, well ain’t that a thing to say,” Shyla teased. “Quite a charmer, ain’t yeh?”
“Oh, he is that!” Aria said, joining in Shyla’s fun.
Mikallis laughed; J’arn and Lucan joined him. The six bantered lightly as they tied the horses and removed their saddles. Even Lucan and Mikallis managed to get along, exchanging inane comments without malice or sarcasm. When the work of unpacking their gear was complete, Trellia gathered them close in the center of the clearing where a dozen ancient moss-covered stones protruded from the ground in a circle. Trellia took a seat atop one; the others chose seats as well.
“We are being offered a grace, it would seem,” she said. “The sense of joy and amity you all feel is a gift from the land, and it is not always given. Be glad; the Elms welcome you.”
Lucan turned to Mikallis to find him wearing a wide grin.
“I have never seen you smile before, Captain. It is a good look on you.”
Mikallis clapped Lucan on the back. “Perhaps we will not always be rivals, Lucan.”
“I would like that,” Lucan replied, standing again. “I’m hungry. Who’s hungry? I’ll start a fire.”
“No!” Trellia warned. “No fire, not ever within the Elms or the Eyre. It is the bane of our hosts. We may use magic to warm our food, if we must, but not so much as a spark. Do you all hear me?”
Five heads nodded.
“Aria,” asked Shyla, “could yeh make some more of them pockets yeh made that one time?”
Aria nodded. “Cheesepouches! Of course! Come, we will do it together; I will show you how to heat them, if you’d care to practice your magic.”
Each of the company busied themselves; J’arn and Trellia pitching tents, Lucan and Mikallis brushing horses, Aria and Shyla preparing food. The light of day began to fade just as they sat down to eat.
“Before we eat,” Trellia said, “we must signal to the Airies that we have come. They may very well know we are here already, but they may not.”
“How do we do that?” J’arn asked. “Ye said we can’t light a fire.”
“We can do better than that,” Trellia said. “Watch.” The Vicaris brought her palms together before her chest, bowed her head for a moment and took a breath. When she pulled her hands apart, a brightly glowing orb of golden light took shape; with a flick of her wrist, the orb flew overhead, higher and higher, past the tops of the trees. At one point it finally stopped, hovering.
“That should do the trick,” she said. “Now, for our own use.” Trellia brought her hands together again; Lucan stood to address her.
“May I do it, Trellia?”
She turned to the young man. “Oh. Well, of course, here, let me show–”
Before Trellia could finish, seven scintillating orbs of multicolored light, each the size of a fist, flew from Lucan’s open palms. They moved around the camp, each coming to a rest above one of the companions, all except the one made for Wolf: his darted and bounded playfully around their barking friend, who jumped and pawed at his new plaything with glee. The others wore alternating expressions of awe as Lucan answered the question they were all preparing to ask.
“I just knew I could do it. I feel…” Lucan paused. “Yes, I feel like I could do almost anything right now. Any bit of magic you could think of. Don’t you all feel the same?”
The others exchanged glances and turned back to Lucan, heads shaking.
“Aw, come on, this air! Don’t you just feel it? Aria, you feel it, don’t you?”
Aria shook her head. “I feel that it is warmer here, and the air is cleaner, but no. I do not feel as if my magic is stronger.”
Trellia interjected. “Would you try something for me, Lucan?”
Lucan nodded. “Sure!”
“Try to hover a bit off the ground.”
Aria objected. “Vicaris, is that not–”
Trellia held up a hand. “Just a bit, now. Just for a moment.”
Lucan chewed his lip briefly and closed his eyes, imagining himself floating, trying to puzzle out how he might accomplish it.
“Lucan!” Aria’s voice called from below.
Lucan opened his eyes to find he was hovering ten feet off the ground. When the realization struck, the spell was broken, and he fell like a stone. Trellia was prepared; a spell of her own arrested his fall and set him gently back on the ground.
“Whoa! That was fun!” Lucan’s face shone like a child’s on Winterwind morning.
“Was it difficult?” Aria asked. “Are you not exhausted?”
Lucan shrugged. “Well, no. Should I be?”
“Remarkable,” Trellia said.
“I’d say!” Shyla agreed. “Luc, how’d yeh do that? Can yeh show me?”
Lucan shook his head. “I mean, I dunno, I just thought it!”
The companions peppered Lucan with questions and challenges, eager to discover of what else he might be capable, but Trellia put an early end to the discussion when Shyla asked, serious as can be, if he would fly with her above the tree line to have a look around.
“We will learn more about Lucan’s abilities, as well as your own, in due time,” she said. “I would prefer not to press–”
A thunderous, earsplitting roar from above bent the branches of trees downwards, shredding the calm of the clearing and sending the companions to their knees. All eyes looked to Trellia; shouted questions went unheard, the ringing in their ears made hearing impossible. The Vicaris weaved her hands in a frantic yet intricate pattern; in a few moments the sharp ring was reduced to a tolerable hum.
“Horses!” she managed to exclaim before the next deafening roar. As one they made for their tied mounts, establishing their Bonds before the horses could injure themselves. Shyla called to Wolf, as loud as she could; he was nowhere to be found. Something enormous raked at the canopy above; a shower of leaves and branches fell to the floor of the clearing.
“Stay with Spirit!” J’arn shouted to Shyla. He made for the tents, where his axes lay, tripping after a few steps on a root, the conjured lights proving insufficiently bright in the chaos. Lucan followed, helping J’arn back to his feet and quickly retrieving Redemption from his own tent. Another roar tore through the air as Lucan buckled the weapon to his waist, followed by a great tearing sound as the beast snapped one of the great ancient elms in two.
It was impossible to know which way the tree was falling. Lucan quickly conjured another set of orbs to light the clearing. He saw that the tree was falling away from them, mercifully, but what he saw in the space where it had been was a thing of nightmares.
A black atrocity of scales and fangs and claws hung suspended between flapping leather wings, its spiked head cocked to the side as a coal black eye appraised the scattering creatures before it. The trees were still too thick for the abomination to descend, but its thick, whipping tail was quickly making short work of the canopy.
Wind! Trellia’s voice sounded sharply within the minds of the companions. You must summon wind, if you can! Prevent it from landing!
Aria knew she could do no such thing. However, she knew Trellia could, and she knew how to support her through a Link. She braced her hands on the Vicaris shoulders and a moment later, a great gust of air was routed directly towards the beast. Their effort was rewarded with a mind-breaking wail of defiance, but the beast did not retreat.
Mikallis knew his usefulness was limited; he focused his attention on the horses as he stood protectively beside Aria.
Shyla split her concentration between calming the horses and calling to Wolf, who she could sense cowering somewhere nearby, resisting the urge to flee, wanting only to make it to Shyla, to protect her. No!
Run, Wolf! I’ll find yeh! Run!
Lucan found he was still in the throes of whatever force had awakened his magic within him and discovered he, too, could direct a considerable force of air at the beast. Combining his effort with the gusts coming from Trellia and Aria, the three managed to buffet the creature backwards and away, for a moment, but the fiend was not repelled; it seemed barely annoyed as it continued to tear at the trees, digging itself an unobstructed way down into the clearing.
Wolf sprang from the far tree line and bounded across the glade towards Shyla, terrified but fanatical in his desire to make it back to his friend. Time slowed as Shyla looked from Wolf to the beast; the dead black eyes of the monster had no pupils, none she could make out, but Shyla knew it had turned its attention to Wolf; she almost imagined it flashed her a malevolent grin. She broke for her friend as fast as her legs could carry her.
The immense creature inhaled.
The air in the clearing seemed to become thin, inert, void of the elements of life. The companions struggled to draw their next breaths. Trellia’s stream of wind ceased abruptly, and for an instant, the clearing succumbed to a dark, deathly hush.
The glade was then bathed in blinding scarlet light as Wolf jumped into Shyla’s waiting arms, a terrible jet of searing flame from above trained directly at the pair.
Upon seeing the beast target the gnome and her pup, a blistering rage welled within the Firstson of Belgorne. With an unintelligible cry of hatred and dismay, the dwarf launched his axe at the fiend in a mighty, desperate overhand throw, a throw that should not have come close, a throw that should not have carried half the distance to the hovering monstrosity. Yet it did, and more, embedding itself in the scaled breast of the awful creature. The beast did not fall – the wound was only superficial – but it did give it pause, enough to disrupt the flow of fire, for the moment at least.
Aria looked on in revulsion over Trellia’s shoulder, willing her very life into the Vicaris to strengthen her efforts. Neither she nor Trellia had seen the throw; Trellia had been focusing on her own counterattack. Mesmerized by the sight of the creature, Trellia reestablished her spell too late, directing a torrent of wind at Shyla and Wolf, hoping in vain to blow them clear of the murderous fonts, or at least to redirect the fiery deluge. When the flames suddenly ceased, however, only ash remained. The horrified Vicaris let out a scream to pierce the Veil.
Somehow, Lucan had known what was to happen before the wicked flames blew forth from the beast’s belly. A scene from his dream broke briefly through to the surface of his awareness, a flash from the ever-repeating nightmare within which he lingered for days at the Grove. I have seen this. Lucan knew that he must act. And so he did.
Before the beast inhaled, Lucan took a breath of his own, knowing somehow that he must. As the beast exhaled, great streams of flame issuing from its maw, Lucan dashed with inhuman speed for Shyla and Wolf. His collision with the pair was violent. His collarbone snapped in two when he struck Shyla, but Lucan was in the throes of a great magic then, and he kept his feet, snatching Shyla and Wolf from the clutches of a fiery death, the three tumbling safely beyond the tree line before the flames could singe a hair on their heads.
The three rolled apart; Wolf and Shyla each had the wind knocked from their lungs by the impact and lay feebly on the ground, frantically sucking bits of air back into their bodies. Lucan knew he was injured severely, suffering more than just a broken bone. A sensation of hot wetness spread within the right side of his chest; his collarbone had punctured his lung. He was out of this fight, magic or no.
J’arn armed himself with the second axe he carried, Starl’s axe, and ran towards the elves. “Where is she! I can’t find her! Shyla!”
“Lucan!” Aria called out into the night, suddenly aware that the man from Mor had disappeared as well. She did not have time to lament his loss, however. A cracking sound from above announced the demise of another great elm. The four looked up just in time to see the beast tuck its wings and drop through the canopy to the ground before them.
Trellia acted quickly, clapping her hands above her head. A golden, shimmering dome enveloped the four and their mounts. The ground shook as the beast stepped forward, one terrible black eye leaning in to gain a closer look at the beings trapped within the glowing globe.
“I cannot hold this long,” Trellia whispered, struggling to speak at all. “Mikallis, untie the horses. Aria, J’arn, when I release the spell–”
A shower of sparks cascaded down the exterior of the globe as the creature probed it with a terrible claw. The strain on Trellia to maintain the spell was amplified, ever increasing exhaustion evident on her face. Aria reached for the Vicaris to again help sustain her, but a look from Trellia gave her pause.
“When I release the spell, you must run. Mikallis and I will cover your escape. Find the Airies. Tell them–”
“I’ll tell ‘em I killed this blasted thing!” J’arn hollered. He turned towards the beast, readying his axe. “I ain’t leavin’ ye! Don’t ask again!”
“Nor I!” said Aria, terrified but buoyed by J’arn’s defiance.
~Trellia! Can yeh hear me?~
“Shyla!” Aria and J’arn exclaimed.
~Luc’s hurt somethin’ bad, I dunno what to do!~
Trellia responded silently. ~Feel for his wound, use your magic! Stay out of sight!~
A dark and dreadful laugh filled the minds of the companions as the beast joined the conversation.
~I know where you are, little morsel. I will put an end to you soon. By all means, heal your friend, so that I might play with him.~
More than the fangs, more than the claws, more than the mighty swinging tail and the sheer size of the beast, the sound of its voice in the minds of the companions inspired terror. It was not that its voice was so foul, though it was. It was not that its thoughts were so loathsome, though they were. More than these, it was the knowledge that the horror that had come to them was not a mindless one, but rather a being of intelligence, of cunning, of intent.
The four would have screamed then if yet another voice had not stolen its way into their minds.
~I Name you, Kalashagon! I Call you, Slave of Disorder! Obey my summons! Come to me!~




XIX: THE MAW
Afool, a liar, or a coward?
King Dohr Silverstone was tired, exhausted to his bones, as were all from Belgorne, but he did not sleep. The question would not let him. He was not uncomfortable; the mattress upon which he was tied was soft. His captor regularly offered him food and drink. Dohr refused both. He knew he must make it until at least morning, perhaps midday, before he would be cut free. Perhaps he would be allowed to relieve himself, perhaps not – but he would not put himself in the position to ask for permission.
He was a king.
He did not struggle, he did not cry out, nor did he rail against the soldiers who had been assigned to guard him. He understood wholly the gambit Flint had arranged. For the surviving civilians of Belgorne to stand a chance, the soldiers needed to do exactly what they had done: march off to die in a war they could not hope to win, leaving their own allotted rations of food and other provisions behind for their loved ones to share in their absence as they made for the sea. Yet it would not do for a king of Belgorne to send his men to war without him; if he had done so, staying behind by choice, the Silverstone name would forever be tarnished. Trundling him up, tying him to the mattress… these treasonous acts guaranteed that the story of the heroic dwarves of Belgorne would be one of noble mutiny, the tale of a righteous coup designed to preserve a dutiful, honorable king who might lead the survivors of Belgorne to safety.
In the dark, quiet hours that night, Dohr knew better. He struggled with the question of what he would have done, had he been given a choice. Would he have truly demanded to accompany the army, youthful pride overriding good sense at the expense of leaving his people without a leader? He had said as much, but would he have relented in the face of argument? Would he have acquiesced to the logic of Flint’s plan, staying behind begrudgingly, pretending before his people to have done so under duress in order to preserve the illusion of courage – and if he did so, would it have been a selfish deception, perpetrated for his own pride’s sake, or an honorable one, carried out for the sake of his people? Or, worst of all, would he have simply embraced the opportunity to save his own life and accepted the scheme to stay behind with relief in his heart?
A fool, a liar, or a coward, Dohr again asked himself, which would ye be?
He supposed Captain Flint knew what he was doing, saving not only the people of Belgorne from the fate of serving a king they could not respect, but protecting Dohr’s conscience as well, for whatever decision he might have made, it would have been a guilty one, as no option was without dishonor.
Yet ye do not cry out, Dohr reminded himself. Ye do not struggle against your bonds. Would not a king continue to demand release? Would Father have lain here docile as his dwarves marched willingly to certain death? Is your silence anything but tacit cowardice, then? Does it not make ye complicit in this farce?
The quarrel in the king’s mind continued for several hours, as did the disquiet in his heart, as he listened through the tent walls to the sounds of his kin departing for the northern jaw of the Maw. They were quiet enough, aiming to keep their departure a secret until dawn; the absence of wailing spouses and children indicated that they succeeded. There will be wailing enough come dawn, Dohr knew.
It was when he could no longer hear the boots of his dwarves, scant hours before dawn, that Dohr decided he must accept the harsh truth. He was a liar; his silence made him one, and he would have no choice but to take that lie to his grave. He was a coward; his passive compliance as he lay there made him one, no matter the logic of Captain Flint’s scheme.
But he was not a fool.
“Soldier,” he called to his guard.
“Aye, my king?”
“It is time to cut me bonds. I have work to do.”
“Uh, Captain Flint said–”
“Captain Flint was doin’ me a favor, tryin’ to spare me conscience. He failed. I will not flee, nor chase after the army. But I need to review our provisions and decide on a strategy for the morning.”
“Sire, I–”
“What be your name, soldier?”
The young dwarf cleared his throat. “Macon, Sire. Sergeant Kyle Macon, but folks just call me Mac.”
“Young for a sergeant.”
The dwarf nodded. “Aye. Field promotion, as it were.”
King Dohr nodded back. “Mac, ye have me word. I will not make trouble for ye. But come dawn, when the survivors of Belgorne realize their loved ones have gone off to die… if we fail to get ’em all marchin’ before grief and despair sets in, we’ll be sunk. Do ye understand?”
“Aye, I think so.”
“Good. And if we’re to begin that march, I need to review our inventories and prepare orders. Cut me loose, Sergeant. I ain’t servin’ Belgorne by lyin’ here.”
The sergeant hesitated for an instant, but quickly saw the king’s logic.
“King Dohr,” he said as he sawed at the ropes, “I know ye wanna go with the army. Shames me to stay behind, too. But it be like Flint said to me ‘fore he left, we each got our parts.”
Dohr sat up, rubbing his wrists as Mac cut away the ropes that secured his ankles. The king stood and glared at the young sergeant. “Aye, ye speak true. Now go do your own part and gather up whatever officers Hatchet and Flint left me. Move!”
They had not left him many. One captain and four sergeants returned with Mac to find King Dohr deliberating over a map. The king recognized the captain; Flint’s choice, no doubt.
“How many fighting dwarves have we, Kalder?” Dohr asked, not bothering to ask the names of the sergeants.
Captain Blythe Kalder shook his head. “Few enough. Maybe a company, between those on guard duty and the ones assigned to the camps. But Hatchet left most of the crossbows, so’s we can arm the citizens, if need be.”
Dohr nodded. “I don’t expect we’ll encounter much trouble between here and the Sapphire, but I’ll bet a bag Mor’s got its own troubles. We may just run into refugees and might not all of ’em be friendly.”
Kalder nodded. “Flint said as much. He said–”
Dohr slammed a fist on the table. “I don’t give a hot piss from this point on what Flint said. Listen up, all of ye. We all share a terrible thing between us. Dwarves are goin’ off to die so we can live. Count ’em gone and let the bards write the ballads. Do ye understand me?”
Blank faces stared back at the king.
“All right, then let me speak plain. Do any of ye wish to be king?”
Heads shook.
“None of ye? Not a one?”
No one replied.
“Well, I’ll let ye in on a secret: me neither. I did, once. Hated me brother for bein’ born first. But me father made me king, ye all saw it, and so a king I will be. And as your king, I ask for an oath from ye, here an’ now, on your seats in Stonarris. Will ye hear it?”
“Aye,” the dwarves replied.
“Ye shall never tell our people what happened here tonight. Don’t be so quick to agree, now. Ye’ll want to. Some will challenge ye, name ye cowards for stayin’ behind, liars for claimin’ ye didn’t mean to. Worst part is, they’ll be right. We be cowards and liars all. Ye know it. It’ll gnaw at ye. Ye’ll feel the need to come clean. But ye can’t. Not ever, ‘cause if ye do, ye’ll break the spirit of our people, sure as stone. I know ye dread lyin’ to your kin. Ye think it makes ye twice a coward. But it’ll be far worse for ’em if ye tell the truth, and the lie ain’t for the lot of ye… it be for them. It don’t matter what happened here. Only matters what’s remembered. Do ye understand me?”
Kalder and the sergeants exchanged silent glances. They all shared the same guilt, but so did they share the same sense of responsibility. One by one, nods affirmed to King Dohr that the secret would be kept.
“Then it’ll be as I said. Who has a hammer?”
Mac stepped forward and pulled a hammer from his belt. He set it on the table before his king. Dohr grasped its head; the others leaned forward, grasping its handle.
Dohr spoke their oath. “Let the bards write the ballads.”
His dwarves repeated the words, a chorus of cowards binding a lie to a promise.
~
When the light of dawn fell on the remnant citizens of Belgorne that next morning, it was much as Dohr predicted. There was shock, and anger, and much grief as the realization spread that the army of Belgorne had gone on to G’naath and would likely not return. The snows had stopped, and the sun was out again, but a north wind raced across the basin of the Maw, a cold wind, and the sheets of drifting snow blown before it cut through any comfort sunlight might have offered. There was, however, also much to do. Captain Kalder and his sergeants did as King Dohr commanded, busying the survivors with the task of breaking camp and preparing for the march west and south.
In addition to the five hundred infantry dwarves Flint left behind, two thousand civilians would be making the march to the Sapphire, a fraction of those who had survived the collapse of Belgorne. Dohr and Kalder spent the last hours of night reviewing the inventories; if their calculations were correct and nothing spoiled during their exodus, there would be just enough food. If there was not, they would hunt and forage as best they could. If that did not suffice, they would eat the horses, of which they were bringing near to a thousand. All of which they would need; they had few enough wagons, barely enough to transport the ill and invalid, a group whose membership would certainly grow on the march. Their weapons, gold, food, and other provisions would largely need to be carried by their mounts, reducing the highly-trained dwarven steeds of war to common pack mules.
King Dohr sat at his table in the command tent, dozing. There was little for him to do but wait until Kalder reported that it was time to march, and that would not be until dawn the next day, at the earliest. Dohr did not want to be seen lying in bed as his people toiled, however, so he caught what sleep he could in his chair. He had just drifted off when Mac pulled back the tent flap.
“Sire! Ye’ll want to see this!”
“Aye,” Dohr said, rising quickly.
Dohr emerged from the text to find one of the largest dwarves he had ever seen being held up by two soldiers. As his eyes adjusted to the brightness, he recognized the scout as one of the fabled Flint’s Five.
“Corporal Lux,” Dohr said icily. “Decided against desertion after all, did ye?”
“Sire, please. Nova needs help,” Lux croaked. He could barely say the words, exhausted as he was. “She be dyin’, got a fever somethin’ awful–”
“That so? And why might that be a concern o’ Belgorne?” Dohr asked with disdain. “The lot of ye turned tail on your kin!”
“Let me go, damn yeh!” hollered a female voice from behind Lux. Dohr looked past Lux and saw two dwarves struggling to maintain their grip on a thrashing, middle-aged gnome woman.
“What’re yeh lookin’ at?” Thinsel snapped at Dohr. “Ain’t yeh never seen a gnome?”
“Ye’d do well to watch your tongue,” Mac warned. “This be the king o’ Belgorne.”
Thinsel frowned. “This is yer king? Surely not. My Shyla is older than this one.”
Dohr ignored the comment, moving past Thinsel to examine a woman tied to a sled. A wisp of steam escaped from between her chapped lips. “This be Nova, then?” Dohr asked.
“Aye. Please Sire, get ’er to a healer,” Lux begged. “Please.”
Dohr nodded to Mac. “Get her fixed up best you can. Secure Corporal Lux. We’ll execute them before we depart.”
Lux hung his head, too tired to argue.
“Execute?” Thinsel asked. “Execute fer what?”
Dohr turned to the gnome, a flare of hatred in his eyes. “Desertion. But ye need not worry about it. Ye’ll be long dead before the ropes claim these two.” Dohr addressed the soldiers holding Thinsel. “Get this one into me tent. Tie ’er to a chair. It be long past time for some answers.”




XX: WEST MORLINE
Mila convinced herself the first two bodies had been ravaged by wolves. It was early. She was tired. She had spent the previous two days walking with little rest, pouring energy into her gems, which she used at night to camouflage and warm her as she slept. She did not imagine that wolves would dismember their prey and leave it to rot, but in truth she had never seen the remnants of a wolf attack. In any case, she allowed that perhaps her weary, snow-blind eyes had played tricks on her. She was not frightened. Not really. Her magic would protect her.
Where another might have been alarmed at the prospect of spending several days walking headlong into freezing winds and blinding snows, Mila Felsin was not. Neither was she daunted by the challenge of beginning such a trek without provisions. Melting the continuously falling snow to feed her thirst had proven simple enough. Finding food had not been much more difficult; lessons passed on by the vile man she had come to trust after Sartean took her parents from her were well ingrained. Loathsome as Mila’s memory of Darrin may have been, he had taught her well. The skills of tracking, hunting, cleaning and cooking game were still second nature to her, and her magic made hunting effortless. She had managed two filling meals of rabbit in as many days and carried with her enough dried leftovers to last another, should she not encounter more. Between her boundless magic and considerable survival expertise, Mila Felsin could endure most anything, certainly a blizzard.
When she encountered the next dispersal of human remains, however, a trace of fear fouled her otherwise illimitable self-assurance. It was impossible to know how many men, women, and children she saw scattered before her in the snow. A bloody distribution of parts of what had once been living beings, clumps of torn flesh and broken, unidentifiable body fragments lay strewn across her path. The snow obscured much, and she might have missed the scene of devastation, were it not for the horses.
This was no wolf attack. This was something bigger. Much, much bigger.
Mila could not imagine a beast large enough to bite a horse clean in two, but as she stood in the blowing snow analyzing the carcass of what had once been a large bay, she had no doubt something had. She also knew that, whatever it was, it had not come from within the trees on either side of the trail. Anything large enough to have committed the horror she saw before her would have left a path of destruction through the foliage, from whichever way it had come, and such a path did not exist. Which left two possibilities: either the creature followed these people along the trail itself, and waited somewhere up ahead, or it had attacked from above.
Who are these people? she wondered, setting aside the more impossible puzzle in favor of one easier to solve. Not soldiers, she decided; they were not armed. Not merchants; there was no one west of Mor with which to trade. Brigands? No; there were young and old among them. There were too many to be a single family, not that any family would choose to travel in such conditions.
Which means they did not choose to travel, Mila reasoned. These are refugees. And there will be more.
Mila quickly cast a spell to warn her should something approach, malevolent or otherwise, from any direction, shuddering at her own foolishness in not having done so before. She then doubled her efforts at charging her gems; she had relied solely on the stray life energies around her to imbue them to this point, but should she encounter the creature responsible for the destruction she now witnessed, she would need every bit of power she could muster, and quickly. She began to fill the gems with her own power, with her own will, with the innate power of sorcery she had carried since birth. Doing so was not without risk, a fact she had discovered at Kehrlia. Her sorcerous power was tied to her will, and her will was tied to her emotions. Should she become unexpectedly enraged, or afraid, or even aroused while imbuing a gem, she could easily overload its capacity, to devastating effect. It had required a considerably imaginative explanation to her instructor when an entire classroom had been obliterated during the midterms of her third lesson year.
~
Her class had been assigned the task of imbuing gems with various elemental energies. They had been given a full cycle to prepare their stones, but Mila had been busy with her own extracurricular studies. The power within their gems would be measured the next day; the half of the class whose jewels were most potently imbued would advance to the second half of their third year. The rest would be expelled from Kehrlia. Mila was behind. Her peers had done as they were expected, dedicating nearly every free moment to the task for the previous thirty-one days. Mila had not, certain that her sorcerous power would enable her to win the competition handily. Therefore, the day before their gems were to be judged, Mila worked late into the night. Thinking herself to be the lone student awake in the tower, she had not bothered to lock the door to the classroom. She filled her assigned gem, a finely-cut emerald that sat across the room within a specially made cradle, feeding it from the infinite wellspring of her will, and in a few short hours had accomplished what had taken her fellow students a cycle. She was quite near to completion when a muscular arm snaked its way around her delicate waist, and the fingers of a strong hand took gentle hold of her throat. The sorceress smiled at her lover’s touch.
Kynneth.
~
Mila recalled the young man with fondness. She had not loved him, but she might have, had she not already marked him as a stepping stone in her ambitions to become an Incantor. She shook off the recollection; there was no room for such distractions, particularly as she began imbuing the diamond that sat in her cloak pocket, so near to her breast. Were she to suddenly overcharge it, as she did the emerald that night, she would never even register her mistake. Mila Felsin would simply cease to be.
A quicker death than what these poor people experienced, she imagined. She tried, at first, to push the thought of it from her mind as she continued cautiously east but decided that she must not. She would need to reason out what had happened, and the details mattered.
Refugees, she thought again. Nothing else fit. Time would soon tell; if an exodus from Mor was indeed underway, she would soon encounter people – or more bodies.
Or the thing from which they ran.
As the day wore on, it became clear that the citizens of Mor who evacuated east along the Morline, if indeed it was an evacuation that had taken place, did so in vain. The Something they fled had followed them, killing them to a one. The most disturbing fact, to Mila, was that the Something which had ended the lives of these people had largely not done so out of hunger. A few horses had been partially eaten, clearly, but the Something responsible for the bodies Mila walked past – hundreds of them – appeared to have killed them in sport.
Or madness, Mila hoped. Certainly that.
Night fell. Mila did not encounter another living soul that day, prey nor predator. She could have continued on, but good sense told her she would be better served by resting at night. Should a confrontation between herself and the Something take place, she would need all her strength and wits, and would prefer such a battle to take place in the light of day.
For the third night since she and Sartean D’Avers had done battle in Hanse Field, Mila stepped off the trail and found a tree beneath which to rest. She cleared the snow where she would lay with a thought and withdrew her diamond. A series of incantations initiated a series of spells that would draw against the gem throughout the night; one for warmth, one to shield her from wind and snow, one for concealment, and a new, fresh spell of Warning. If a wolf snapped a twig within an hour’s walk in any direction, Mila would be awakened. The sorceress ate a bit of dried rabbit and willed herself to sleep.
An hour before dawn, Mila discovered that no spell of Warning had been necessary.
A great rumble resounded overhead, moving from west to east, followed a moment later by the loudest, most thunderous boom she had ever heard. The ground shook from the reverberation of it, and a moment after that, a gust of wind tore through the trees, sufficiently powerful to shatter Mila’s Windbreak spell and cover her dry patch of ground in a thick drift of snow.
Mila could not fathom what had just flown past, nor could she calculate its speed, but she knew it to be faster than any natural thing, she knew it came from the west, and she knew it was the Something.




XXI: KEHRLIA
The knowledge of the Name surfaced within the consciousness of the Master of Kehrlia, much as if it had been there all along, though he knew it had not. The mindful awareness of the thing would have surely altered the shape of the Incantor’s life, and Sartean felt certain that even the unknowing custody of such a dark truth would have left an indelible mark. Yet as he stood on the topmost balcony of Kehrlia, awaiting a response to the question he had asked hours earlier, he did not hear the Name, neither in his ears nor in his mind. It simply emerged, causing Sartean to wonder whether he had wasted the afternoon listening for an answer that had already been given.
Embedded within the knowledge of Name was the terrible tale of the origin of the beast, the appalling horror of its birth, and, more than these, a foul, ineffable truth about the very nature of all things that shook Sartean D’Avers to the core: death was not final, and for a man like Sartean, what came after was unspeakable.
It was the gem within the amulet that gave Sartean these truths, he knew, but the manner in which he came to judge them truthful dispelled any doubt as to their veracity. Before that moment, Sartean had openly and repeatedly mocked the assertion that such a thing as a soul could exist, but now he knew: it was his own soul that recognized the language of Fury for what it was.
The fires. The quakes. I am a blind fool.
A sense of dread collapsed Sartean’s spine as he realized just how close he had come to death at Mila Felsin’s hands. Had she succeeded, he now knew, he would not merely have died. The torment that awaited him in death equaled and exceeded any cruelty he had ever committed in life, and as he fell to his hands and knees, he could not help but recall each one.
The Master of Kehrlia wept in fear.
For the briefest of moments, barely the span of a dozen breaths, Sartean’s terrified mind grasped frantically at the possibility that he could be redeemed, that he could change, that he could somehow alter his fate. Yet the deluge of recollections of his most awful deeds did not abate; the acknowledgement of his own immortal soul had opened a valve within him, threatening to drown the Incantor in a sea of his own sins.
…like rain around us…
Within that brief moment, as he considered the atrocity he had committed against Mila’s parents, a thing akin to guilt welled within the Incantor’s heart, a foreign thing, unfamiliar and unwelcome, and its name was regret. He had felt it last in his earliest days at Kehrlia, before he was apprenticed, before he had reached adolescence. Accompanying the memory was the impassive face of his mother, looking down at him in the vestibule of the tower as he cried out to her. She spoke her last words to him then, and for a time after, he had known regret, a certainty that it was his own sins, inadequacies, and defects that had caused her to leave him behind in favor of a life among the priestesses of Kal. The abuses he would come to suffer at the hands of his caretakers at Kehrlia eventually freed him from such fragile emotions as regret, however, and in time, all that remained was rage. In the name of that rage, he had committed acts too terrible to recount.
No, Sartean decided. I cannot be redeemed.
Thoughts of his mother reawakened that rage, replacing Sartean’s moment of introspection with one of resolve: if he could not escape the fires of Fury that awaited him after death, then he would simply refuse to die. And if, by some chance, he could not ultimately defeat the specter of death, then he would ensure that, upon arriving in Fury, it would be he to do the tormenting.
Sartean turned to face Fang. “I will never suffer at your hand!” Sartean screamed, his voice shaking, a blend of wrath and terror. “Listen, as I Name the enemy you have sent, and know who opposes you!”
The beast was a dragon, and its name was Kalashagon. The first word, in the ancient language of the fiery pits of Fury, meant ‘slave of’. The second, the name of the beast, meant, among other things, ‘first of.’ It also meant ‘from many’, and it also meant ‘for Kal’. These were among the many truths which Sartean now knew, truths carried on the current of the Name, and all that remained was to command the dragon to attend him. Upon its arrival, the Incantors of Kehrlia, led by its Master, would burn the spawn of Fury to ash.
Sartean reached into his robe and grasped the amulet. Two of the three stones were warm to the touch; this, Sartean knew, meant that Daughter Nia had been as good as her word: her sisters continued to draw power from the citizens of Mor, feeding the dark jewels. Twilight had only just arrived; he would have many hours within which to defeat the beast before the power of the amulet waned at dawn. He leaned over the railing, sending his thoughts to his army of Incantors gathered at the foot of the great tower.
~Prepare yourselves. The dragon comes soon.~
Sartean drew deeply from the power within the second gem.
“I Name you, Kalashagon! I Call you, Slave of Disorder! Obey my summons! Come to me!”
The name of the dragon, spoken aloud, was a murder of the innocence of Tahr, and anyone within a thousand paces of Kehrlia heard it die. It was not the syllables of the word which were responsible for the befoulment; had they been accidentally spoken, they would have carried no power. The intentional utterance, the knowing expression of the name most foul by a living human being had despoiled the virtue of the world, and as the dark word escaped Sartean D’Avers’ lips, he knew it.
Fury had supposedly risen before, Sartean knew, long ago, when the volcano Fang had first emerged. An army of black and terrible creatures had been born with it, and it had been the dwarves, then, led by Mulgar Silverstone, to beat back the terrors. Accounts from those days were among the most common tales told, most relegated to the status of drinking songs and fables. Sartean once believed the tales merely referenced some foul species that had been set free when the volcano pierced the crust of Tahr: terrible beings, to be sure, but natural organisms nonetheless, animals whose hunger and brutality would go on to fuel the legends that would one day be written into rhyme. Sartean now knew the truth behind the fiends that had risen that day, for the truth lived within the Name, and he knew that even in those days, the virtue of Tahr had remained intact, for the creatures who had risen with Fang in those days were not new to this world. The dreadful things were the physical manifestations of tortured souls, humans who had once lived, men and dwarves and elves and more who had committed great horrors during their lives. They were evil in life, and they were evil in death, but they were once human, beings of natural creation in possession of living souls.
Kalashagon was clearly no human, and of all the truths woven within in its detestable name, the worst was this: it had never been. It was no tortured soul. It was not a thing of ordinary creation turned dark. It was not an automaton, nor a specter. Neither was it one of the Old Ones, fabled denizens of the deep born of Kal’s jealous ire when the world was new. Kalashagon was a novel and unique being, fashioned by the very Hand of Disorder in homage to the Destroyer, not from a soul, but from the remnants and residues of the committed evils and atrocities of humanity; it was the first being of its kind, a thing darker than dark, born in possession not of a soul, but of an anti-soul, and that first utterance of its name among the living was nothing less than a corruption of life itself.
Sartean spat reflexively, unable to shake the feeling that he had tasted a poison. He quickly dismissed the idea as fanciful. Its name does not matter, Sartean told himself. Soon it will be dead. The wizard took a long pull from the flask within his robe, and in a blink disappeared from the balcony, reappearing at the foot of the tower beside Jarriah.
Jarriah turned to his master.
“So that is its name, then?” he asked. “It is a ‘dragon’?”
Sartean ignored the question. “Are we prepared?” he asked, knowing the answer.
“Yes, Master. Twelve squads, as you requested. We recalled nearly every wizard in Mor back to Kehrlia, all those save the ones who had served under Mila Felsin.”
“None have returned from the farmlands?”
“None, Master. Near to fifty Incantors are unaccounted for.”
Sartean shrugged. “They will be found.”
Several moments passed in silence as Kehrlia held its breath, waiting for the beast to arrive.
A young mage assigned to a wind squad addressed Sartean, shivering both from the cold and in fear of Sartean’s reply.
“When will it come, Master?”
Sartean turned to the young woman. “Calli, is it not? Daughter of Master Alton?”
The young woman nodded.
Sartean sneered, watching the horizon as the last light of day faded to purple. “I made a bargain with your father once. To keep you alive, and more. Did you know that?”
It was too dark to see the woman blush in shame, but Sartean knew that she had.
“You did know. Interesting. And you fear that I will break my promise this day?”
Calli shook her head. “You are no longer bound to it, Master. The dragon killed my father three days ago.”
Sartean grimaced; the woman would expect his sympathy. “Oh. That is… tragic.”
She repeated her query. “When will it come?”
Sartean sighed. “I sensed it was not near when I Called, but it did not resist. It comes, quickly. Keep your eyes to the west.” Sartean turned from the woman and walked away, stopping briefly to speak with the lead Incantors of each squad. His wizards were cold, their courage worn thin. They had waited for hours as Sartean had, listening for him to utter the Name. Now they must wait again, and he could not tell them for how long. He had forbidden the use of magic for the Incantors to warm themselves, insisting that all energies be saved for the battle to come, but now, the sun having set, the temperature again dropped below freezing. It would serve no one for his wizards to collapse from exposure; he lifted the prohibition to the relief of ten dozen Incantors.
Time crawled. Hours crept past as the Twins traced lazy arcs across the night sky, Kal now only a fraction ahead of his faster brother Lor. The final zenith of the year was less than a full cycle away, Lor racing into position for the annual eclipse that marked the official advent of winter and the beginning of a new year. Not that it mattered presently; the snows had come early, earlier than ever before, as far as Sartean could recall. He wondered at the significance of the fact as he also wondered at the glowing celestial orbs above, the latter with a new and profound perspective. He still did not believe them to be gods, though he now allowed that they might, in truth, be the namesakes of gods. In any case, as midnight came and went, and the coldest hours of the night arrived, one needed not look upwards to mark the onset of winter; it had already come. It is not the coming of winter that should concern me, he thought. Dawn approaches. Where is that damnable dragon?
A sharp pang of craving gripped Sartean as he walked the circular stone paths around Kehrlia. He reached for the flask in his robe; it was nearly empty. He would need to speak with Jarriah. He tilted it back, pouring the remainder of its foul contents down his throat just as a speck of black dashed before the silhouettes of the Twins.
“Light! Now!” Sartean replaced the flask within his robes and hurried towards the steps, where his teams of air wizards stood waiting. Every Incantor present cast a spell at the tower. An instant later, the upper portion of Kehrlia shone as bright as the midday sun, brighter, its roof, balcony, and the very stones of the upper floors enchanted to glow. The intense light from the tower bathed the capital city of Mor in an unnatural white light, a sight that would have certainly been sufficient to captivate even the Incantors who had contributed to the spectacle, but when compared to the blur of blackness that light exposed, the display was barely noteworthy.
The speed at which Kalashagon overflew the city of Mor was incalculable. Even in the light of Kehrlia, no feature of its shape was recognizable. So swift was its flight that it had been out of sight for the span of several breaths when an explosive shock of compressed air, caused by its passage, shattered the windows of the buildings in its wake.
Every Incantor positioned around Kehrlia at that moment shared the same idea: flee. Had it not been for the amulet, Sartean would have done so himself. One young wizard assigned to a fire squad did just that, breaking into a mad run for safety. Sartean had expected such a thing, though he did not expect it so soon. A simple gesture and a few mumbled words rooted the wizard’s feet in place; his knees and ankles snapped audibly as the top half of his body failed to realize that the bottom half was no longer running. Sartean allowed the man to scream for a few moments before he set him ablaze. No one else ran.
For the third stone of the amulet to function, Daughter Nia had said, Sartean would need only to see his enemy’s eyes and will the power of the stone into himself. There was no trick to it, she had promised: the amulet, once used to Name an enemy, would know its bearer and understand its purpose, and the process of activating the stone would be as fast as thought.
The time to discover the truth of her words arrived as a roar of rage issued from the dragon. It had completed a wide turn over Mor and bore directly at Sartean’s position. The light of Kehrlia reflected in the dragon’s enormous black eyes as it leveled itself at the wizard. Though it had slowed considerably, Sartean barely had time to think the necessary thought before a black talon the length of a man slammed into the Incantor standing nearest to him, the force of its impact sufficient to pulverize the woman and spray Sartean with a fine red mist. In the instant of time between when the dragon’s talon ended the woman and its spiked tail claimed the lives of four others who had stood beside her, the power contained within the amulet had been imparted to Sartean.
Incantors screamed, a few in pain, injured either by the dragon’s tail or the flying bodies of their peers. An acrid stench and tendrils of smoke began to rise from the puddle of gore that was once an Incantor. “Acid!” Jarriah called out, warning the others of the danger. Several wizards cried out to Sartean for orders.
“Do nothing!” Sartean ordered his Incantors. “Wait for my order!” The tone of command in his voice left no doubt: to disobey him then would result in death.
With a single beat of its mighty wings, the dragon arrested its own momentum in midair, and with a twist of its scaled body it turned to face the tower, preparing for its next assault.
It would not pass again unchallenged. Sartean had quickly ascertained that his first task would be to bear the dragon to the ground, and when the beast turned for its next attack, he had just enough time to do what was needed. He extended an open hand towards the dragon as it turned and quickly closed his fist; despite the considerable distance between them, when he spoke the words to cast the Net, the wings of the great beast folded immediately inwards, such was the power Sartean then possessed. Kalashagon roared in protest. Sartean had expected the dragon to plummet from the sky when it could no longer beat its wings, but it did not: clearly some magic helped to keep it aloft. Yet it did land, if slowly, near the farthest edge of Kehrlia’s ash- and snow-covered grounds.
Good enough, Sartean allowed.
“Now!” he ordered, and his Incantors reacted as one. Thin streams of red and orange fire shot from the hands of the leaders of the fire squads towards the dragon; behind them, the members of their squads fed them with tendrils of raw power. The fiery assault intensified as the teams of Incantors harmonized their energies with their squad leaders, and soon the thin streams became torrents of searing flame. The first of the streams reached the dragon, splashing against its breast. It did not seem to react; rather it stood passively on its four enormous legs, wings folded over its back, its scaled, horned head weaving back and forth on its serpentine neck, rhythmically, as if to a tune. The currents of flame splashing against the dragon became so wide and intense they obscured the beast from sight; from where Sartean stood, all he could see was a bonfire.
“Press the attack! Air squads, protect them! Forward, Kehrlia!”
The Incantors of Kehrlia closed in on the dragon in a semicircle, six blazing torrents pouring forth from the hands of six squad leaders, ten Incantors feeding power to each. Six more squads of nearly equal size, save ten Incantors who had been killed or injured in the first attack, followed closely, prepared to blast the dragon backwards should it advance and threaten.
The wall of wizards closed within thirty paces before Sartean could make out the dragon inside. It had not been consumed by the fire, nor burned to ash; it merely continued to sway to the rhythm of a silent melody.
~You welcome me with fire, Sartean D’Avers. I had not expected such a kindness.~
The knees and spines of the Incantors of Kehrlia buckled in fear as the low, guttural speech filled their minds. Malevolent laughter followed the dragon’s words as it savored the cries of terror.
~Does my voice not fill you with awe? No? Only fear?~ The dark voice bore an air of derision, of mocking amusement. ~Yes, fleshlings, I speak. I speak your garish, barren language. I speak the vacuous words of G’naari. I even possess knowledge of the profane speech of the Elve’toan.~
The dragon took a step forward.
~Mmm. And I speak words of power never before uttered on your plane. Shall I speak one now?~
“Air!” Sartean commanded, too late. As the air squads initiated spells to fend off whatever assault the dragon had in mind, Kalashagon inhaled. As he did so, the jets of flame flowing from the hands of the Incantors intensified, red and orange flames brightening first to yellow, then to brilliant, blazing white. The assault of fire no longer buffeted the body of the dragon, but was instead consumed by it, inhaled by it, eaten by it. As the torrent assailing the beast narrowed into a thin stream, Sartean thought he could make out the hotly glowing head of an axe jutting from a scale in the center of the dragon’s breast.
The lead fire Incantors shrieked and cried out as the power flowing through them grew beyond their ability to withstand, no longer drawn from their supporting Incantors, focused, and directed at the dragon; that power was now drawn by the beast itself, at a rate too intense for any human to endure. Before the dragon completed its mighty inhalation, before the first spells of deflection were initiated by the second rank of wizards, one by one, the jets of flame died out as the Incantors through which they flowed died screaming.
“Behind me!” Sartean hollered to the rest. He fell to a knee, bracing against what he knew must come next.
Intense as the flames were that had assailed the dragon, the fiery reply from Kalashagon was greater by magnitudes. The conical barrier of power Sartean erected before him just managed to protect him and those who had heeded his warning in time, but more than a score were not fast enough. The deluge of hot death issued from Kalashagon’s maw in an explosive blast, snapping necks and stripping flesh from bone, ending their lives before the heat could roast the freshly exposed meat.
Sartean’s cone held, the flames and heat deflected in an arc a dozen paces wide, though he knew beyond doubt that without the power of the amulet, he would have been incinerated. A nauseating stench of sulfur mingled with that of cooked flesh, amplifying the fear and revulsion of the Incantors. The deluge lasted near to a turn until the dragon tired of the stalemate. When the flames receded, only then did Sartean fully appreciate the power of the beast: the ground before his cone had been melted into glass. He glared at the dragon through the invisible cone.
~You wield the power of Kal, wizard. Do you believe it will protect you long? Do you think he favors you this day?~
Kalashagon stepped forward and to his left, seeking to flank Sartean. Sartean turned and the Incantors behind him did also, frantically hurrying to stay within the protected area behind the wizard.
“Root him!” Sartean bellowed. The spell was one every Incantor knew well. Near to a hundred translucent balls of energy shot forth towards the dragon.
Kalashagon’s dark laughter returned as the globes popped like soap bubbles against his jagged black scales, their magic rendered harmless.
~Impressive, Master of Kehrlia. Shall you next bathe me?~ Kalashagon continued circling to the left, flaps of black flesh curling back into its face, exposing jagged black fangs the length of great swords in what Sartean imagined could only be a malignant grin. Oily black droplets seeped from the dragon’s scales and wings, each scarring the ground where they fell.  
“No, slave! I shall bury you! Feed me, Kehrlia!”
Sartean extended his arms and turned his palms upwards. The ground beneath Kalashagon softened. Thousands of clumps of wet, ashen soil were ripped from the grounds around Kehrlia, pelting the beast and sticking to its scales. The Incantors of Kehrlia fed their own power into their Master. The Daughters of Kal positioned throughout Mor drew to themselves the life energies of the city’s citizens, redirecting them to the gem in Sartean’s amulet. Sartean drew from the gem, and even his own considerable power contributed to the assault. Kalashagon soon became mired. The dragon roared in rage and thrashed against the onslaught, shaking the mud from its hide as best it could, talons frantically clawing at the ground to free itself, but the more it dug, the more soil and dirt it loosened, and Sartean’s spell piled every grain of it atop the back of the beast.
~I have lived beneath the surface of this world for two thousand years! You think to destroy me thus? Fool! You only delay your own demise!~
The dragon glared in detestation at Sartean, half-buried now, only his wings, neck, and head visible above ground.
~No, slave! I hasten yours!~
Sartean redoubled his efforts, packing great clumps of soil tightly against the dragon’s body as he sensed his victory was at hand.
The first glint of sunlight reflected in Kalshagon’s black eye.
The effect was instantaneous; the power of Sartean’s spells was decimated, and Kalashagon sensed the weakening of the Net that had held him to the ground.
The dragon’s leathery lips peeled back again in a murderous grin.
Sartean knew. “Flee!” he cried. “To the tower!”
Kalashagon inhaled again. Sartean and a hundred Incantors felt the life sucked from the very air around them as they ran headlong for the tower. None turned back to see their fiery death. They simply ran.
The fire did not come. Kalashagon instead sent the inhaled power to his mighty wings, and with a heave pulled himself free.
As the dragon drew that mighty inhalation, Sartean teleported himself to the balcony above his library. In an odd moment of sympathy, one he would later refuse to acknowledge, he included Jarriah in the spell. Thus, the two were the first to arrive at the tower. Sartean extinguished the blinding spell of light emitting from Kehrlia just in time to see Kalashagon liberate himself.
The slaughter took hours.
Half of the remaining Incantors made the tower before Sartean triggered the magical defenses that would defend it against attack. The rest died in horror and agony, each hunted and cornered, one by one, meeting their shrieking end within the cruel, acidic jaws of Kalashagon.
END OF PART FIVE




PART SIX




XXII: THE ELMS OF EYRE
Stay where you are! It may return!~ Trellia conveyed silently to Shyla.
A new voice spoke from within the trees, a young treble voice. “It will not. The dragon is long gone.”
A thick swirl of mist blew through the Elms, extinguishing the fire lit by Kalashagon’s deathly jets.
“Who goes there?” Mikallis demanded, searching for the source of the voice.
The voice replied. “I am Pado, husband of Neela.”
“I am Neela, wife of Pado,” a female voice added. A soft green luminescence permeated the mist and smoke, replacing the angry orange light of the flames with a mellow, healing hue. When the last ember was doused, the mist quickly dissipated. The pale emerald light turned to buttery gold, abandoning the particles of haze and smoke to cling against the trunks and branches of the elms, salving the wounded trees and brightening the glade sufficiently to reveal a figure emerging from the darkness.
A spindly boy no older then twelve came to stand before the companions. He wore no cloak; a bright white tunic and dark green leggings were all that shielded his alabaster flesh from the chill. Coppery twists of hair framed a face that seemed a bit too angular, hanging in perfectly groomed coils just long enough to brush against narrow shoulders.  The boy regarded the four briefly before addressing Aria.
“Who are you?”
Trellia moved to speak, but the boy raised a hand.
“I speak to your leader,” he said to the Vicaris. His pale blue eyes met Aria’s own. “You lead these, do you not?”
Aria nodded tentatively. “In a sense. I am Aria Evanti, Prin–”
“You are very beautiful to me, Aria Evanti.”
“I… thank you. You are kind.” Aria bowed her head respectfully.
Pado stood silently, an expectant look in his eyes. Aria turned to Trellia, unsure. A compelling glance and a nod towards Pado from the Vicaris made clear what was expected.
“And you are very beautiful as well, Pado. Truly.”
The boy’s eyes widened in shock.
“Husband of Neela!” Trellia whispered.
“Ah, I mean, Pado, Husband of Neela.”
Pado flashed a broad grin.
“And I am sorry for your trees,” Aria added. “We did not mean harm, but I beg your leave to attend my friend, he is injured and–”
“Lucan is not injured,” Pado interrupted. “Come, Neela!”
A girl appearing no older than Pado came into view, both hands latched onto a grinning Lucan, tugging him along by the wrist. Shyla followed at his heels; Wolf danced circles around the three.
“Lucan!” Aria cried, restraining herself from running to him. J’arn did run ahead, briefly grasping Lucan’s arm before pulling him into a tight embrace.
“Thought ye were a goner, Luc.”
“I healed him!” Neela exclaimed excitedly as she released Lucan. “Well, Shyla helped.”
“You did well, Neela!” said Pado. “Hello, Lucan!”
“Um, hello… young sir. What is your name?”
“Pado! I am Pado, husband to Neela! This is Neela!” The young Airie’s elation at seeing Lucan was palpable.
“Pado, forgive me, but do you know Lucan somehow?” Trellia asked.
Neela laughed a melody in response. “Yes we know Lucan! Lucan, Lucan, Lucan! Pado, what rhymes with Lucan? I must write him a ballad.”
“Huh, I don’t know!” Pado turned to Aria. “Do you know?”
Aria cocked her head. “I’m sorry… do I know what?”
“What rhymes with ‘Lucan’, silly! Oh, no matter. Neela will discover it. She is a wonderful rhymer. And her voice… it is so pretty! Like her face. Is she not beautiful?”
None could deny that she was. Neela was exceedingly dark of skin, not quite exactly black, in the way that Pado’s skin was not quite exactly white, but near enough to it. Her hair was black, however, tightly curled against a beautifully shaped, cherubic face. She was taller than Pado by half a head, and a bit more muscular of frame. If her youthful loveliness was any indication, she would grow into a woman of striking beauty.
“Who are you?” Neela asked, turning towards J’arn just as he released Shyla. “You are very beautiful.”
“Ah, I be J’arn Silverstone, ma’am, and ye–”
“Husband to Shyla?”
“Ah, no. Husband to none.”
Neela frowned for a moment, looking back and forth between Shyla and J’arn before laughing gleefully. “A joke! Ha! You are funny, J’arn Silverstone!” She reached for their hands. “Come, we must take you to the falls.”
“Yes, to the falls!” Pado agreed, reaching for Mikallis’ hand.
Mikallis demurred. “I think we must rest first, Pado. We have traveled long to arrive here.”
Neela frowned at Mikallis. “Oh, no! Are you tired? Does my magic not refresh you? Pado, you said it was working!”
“I… I thought it was. Is it not?” Pado asked Mikallis.
Mikallis looked to the others. Several shoulders shrugged.
“Actually, I suppose it is,” Mikallis acknowledged.
“Oh, good!” Pado reached again for Mikallis’ hand.
“I must walk our horses, forgive me Pado,” he said.
Pado cocked his head, confused.
“Why? Can they not walk themselves?”
“I… well, yes, but I must lead them,” Mikallis replied.
“Why?” Pado persisted.
Trellia intervened. “Just untie them, Mikallis. They will follow.”
Mikallis narrowed his eyes, unsure, but nodded and untied the horses. Pado did not reach again for Mikallis’ hand. He took Lucan’s hand instead in his own left hand, Aria’s with his right. He and Neela led the company west; after a few dozen steps, the yellow light Pado and Neela had affixed to the trees became insufficient to brighten the path ahead.
“Make more lights for us, Lucan!” Pado pleaded. “I liked the ones you made!”
“Um, sure.” Lucan focused his will briefly and fashioned more of the multi-colored orbs he had made before the battle with Kalashagon, directing one to hover above the heads of each of his companions. Pado giggled and they began walking again.
“Is that how you knew who I was?” Lucan asked after a few more steps. “Could you somehow read my name from the lights?”
Pado shook his head. “Oh, no. We’ve been waiting for you. You took forever!”
“Yeah, no kidding!” Neela agreed.
“How long have you been waiting for him?”  Aria asked.
Pado shrugged. “I dunno. Long as I can remember.”
Aria and Lucan exchanged a glance.
Trellia changed the subject. “Pado, the beast that attacked us. You gave it a name, yes? What was it again?”
Pado shook his head. “I did not say its name. It’s a bad word, I don’t like it. But it’s called a dragon.”
“A dragon?” J’arn pressed. “Never heard o’ such a thing.”
“I don’t want to talk about the dragon,” Pado replied.
“Me neither,” Neela agreed.
They walked, mostly in silence, for a time. Soon other Airies joined the procession, each older than Pado and Neela, each remarkably beautiful, if occasionally odd; some had hair the color of a summer sky, others as green as moss, still others had pink or even violet skin; the only thing one had in common with the next was that they were all completely unblemished, and lovely to look upon. Upon approaching the procession, each invariably expressed praise for the beauty of one or another. The pattern of greeting soon became clear; an Airie would introduce themselves as ‘wife of Klain’, or ‘husband of Pina’. They would then issue a compliment, one that was expected to be returned, but as Aria had experienced in her first exchange with Pado, a failure to mention one’s spouse when returning praise was a scandal. A significant number of those who introduced themselves to Lucan did so as ‘wife of none’, the implication in their tones clear as they each asked him to cast their own personal orbs of light.
~It would appear that your reputation as a lover has proceeded you, Lucan,~ Aria teased silently, the telepathic jab issued to him alone. Lucan sensed a hint of annoyance in the message.
~I don’t think it’s how you imagine it,~ Lucan replied. ~Look at Pado and Neela, they are certainly too young for–~
A giggle escaped Neela’s lips.
“Neela! It’s not polite to listen!” Pado scolded.
“Oh yeah? And how did you know I was listening, huh?” she replied.
A dusky female voice from just ahead on their path answered in reply. “It would be difficult not to listen,” the disdainful voice said. “They think thoughts loud as thunder.”
“Yet innocent as a cloud,” a brighter voice contradicted. As the procession advanced, the light of Lucan’s orbs illuminated two Airies, their appearance so striking as to make their identities immediately clear; here were the Ladies of Eyreloch, Lor and Kal.
Draped in an overlength gown of iridescent cloth, the underlying color of which one could not name but which reflected every imaginable hue of light, stood Lady Lor of Eyreloch. Impossible braids of transparent hair hung to her waist, near to invisible but for the gems and beads woven within. So warm were her silvery eyes, so inviting was the smile that played upon her full pink lips… to look upon her was to sense all the wondrous feelings of life; joy, awe, desire, comfort, love… and above all, welcome.
“You are long awaited, folk of the East,” she spoke, her voice clear as a bubbling brook. “You in particular, Lucan, husband of none.” She held his gaze briefly before turning to the others. “You have all suffered great fear this night, and anguish this past cycle. You have my sympathy, and you have my welcome. I am Lor, wife of none, and you are beautiful to me.”
On the trail beside Lor stood her mirror image, identical in every way but for the adornments in her hair and the clothing she wore. Tied in Lady Kal’s transparent locks were not vibrantly colored gems but rather bones, dyed black. They appeared at first glance to hover about her form like morbid hauntings of slain enemies – or perhaps trophies. Where the alluring silhouette of Lor’s form had been merely suggested, tastefully and conservatively draped from nape to toe, the black velvet fabric Kal wore conformed to the contours of her body as if her supple flesh had been dipped in ink. Grey eyes identical to those of her sister beheld the companions, but no welcome was to be found there; a thing somewhere between hatred and hunger lingered within Kal’s gaze, and to look upon her was to bathe oneself in equal parts lust and death.
Before the companions from the Grove could speak to offer the expected refrains of praise to Lor, Kal rescinded the gracious welcome her sister had offered.
“Your welcome extends to the falls, and no farther.” Kal shot a hate-filled glance at her sister. “You shall not step foot in the Eyre until such time as both my sister and I allow it, and were I you, I should not count on such a welcome.”
No one spoke for a turn until Aria broke the silence.
“This is your land, and we shall respect your laws.”
Lor shot Kal a look. “My sister speaks not of law, but of her own preference. Come, Aria Evanti. Come, friends. We have not much further to go, and we have prepared many delights for you. I cannot speak for what tomorrow will bring, but tonight, you shall have joy.” Lor paused to regard Mikallis. “Even you, Captain of Thornwood.”
Near the Falls of Eyre, the Trine and Morline merged at their narrowest points, each becoming a roiling rapid before spilling over the falls. As the sound of rushing water rose to a pitch on either side of the trail, their path widened into a lush, bright peninsula, within which stood the tallest and widest of the Elms. The edges of every leaf glimmered with light of myriad hues, delicate enchantments that appeared to speak to one another, messages of pink or silver making their way across the canopy this way, replies of gold or indigo tracing their way back. The display was sufficient to illuminate the entire wood, revealing an Airie standing at the base of nearly every tree, some mere children, most young adults, all bearing expressions of not only joy, but bliss. The scent of cooking food and exotic, tantalizing yet unfamiliar ingredients filled the air: some sweet, some smoky, some bitter, all appealing.
To a one, the companions from the Grove stood in silent awe within the enchanted wood. Kal was the first to speak.
“Here you will find diversions and amusements that do not exist in the East,” she said, her tone simultaneously arrogant and coquettish. “You will find food, and drink, and respite such as you have not known. And you will also find knowledge, should you seek it – but be warned. No thought or emotion you experience this night will be private to you. You would know my people, and we would know you, and so we shall. For this night, be welcome here at the Falls. When you wake tomorrow, we shall discuss the reasons that have brought you here, not before.”
“And if we object?” challenged Mikallis. “If we would prefer our private thoughts should remain so?”
Lor replied, kindness in her tone. “Then you may decline our welcome, of course,” she said. “In which case you may make your camp here. You will be under our protection and safe for the night, but you must depart our lands at dawn, and you may not return. You may each now choose as you will.”
Shyla laughed, a melodious giggle startling those nearest her. “If yeh care that much what’s rattlin’ around in my brainbucket, be my guest!” she said. “Right, Wolf?” Wolf wagged his tail happily as Shyla bent to stroke his neck. “Let’s get summa that food!” Shyla skipped ahead, turning briefly back to J’arn. “Well, come on, then! I know yer hungrier than me!”
J’arn shrugged and fell in step beside Shyla.
Trellia looked to Aria, who nodded, and followed the pair silently. Aria kept to the Vicaris’ heels and Mikallis to Aria’s side. Lucan stood pat, his expression grim. Lor and Kal approached him together.
“What troubles you, Lucan, husband of none?” asked Lor.
Lucan shook his head. “I am not so sure I should come.”
“You carry shame,” said Kal; a statement, not a question. Lucan met her grey gaze.
“You fear our judgement,” she continued.
Lucan nodded. Lor moved to speak; Kal lifted a hand to her sister, then to Lucan’s chin, touching it gently. She leaned in closely, her voice barely a breath.
“There is much you must learn this night, Lucan. I will teach you myself.”
Lor moved to intercede. “Perhaps I should–”
“Oh, be quiet, Sister. Tend to the princess. She will surely prove more amenable to your tedious lecturing. This one,” she turned again to regard Lucan, “is mine.”
~
“My dear Taro… husband of none, yes?” asked Trellia with a smile, addressing the muscular, dark-haired Airie who stood watch at the entrance of the large tent.
Taro nodded slowly, affably.
“Would you be so kind as to warm the water again?”
“Trellia!” scolded Aria. “Your bath water is quite warm enough, do you not think?”
Trellia scoffed. “Aria, you may be my princess, but do not presume to tell me how warm my bath water must be. Look at dear Taro here, bored to tears, waiting in breathless anticipation to assist. It would be rude to deny him the pleasure, would it not, Faro?”
“Absolutely, Lady Trellia. Rude indeed,” Faro agreed.
Aria shook her head and began wringing the perfumed water from her hair. Faro approached Trellia’s smoked-glass tub, placing a finger on its lip.  Trellia moaned with pleasure as wisps of steam rose from the water.
“Is there anything else I may do for you, Trellia wife of none?”
Trellia sighed. “Oh, there most certainly is. But later, perhaps. I sense that our princess is uncomfortable. I suppose you must leave us for now.”
“As you prefer, Lady.” Taro turned towards Aria, inclining his head politely.  “Princess.”
“Thank you, Taro,” Aria replied coolly. When Taro left, she turned to Trellia.
“He is a quarter your age, Vicaris!”
“A tenth,” Trellia corrected with a smile. “At best.”
“And yet?”
Trellia laughed. “And yet nothing, Aria. I see no harm in taking pleasure where I find it.”
“You sound like Lucan.”
“And that is so bad? Ah, if I were that young again. Did you see how they took to him?”
Aria nodded, turning her head.
“Oh, Aria. Please tell me you are not jealous.”
Aria shrugged unconvincingly and rose from the water. “I care not.”
Trellia laughed again. “Clearly. Well, in any case, I suspect we will soon discover why the boy is so popular here. Hand me one of those towels, would you? I’d prefer not to catch a chill.”
“Judging by how little Taro was wearing, I would not worry,” said Aria. “And is that not odd? Winter is nearly here. It is snowing a day’s ride east. Yet here…” Aria handed Trellia a towel.
“It is odd. But we are in Eyreloch, Aria. Or near enough. You know how they spend magic here.”
Aria nodded and pulled a clean dress over her head. “I’d suspect they rarely bear the inconvenience of weather.”
Trellia laughed as she dried herself. “Oh, Aria. You look like a crumpled piece of parchment.”
“Do I?” Aria looked down at the pattern of wrinkles in her otherwise elegant silver gown. “Ugh. I suppose I do.”
“Well, we can’t have that. This is a visit of state, after all.” The Vicaris mumbled a few words.
“Oh, you needn’t – well, thank you,” Aria said as the garment flattened itself against her form. “But to waste your magic on my vanity…”
“As I said, Aria. We are in Eyreloch.” Trellia made little attempt to hide a smirk as she dressed in her own yellow gown. “And you certainly wouldn’t want Lucan to see you so disheveled.”
“Trellia! Enough, please.”
“If you wish to conceal your affections, Princess, you will need to do a better job of hiding the color in your cheeks.”
Aria shook her head. “How can you even consider such things as affections, tonight of all nights? Yours or mine. We nearly died in the fangs of that… thing.”
Trellia nodded. “You have a point. But… perhaps that is exactly why. Life is short, Aria.”
“Says a two-hundred-year-old elf.”
“Precisely. All the more so for me. Hurry, now, before J’arn and Shyla eat all the food. I’m starving.”
“Trellia.” Aria’s tone stiffened.
Trellia turned.
“I am afraid.”
Trellia stepped towards Aria, placing a hand on her cheek.
“I know you are, dear. As am I. But we must set our fears aside for now. What would your mother say, were she here now?”
Aria sighed. “’It is at is must be.’”
Trellia nodded. “And she would be right. It is not yet time for despair. We have done what we must to this point; here we are, safe in the Elms. We will succeed in this task and face the next.” Trellia embraced the princess briefly. “And you will be strong, as your mother would. As a queen would.”
“I barely understand even this task,” Aria protested.
A new voice from the opening of the tent joined the conversation.
“That is true, Princess Evanti,” said Lor, her expression unassuming, delicate hands folded before her. “And you demonstrate wisdom by saying so.” Something in the quality of the Lady’s voice calmed Aria’s heart. “All will be clear soon. Tonight, however, you will neither save the world nor be harmed by it. You are safe, and have nothing to fear in our presence.” Lor extended her hands towards the elven women. “Come. Dine with us, and I will answer what questions I can.”
~
“Orrr fhr Fhrris shek, thsh ish dlishsh!” J’arn managed through a mouthful of buttered venison. He reached for a silver chalice filled with plumwine on the table before him. He drained the wine without taking a breath and replaced the goblet on the table, wiping at his mouth with a sleeve. Shyla’s eyes widened as she watched the vessel refill itself before her very eyes, just as her bath had done an hour before. Neela giggled.
“I love watching your eyes, Shyla wife of–ah, I mean, Shyla Greykin,” Pado admired.
“Oh, yeah?” Shyla asked, smiling. “Why’s that, Pado?”
Neela answered for him. “Because of your wonder! It’s delightful!”
“Beautiful!” Pado agreed.
Several other Airies shared their table; all nodded their agreement with the sentiment. A blue-skinned male with spiked golden hair named Chono correctly read the puzzlement etched on J’arn and Shyla’s faces. He elaborated.
“It is a great pleasure for my people to inspire awe in another, and quite rare,” he said. “We are all capable of a great many things with our magic, and so to do something that another finds grand is a special thing. To you, Shyla, all things are wondrous. It is exquisite to share your company.”
“See! Delightful, as I say!” Neela added.
“Ye truly do have a beautiful home,” J’arn said. “Ain’t never seen its like.” J’arn lifted a hand, declining the fourth helping of venison offered by Pado. The Airie placed the plate beneath the table for Wolf, who was himself on his third helping.
“You have barely seen it,” Chono replied. “This wood is but the eastern entrance to our home. When you lay eyes upon the Falls at dawn, I am sure you will find it wondrous. Chono narrowed his violet eyes. “Yet you simmer with discomfort, I fear. You are displeased.”
J’arn sighed. “Not displeased. I be grateful, Mister Chono, truly. But I know the cost of all this, and it don’t sit right with me.”
“The cost?” Shyla asked through a mouthful of sweet yellow melon.
“He means the magic,” said a voice from behind Shyla. The gentle hand of Trellia rested on her shoulder. At her side stood Lor and Aria. The trio appeared oddly at ease with one another, to J’arn’s mind, as if they had been lifelong friends.
“I mean the life, Vicaris,” said J’arn, a disagreeable expression clearly visible beneath his beard.
Lor nodded tenderly. “I know our way is odd to you, Prince of Belgorne. Trellia and I have discussed your misgivings at length.” She and Trellia shared a brief look. “But it is our way, and our choice.”
“Is it?” J’arn asked. “If one of these should choose to live otherwise, there would be no consequence, then?”
“J’arn,” Trellia cautioned. “It is not our place to challenge such things.”
Shyla interjected. “Sounds like yer all about to have a row, and I’d sure rather yeh didn’t! J’arn, Trellia said there be a lot you don’t know, so maybe–”
“Shyla, I can’t hold me tongue. These folk, kind as they are,” he turned to Lor, “and truly I mean that ye be kind,” he continued, “spend their magic like it ain’t worth nothin’, but it be worth everything. It shortens their lives, Shyla. Just like elves. ‘Cept they don’t care, ‘cause they ain’t allowed to live past twenty-and-five anyhow.”
“Twenty-and-three,” Lor corrected. “We give our final gift when in our twenty-third year. With rare exception.”
“Wait, so yeh weren’t foolin’ about that part?” Shyla looked between J’arn and Trellia.
Lor moved to sit between Shyla and J’arn. She placed a hand on each on their knees. “Would you hear me, J’arn Silverstone? And you, Shyla Greykin?” she asked gently.
The two nodded.
“Then I will tell you of our way. Long ago, when the elven people were one, we were not one, in that there were three distinct viewpoints among us. Some believed the magic within us was meant to be preserved as long as could be possible, and thus our lives as well, for the magic within an elf is life. At the Splintering, as we call it, such were called Alv Kole, the Stone Elves, for it was said that their hearts were hardened by a grief they had suffered, and thus named death an enemy. Others, the Alv Leve, the Elves of the Air, were thus named because of their belief that life and magic can never be extinguished, but rather that they both live forever upon the winds, in one form or another, and thus the span of one’s life was unimportant; all that mattered was the use to which one put it. Between these two poles of thought were the Alv Merle, the Elves of Balance, who simultaneously appreciated these viewpoints while condemning both as extreme.
“We are the descendants of the Alv Leve – Airies, as you call us – and we have chosen, as a society, to live our lives in conservation of the balance of Tahr, and thus to spend our magic in its service. To waste it in preservation of our own longevity, to our way of thinking, is a selfishness, a sin of the highest order. And so, before we reach our twenty-third year, we decide to what end we shall sacrifice that magic for the benefit of all.”
“And ye kill yourselves. By law,” said J’arn, shaking his head. “It ain’t right, it just can’t be right. What if one of ye decides they don’t wanna do it? What if they be scared, or just don’t wanna die yet? Then what?”
Lor took a deep, sorrowful breath. “It has happened, J’arn Silverstone. And it is sad. But an Airie must obey our laws.”
“So yeh kill ‘em?” Shyla asked, mortified. “Yeh kill your own kind, fer the crime o’ wantin’ to stay alive?”
The Airies seated at the table gasped, expressions of terrible offense rising on their faces.
“Kill? An Airie?” Lor asked, aghast. “Child, speak not of such a thing!”
J’arn frowned, confused. “Wait, so yeh don’t… well, whaddya do then?”
Lor turned to face J’arn. “We do not do anything, Prince of Belgorne. Our law is clear; the outlaw must leave the Eyre.”
~
“You should have allowed us to bathe with you, Lucan husband of none.”
Lucan offered a sheepish smile to Kithari, the scowling, flaxen-haired Airie who stood before him. On her left, sipping a chalice of plumwine, stood Fila, her hair and flesh each very near to the color of the wine. On Kithari’s right stood Kymi, her short hair styled and colored to exquisite detail, lending the impression of living rose petals, her lithe form hued green as a freshly cut stem. Identical eggshell colored shifts hung loosely from their shoulders, sheer and short, clearly fashioned to serve as no more than a perfunctory nod at the concept of modesty. Lucan could not decide which of the three was more appealing, and neither could he speak a reply, the renowned wit of the erstwhile tavern hustler laid waste by the intensely exotic beauty before him.
A fingernail traced its way up his spine from behind, stopping to tousle his wet hair as he fastened the last button of his shirt.
“Forgive them, Lucan,” purred Kal. “They are each in their loveyear, and prone to pouting when they are denied.” The dark Lady of Eyre slunk past Lucan to stand among the three. “Which, as you might imagine, is not often.”
“Ah, well, yes, I would imagine not,” Lucan agreed. “But… what was it you just said? ‘Loveyear’? I don’t understand.”
“You could have,” Kymi replied, eyelids fluttering.
“You still may,” offered Fila.
“Shoo, you three,” ordered Kal, gently but with clear authority.
“Yes, Darklady,” said Kithari with a tone of submission. The three turned and departed the oversized tent.
Kal turned to Lucan. “I hear the questions in your mind, Lucan. Come, walk with me to the Falls.” Kal offered her hand to Lucan. He eyed it with suspicion.
Kal stepped forward, drawing Lucan’s gaze to her grey eyes. Her voice lowered. “I am no plaything, Lucan husband of none. To offend me would be foolish.”
Lucan swallowed and took Lady Kal’s hand. She led him from the tent into the night, selecting a secluded path just within the light of the enchanted Elms. Lucan expected the air to be cold against his damp skin; it was not. They walked in silence for several turns, Lucan sensing that he must wait for the Lady to guide their conversation.
“She is not for you, you know,” said Kal suddenly.
“I’m sorry?”
“You are not sorry, Lucan. Do not play with words so. It is beneath you.”
Lucan sighed. “It is an expression. I meant that I did not understand.”
“Yet you did understand. Are you so in the habit of deceit? Ah, I see that you are. And it shames you.”
“I…” Lucan bit his tongue, choosing his words cautiously. “I am unused to the way you communicate. Where I come from, it is considered blunt.”
“Where you come from, Lucan, tongues are sweet, but sharp. We have no need to coat our words in honey here. We are connected.”
“Connected?”
“Our minds. Our hearts. We are linked, we Elves of Air. It is… it is much like your Bond with Hope. Which you would know, had your mother done her duty.”
A chill rattled its way through Lucan’s bones. A truth was coming, one he had never thought to learn.
“I did not know my mother, Lady.”
“No,” replied Kal with disdain. “You did not.”
Lucan walked on beside Kal, his hand beginning to sweat within hers. He remained silent for a turn as they crossed a narrow wooden bridge suspended over the Trine. They turned to their left, following a path that wound up a steep rise. The light of the celebration behind them had faded, but Lucan found that his eyes adjusted well enough to the dark to make his way.
“Ask, Lucan. It would not be right for me to tell you without your asking.”
“Did… do you know my mother?”
Kal shook her head. “No.”
“But you know of her.”
Kal nodded. “Yes.”
A heavy pause lingered before he spoke again.
“Tell me.”
Kal nodded. “I will. But will you wait a moment longer? There is something you must see.”
Kal released Lucan’s hand and motioned for him to stand atop a rise.
“Look,” she said.
Lucan peered over the cliff, into the darkness. To his right, the light of the Twins over the mountains cast the hills in a shadow, slightly darker than the night sky. Before him, and to his left, he could see only darkness. “I… I don’t really see anything,” he said. “I can barely make out the falls, but–”
“No, Lucan, husband of none.” Kal corrected. She placed a hand on the small of his back and whispered. “Look.”
The strained expression on Lucan’s face softened into one of curiosity, then of wonder, then of awe.
“Oh…”
Lucan fell to a knee. He began to weep.
“It is beautiful, is it not?” asked Kal.
Lucan lifted his eyes to meet hers.
“This… is my home?”
Kal nodded, placing a hand on his head.
“It is, Lucan. It has always been.”




XXIII: NORTH MAW
He’ll never make it, Sarge. Ye know it!” Kari was livid.
“I know no such thing, scout. And neither do ye.”
“Fury I don’t! I ain’t a fool, Sarge!”
Jade turned, glowering at Kari in the firelight. A hand fell to her hip. “Are ye callin’ me a fool, Kari Flint? ‘Cause if ye mean you, ye might do well to reconsider.”
“If ye think Oort can make it without our help, that be exactly what I’ll call ye! Ye wanna take that knife and stick it in me for sayin’ as much?”
“Careful there, Kari,” Jasper warned as he and Fannor cleared the snow from their tent. “She might at that.”
Kari stood her ground and held Jade’s gaze, anger burning her already wind-chapped cheeks. “Then she be twice a fool.” Kari shifted her stance and began to reach behind her back, where her uncle’s axe hung. Despite the dark, Jade knew. The sound of shifting boots in snow signaled Kari’s intent. The sergeant crouched, unsheathing both her daggers in the span of a blink.
“Don’t ye do it, scout!” Jade warned. “I’d rather not kill my Cap’s niece, but if ye touch that axe, ye’ll taste this steel, ye can bet a bag!”
Kari shook with fury but reached back no further.
Jade turned to Jasper and Fannor. “Dammit, ye two, talk some sense into ’er!”
“’Bout what, Sarge?” asked Fannor. “’Bout she ought know better than fight ye? Think she’s got that part down.”
“About Oort! I packed ’im up good. Ain’t no reason he can’t make it, if he stays sharp. Tell ’er, Jas.”
Jasper paused a moment before replying. “Nova was packed up good. Had us all to look after her, too.”
Jade blinked several times before her shoulders sagged. “Aw, ye gotta be kiddin’ me. Ye didn’t say nothin’ when he left! And I know ye heard ’im go!”
Fannor shrugged. “Figured we’d follow. Didn’t wanna leave just yet.”
“Aye,” Jasper agreed. “Ah, don’t look at us like that, Sarge. Ye know soon as we got up, ye woulda had us marchin’ for a day and a half. Dwarf’s gotta sleep sometime.”
“Ain’t gonna be hard to track ‘im, anyhow,” Fannor added. “Not in this. Twins are out, snow’s deep, ain’t no clouds, really. Probably just goin’ in circles, anyhow.”
“And who says I’ll give the order to track ‘im at all?” Jade demanded. “Am I still runnin’ this outfit, or ain’t I?”
“Dunno,” Jasper quipped. “Ask Flint.”
The women glared at one another for several breaths. Kari spoke first.
“We can’t let ’im die, Sarge.” Kari paused before continuing.  “I can’t.”
Jade sheathed her knife. “Hmph. Well, at least she called me ‘Sarge’. The lot of ye be fools, ye know it, right? We take Oort back to Belgorne, ye’ll all be hung. Each of ye.”
It was Jasper’s turn to shrug. “Then we hang with Nova and Lux.”
“Aye,” Fannor agreed.
“And what about ye, Flint? Ye feel like swingin’ from a rope?” Jade asked.
Kari shook her head. “No. But I ain’t gonna do nothin’ and let a person die.”
The sergeant had long shared an intimate relationship with guilt. She might as well have heard Kari’s unspoken thought – Not again.
“Aye. So ye ain’t. New plan, scouts! Chase a gnome around the Maw, freeze our gems off, then get hung for desertion. Who’s in?”
“Kari ain’t got no gems, Sarge,” said Fannor.
“Pssh!” hissed Jasper. “Gems enough! I ain’t never reached for steel on Sarge! Ain’t no dwarf, far as I know.”
“Just one,” Jade replied, shaking her head. “Must run in the family.” She took a few steps towards Kari and leaned in, speaking softly enough to keep her words private.
“But ye ain’t your uncle, Kari Flint. Not yet. Don’t do it again.”
Kari sighed. “Sorry, Sarge. Looked like ye went for your dagger.”
“Ye saw that? In the dark?”
“Ain’t that dark,” Kari replied. A quiet moment passed.
“Bah. I like me dagger. Don’t mean I’m gonna gut ye with it.”
Kari nodded. “Now I know.”
“Now ye know.” Jade stepped away. “Jasper! Ye like our tent so much, pack it up. Flint, help him.”
“Aye, Sarge,” Kari replied, a snap of respect returned to her tone.
Jade made her way around the fire to where Fannor knelt in the snow, tying gear to packs.
“I know what you’re gonna say, Sarge.”
“Do ye?” Jade knelt to assist.
“Aye. I lipped off when ye needed me to back ye up.”
“Ain’t what I was gonna say.”
“Oh? What then?”
Jade took a breath before continuing. “Ye think she woulda fought me?”
Fannor tied a strap tight as Jade held the knot.
“Aye. If ye pulled that knife.”
“Ye know I wouldn’t.”
“Aye, ‘course not. But she didn’t.” Fannor threw the largest of the packs over his shoulder. “Tough one.”
“Aye,” Jade agreed. “Somethin’s eatin’ ‘er, though.”
“Somethin’s eatin’ us all, Sarge. End o’ the world does that to people. Ain’t ye afraid?”
Jade thought for a moment. “Not afraid. Angry, I s’pose.”
“At who?”
Jade shook her head. “Dunno. Guess that’s why I be angry.”
“I think it be the same with Flint. Like I said, tough one.”
Jade nodded. “Make a good scout.”
“Maybe.”
Jade shouldered her own pack.  “Not so sure?”
“Not so sure we live long enough, Sarge.”
Jade nodded. “Well, one thing at a time. Can ye find Oort’s tracks?”
“Already have. Snow like this, nothin’ to it. And we ain’t gotta take it slow as him, just gotta stay in his steps.”
“Won’t be torches,” Jade warned.
Fannor shook his head. “Don’t need ’em, long as the Twins stay out. We’ll catch ’im by dawn, if not sooner. Hope so, at least. Little guy like him, bound to be havin’ a time of it.”
Jade turned to see Kari and Jasper rolling up the tent.
“Fannor’s got point,” she called. “Hurry up with that tent and get on his heels!”
“Aye, Sarge!” they called back.
~
As he shivered against the trunk of the great fir and the light of the measly campfire faded to blackness, Oort found small pleasure in knowing that at least Mama would benefit from its warmth no more than he had. He knew better, of course. It made no difference; the silver fur of the beast was thick. Her hide was certainly immune to the cold. This was Mama’s land, her domain, and she was well equipped to survive the climate. Unlike Oort. He alternated his grip on the tree every turn or so, one arm wrapped around the damp trunk to keep himself upright, the other hand shoved into a pocket until the fingers of his grip hand protested too loudly against the cold.
Oort could not be sure how long he had been in the tree. Long enough for the fire to die. Long enough for his legs to cramp. Long enough for the tip of his nose to burn, and then long enough for it not to.
Not long enough for Mama to leave.
If I freeze to this tree, she’ll starve to death beneath me.
At some point, the dire beast had stopped gnawing and clawing at the tree, but she did not forget him. Every few turns she would whine, or howl, or growl, and never did she cease pacing. She hated him, he knew. He had not thought that a beast could feel such a thing as hate.
“S’all right, Mama,” he called. “I hate yeh right back.”
Mama growled.
“I’m gonna kill yeh.”
She pawed at the ground. Oort recognized the gesture for what it was: a taunt. He suspected she already knew what he was coming to accept; this would only end one way. He would fall, in time, and if he were lucky, the fall would kill him.
No! Yeh made Thinny an oath. Yeh’ll keep it, Oort Greykin!
He could not, however, imagine how. He had his dagger, nothing more. Even if he could manage to strike her with it, even if it were thrown with all his might, even if it were not deflected by a branch, it would not harm the wolf. Perhaps a scratch, if it struck her point-first. Perhaps a bruise, or a bump on the head. For the fiftieth time he imagined the perfect throw, striking the beast in the eye… he did not imagine even that would deter her. Then yeh’d have one pissed-off, half-blind wolf.
Oort had mostly resigned himself to dying. He considered his dagger, considered hastening the end with a cut to his wrist…  but his own hatred for Mama had grown steadily, however, and the thought of watching her lap at his dripping lifeblood as he waited to die filled him with revulsion.  He ultimately decided that when the time came, he would hurl himself from the tree, dagger extended, and do his best to stab the beast as his last act. He expected the knife would do little harm, even with the weight of his body behind it, even if he managed to land the blow, but perhaps, he considered, if there were any justice in Tahr, he would die upon impact and leave the wicked wolf with a scar to remember him by.
Even that much, however, would require him opening a clear way to the beast through the branches. More than once he reached for his dagger, ready to saw himself a path. On the north side of the tree, there were only three branches thick enough to bar his way. The first he could reach, could saw off any time he liked. The other two would require climbing down a bit, the lowest of which would bring him perilously close to what he believed was the lunging-range of the wolf. He switched his grip as a gust of wind drove needles of cold into the flesh of his exposed hand. Again, he considered getting to work at the task, but fear held him fast. He could barely manage to hold on to the tree for long... what if he dropped the dagger, or worse, fell while sawing a branch? What if he succeeded in cutting the first two, only to be pulled from the tree by tooth or claw at the very end? What if he succeeded in opening a way, climbed back to his perch, dove at the beast, struck a glancing blow… and lived?
And if a fish had feathers, it’d be a finch! Get on with it, yeh coward!
Oort’s paralysis turned to shame, drawing forth the memory of the last words his Thinny had said to him.
“I love yeh, Oort Greykin,” she had said. “My brave, brave husband.”
It was then that he decided: he would not die this night. Certainly not in vain and shame, if it came to that. He would not hurl himself to an easy death. There was another way.
“I said I’d kill yeh, Mama! And kill yeh I’m gonna!”
She did not return the taunt that time, or if she did, Oort did not hear. He drew his dagger and reached down and to his right, sawing at the first of the three branches. The strange sound elicited an anxious whine from the wolf.
“Oh, I got somethin’ for yeh, Mama! Yeh just wait! I’m gonna kill yeh and wear that skin o’ yers for a coat!”
Oort continued his cutting. The work was slow going; he repeatedly needed to withdraw his hand from the cold, or adjust his position, or rest a weary muscle in his arm. The knife, sharp as it was, was not serrated; it was the wrong tool for the job, but it was the tool he had, and despite a growing fire in his right shoulder from the strain, he continued to saw away until the branch began to sag, eventually snap, and finally tear free.
Oort anticipated the moment when it would give way and stuffed the dagger quickly into his pocket, too little time to feel in the dark for his sheath. His hand darted out just in time to grasp the sawn bough before it fell out of reach. He managed a grip but did not anticipate how heavy it would be. The weight of the long, wet limb did its best to lever him from his perch as it fell, and quite nearly did, but he would not let go, could not let go. Mama howled at the commotion above as twigs and branches crashed against each other within the tree, loosening clumps of snow that dusted the enraged beast as they fell.
The momentum of the falling bough was finally arrested against the tree, and Oort began to pull it back up towards him, a few meager feet at a time, only one hand available for the task as the other maintained his balance within the tree. Repeatedly, it stuck on another branch. Several times he thought he would drop it. At one point, he felt the dagger in his pocket begin to slip out, and he did the only thing he could think to: he bit down on a thick branch and lunged for the falling weapon. The weight threatened to tear the teeth from his mouth, and the bark tore at his cheek, but he saved the dagger, sheathed it, and continued to haul the branch upwards until it was safely caught within the branches above.
Oort tasted blood as he again drew his dagger and began to shape his spear.
“Yup, I got somethin’ for yeh, Mama,” he said, breathing heavily. He worked at the wood, cutting off twigs. Turns passed. Mama broke the silence with a howl. “Easy, there. I know yeh got right t’be mad. But I got a right to see my Thinny again.” He sawed at the branch, cutting it to length. Oort’s chapped hands bled, freely in places, but he hardly noticed, aside from his slickening grip on the dagger. That condition changed quickly enough, in any case, as the leather grip became sticky with drying blood. 
He had forgotten about the cold some time before. Turns became hours. Mama began scratching at the trunk again, repeatedly agitated by falling twigs and hunks of bark. “Just yeh be patient, Mama. One o’ the two of us is gonna die tonight. Yeh’ll get yer chance.”
It’ll not be me, Oort thought to say as Mama whined, but at some point in the night, while he worked at his weapon, the exchange between the two enemies evolved in tone; less spiteful, somehow. Or so Oort imagined. “One of us will die, Mama,” Oort repeated. “One of us’ll see dawn. One won’t.” Ain’t no reason to spend our last turns mad about it.
The effectiveness of the dagger in shaping the point of the spear was lessening, its blade dulled and coated in pine tar. The final phase of the endeavor seemed to take forever, but Oort did not rush. Shoulda made the point first, dung fer brains, he scolded himself. “Ha! Maybe next time, eh Mama? Live ‘n learn!” Mama’s growled reply seemed offended, to Oort’s ears.
At long last, the weapon was complete, or at least as complete as Oort could make it. The tip was not exactly sharp, but it was well-shaped. With a sufficient amount of force behind it, Oort believe it would do its lethal duty.
Completing the task brought Oort out of the numb state of trance he had been in, and he quickly became aware of just how cold and miserable he felt.
“Nothin’ fer it,” he mumbled, looking down the tree to see Mama pacing its perimeter, then up to the still-dark night sky. He was surprised to realize it was not yet dawn; his cramped muscles felt as if he had spent days within the tree.
Climbing down the tree with the spear proved complex. Eventually, Oort unfastened his belt, tucked in the spear and refastened it, freeing his hands for the descent. Clumsily he made his way lower as Mama’s agitation reached a pitch; as he had hoped, she began to jump and snap, and soon Oort felt sure he could judge her reach.
Oort had also hoped there would be a limb at the right height upon which he could wait for his chance. There was, and as he settled his feet atop it, not twenty feet above where Mama paced and whined, fear again threatened to paralyze him.
So big. Mawbottom, she’s a right monster.
Thinsel’s voice called again from deep within his heart. “My brave, brave husband.”
He would need to time it just right. If she sidestepped his leap, if he missed his target… Oort shuddered.
“Come an’ get me, Mama!” he called.
Mama growled and snapped, yellow eyes reflecting her hatred in the Twinlight.
“Big tough Mama, canna even catch a gnome!” Oort stabbed downwards with the spear, taunting the beast. She coiled, jumped with all her might… Oort watched, taking measure of the spot from which she jumped, where she landed, how she landed…
“Ooh, just a little short there, eh Mama? Dontcha give up now, try me again!” He dangled the spear a bit lower this time, and Mama jumped again, barely missing the tip with her snapping jaws. Mama howled in frustration, the tormented sound something between a curse and a lament. Again Oort measured her movements. As she landed, for the briefest moment, she was vulnerable. If he dove just as she reached the apex of her jump, they would fall to the ground together, and she would not have time to regain her footing and evade the tip of the spear. 
Once more, yeh treacherous beast, Oort thought. Once more,
and I’ll have yeh. Oort suspected he might only get one more chance – eventually, he suspected Mama would stop responding to the taunts. Much as he would have liked to time her movements again, to measure once more, he dared not risk it. The next time she jumped, Oort Greykin would as well.
For the last time, he thought of his Shyla, and of his wife. “I love yeh, me wee Nugget. I love yeh, Thinny.”
Oort shifted his stance, crouching. His heart thrashed and pounded wildly within his chest, clamoring for attention, begging its bearer to reconsider the act that would surely hasten its final beat. Oort ignored its pleas. He maneuvered the spear into both hands, balancing on the branch. As he opened his mouth to emit his final taunt, however, Mama’s pacing suddenly stopped. Silver ears flitted nervously. The beast froze into a crouch of her own, turning her head to the north. After a breath, Mama bounded away, and soon Oort could no longer make out her form among the trees.
Mama was gone, but the gnome knew better than to be relieved. No matter what had distracted her, Oort Greykin was certain: she would not forget the enemy she left behind.
~
Jade kept her gaze focused on the snowy ground before her, and so did not see the fist Fannor held up as he crested the rise. She did, however, notice the sudden absence of crunching snow ahead, and when she lifted her eyes she was not surprised to see Kari and Jasper had come to a halt. She looked up to see Fannor’s fingers extended as one, pointing towards the sky, indicating that Jade, and only Jade, should approach. She did so as silently as possible.
“Lose the trail?” she whispered.
Fannor shook his head. He motioned towards the ground. Several sets of footprints had merged in the snow. One set was Oort’s, the others…
Jade made a pinching shape with her fingers, silently asking the question: “Gnomes?”
Fannor nodded, holding up three fingers. He motioned towards valley below and pointed to his nose.
Jade immediately understood.
Smoke, but no fire.
The smoke indicated that Oort was likely somewhere beneath them in the valley, but the light of a campfire should have been easy to see. The absence of light could have meant the fire went out on its own as Oort slept. But it could also mean either Oort extinguished the fire himself, or someone else did. Neither of the latter possibilities boded well. Jade pulled at Fannor’s elbow and cocked her head, urging him back below the rise, but before either of them could take a step, a familiar, tortured wail from below froze them stiff.
Mama.
Jasper needed no instruction from Jade. He reached over and grasped Kari’s chin, pulling her face close.
“Pack down. Axe out. On my heels. Silent!”
Kari obeyed in silence. The four huddled close.
“Three gnomes, plus Oort,” Jade whispered.
“Plus Mama,” Jasper added unnecessarily.
Jade didn’t reply. Her silence asked a question. Kari answered.
“We have to help him.”
Nods from Jasper and Fannor sealed the pact. Jade and Fannor dropped their packs. Fannor handed her the crossbow and a bolt. She jammed a boot into the stirrup and cocked the weapon.
“Flint. Stay back ten paces. Don’t swing that axe unless we be in trouble. Jasper left. Fannor right. Move.”
The scouts crested the rise, Jade leading the way, Fannor and Jasper within an arm’s length on either side, Kari counting steps to maintain her distance. They moved quickly, down the slope and into the silent valley, but not quickly enough. A growl and a rip broke the stillness ahead, followed immediately by a shriek of terror and agony, a dreadful sound that could only be the cry of a gnome.
The four broke into a run towards the sound, dashing between trees, heedless of their footing. Suddenly the shoulder of a fleeing gnome slammed into Jade, ripping the wind from her lungs and tripping the trigger of the crossbow. The bolt stuck harmlessly in a tree somewhere ahead as Jade and the gnome tumbled to the snowy ground.
Jasper pulled the gnome off of Jade, quickly releasing him after a cursory examination.
“Not Oort.”
Fannor helped Jade to her feet. She could not yet speak for lack of air, but she managed to drop the bow and pull her daggers.
Another growl. Another pitiful cry.
“Klibber! Nooooo!” cried the gnome who had crashed into Jade. Jasper moved to cover the aggrieved gnome’s mouth before it could draw Mama near. It would be his last act. The diving, gaping jaws of the dire wolf had opened for the gnome, but closed for the dwarf. A crunching sound diminished the legendary company of scouts by one.
Jade lunged forward, steel flashing, a scream of silent rage etched on her face, no wind to propel it. Mama leapt away from the attack effortlessly as she managed to suck a half lungful of frigid air. A pathetic sound issued from the sergeant.
Fannor knew she had given an order, but could not make it out for the sound of his own cries. His own lunge at the beast proved as futile as Jade’s, abbreviated by the terrified gnome who darted before the dwarf. The two tumbled into a drift. Jade dashed forward again, this time to distract the beast as it padded hungrily towards the tangled clump of arms and legs that was Fannor and the panicked gnome. Mama would have none of it. A swipe of her mighty paw sent Jade reeling. The wolf closed on Fannor and the gnome.
To Kari, the previous few breaths had passed like seasons, but it was time to act. The new scout spared but a split instant for regret: half to acknowledge to herself that they were there, about to die, at her own insistence; the other half to scold herself for the thought. If they all were to die in a vain effort to save Oort, Kari decided quickly, then they will have died well. Axe lifted high over her head, Kari Flint advanced, the battle call of the dwarves of Belgorne on her lips.
“Stonarriiiis!”
Mama lifted her gaze towards Kari, recognizing the threat, such as it was. The dire wolf snarled and bent low.
Oort Greykin jabbed the makeshift spear into the underbelly of the distracted beast with all his might. His strike was true; he buried the point of the spear into his loathsome enemy just beneath the ribs, where her hide was thinnest, and Mama’s snarl became a moan of agony. She tried to roll away from the attack and made it as far as her back, but the spear had lodged itself fast, and she could roll no further. The screaming, murderous gnome continued to drive the weapon upwards, shoving it, boots scrambling in the snow, shoving it again. Mama’s legs flailed for their own purchase but found none; her pain was disorienting, and she managed only to continue to roar and howl. With a final twist and a thrust, Oort’s spear punctured the lung of the beast, and a moment later, Kari’s uncle’s axe extinguished the light in the animal’s eyes forever.
~
“I’ll carry his daggers,” Jade said as she patted down the last spadeful of snowy, ashen dirt over the three corpses. It was near to noon.
“And give ’em back to who?” said Kari. She shot Jade a pleading look. The two women locked reddened eyes for a long moment. Jade finally nodded.
“Aye. He liked ye, Kari Flint. He’d want ye to carry ’em,” Jade agreed.
Kari nodded. “How’s the head?”
Jade shrugged. The wolf’s swipe at the sergeant had thankfully not torn her flesh, but she had struck her head soundly upon landing. An angry lump throbbed above her left eye. “Hurts a bit. Not bad.” She turned towards Oort, Fannor, and the gnome hunter, Argl, then back to Kari. “They done, yet?”
Kari nodded. “About.”
Jade shook her head. “Morbid business.”
“Oort wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Kari paused before walking away. “Did ye wanna say some words?”
Jade took a breath, considering the question. At length she shook her head. “Jasper wasn’t like that. And I ain’t got no words, ’sides.” Jade turned and walked up the slope to where Oort and Fannor knelt, skinning Mama’s hide. Kari followed.
“No, don’t roll it up yet. We gotta cure it,” Fannor said to Oort.
“And tan it,” Argl added.
“Ain’t got the salt nor the time,” Jade countered.
“We’ll cure it in G’naath,” Oort said.
“We ain’t goin’ to G’naath,” said Jade.
Fannor stood. “Ye might wanna hear what Argl here has to say before ye decide, Sarge.”
Jade shook her head. “We ain’t goin’ to G’naath. Don’t ye wanna get back to your Thinsel anyways, Oort?”
Oort nodded. “Yup. But if what Argl here says is right… well, hear ’im out.”
Jade listened. The plan was no worse than any of their other options. It just might work.
“All right. But we gotta move. Can ye last, Oort? I know ye’ve–”
“Thinny’s waitin’. I can last.”




XXIV: THE MAW
Blythe Kalder cringed as another shrill cry from the captive gnome broke the silence. He had been avoiding the faces of his sergeants throughout their pre-dawn breakfast but could do so no longer. He regarded them each as they huddled around the fire. Beards did not hide their disgust. Each wore the same expression.
“All right,” he said. Heads nodded in relief. There was no question as to what must be done. He made his way to King Dohr’s tent.
“My liege,” he called through the flap.
“Not now, Captain!”
Kalder took a breath and steeled himself. “Gotta be now, Sire.” He entered the tent.
“Gah! There better be a bleedin’ fire somewhere–”
“King Dohr! What in Fury…” Kalder could not finish the thought. Before him, tied to a chair, sat a sobbing, heaving mess that he knew must be the captive gnome woman, but to his eyes appeared no more than a bloodied dwarf child. The smell was awful, excrement mixed with terror.
Dohr turned to speak. “Ye best have good reason–”
“A word outside please, Sire.” Kalder’s tone made clear that the invitation, despite its politeness, was not a request. King Dohr’s eyes narrowed. Kalder’s hand moved to rest on the dagger at his hip. Dohr reached towards his own hip reflexively, but his dagger lay several paces away on the table, beside his axe. For a moment, neither moved nor breathed. Dohr blinked first. Kalder held open the flap of the tent. He did not turn his back to the king as the two emerged into the cold.
“She’s lyin’, Captain. Sure as stone. We need infor–”
“Ye will not strike that woman again, Sire.”
“Oh, I won’t? I am your king!” Dohr’s eyes darted about beneath his black, bushy eyebrows, seeking someone who might take up for him. No one was near. Had anyone been, they would have not recognized the dwarf who, only a cycle earlier, bore much of the demeanor and disposition of his father. The noble aspect of a son of Silverstone was gone, replaced by a wretched mien of hatred and shame.
Kalder replied calmly, his tone soft and plain. “Aye. Ye be my king. And I tell ye without malice, if ye strike that woman again, I will kill ye, King Dohr.”
Dohr opened his mouth to cry out for help. The back of Kalder’s fist shut it before he could utter a sound. Dohr fell to a knee. Kalder unsheathed his dagger and knelt beside the king, his voice even softer than the moment before.
“It’ll take two more days to get this camp ready to break, Sire. Can’t go any faster’n that. In the meantime, we’re gonna try an’ fix up Nova. Lux’ll be awake soon, and we’re gonna talk to him. We’re gonna find out what there is to know, and we’re gonna do it like dwarves of Belgorne. Not butchers.” Kalder leaned in close. “Ye be a Silverstone, Sire. But ye ain’t behavin’ like one. Ye need some sleep, and ye need to let this bloodlust fade. Tell me ye can do that, Sire.”
Dohr wiped at his bleeding lip. He scowled at Kalder. “I don’t answer to ye, Captain. This... this thing ye call a woman. It be a gnome. Ye know why ye ain’t got no family no more? Why I ain’t? Why we ain’t got a home? Gnomes! I already learned that much from the slattern. And she’s got more to–”
“What, ye think she’s been holdin’ out on ye? Ye be a fool, then! She ain’t but a bleedin’ pile o’ meat already! Damn it to Fury, Dohr, but hate has addled your mind!”
“Why do ye care? Why? She ain’t a dwarf, damn ye!”
Kalder sighed and stood. “Aye. She ain’t. And neither is me king. Not today, at least.”
Dohr spat at the captain’s feet and rose.
“So, do ye intend a challenge then, Captain? If so, then say as much! Or do ye intend to slay me here, unarmed?”
Kalder shook his head and regarded the king. “Neither, Sire. Our people need a Silverstone.” Kalder put his fingers to his lips and blew a long, loud whistle. In a few moments his sergeants approached.
“Your king has commanded that ye take the gnome woman to the healers. He does not wish to be disturbed until we break camp. Ain’t that right, Sire?”
Kalder watched Dohr’s eyes as the king took measure of the five soldiers arrayed before him. Wild with hatred as he might be, Kalder thought, Dohr at least had the presence of mind to recognize the situation for what it was: he would not be allowed to harm the gnome woman again.
“Aye,” Dohr said at last. “And hurry up. Tired o’ lookin’ at that thing in me tent.”
~
Dawn found Kalder sitting across the tent from Lux, listening attentively as the shackled scout relayed all he had learned since leaving Belgorne. The most interesting part, to Kalder’s mind, was not who was behind the calamities that had befallen Tahr, but rather who was not.
“So ye think it just be these Elders, then?” Kalder asked, handing Lux a skin. “Mind, ye ain’t talked to but two gnomes–”
Lux swallowed a mouthful of sausage and took the offered skin. “Was the right gnomes, Cap. I’ll stake me seat on it. Don’t get me wrong, I ain’t sayin’ G’naath won’t fight, if it comes to it. I’m sayin’ it be them Elders and the demons they been Communin’ with that’s to blame. Rest o’ them gnomes, they don’t even know what’s what. Well, ‘cept maybe now they might. Sure bet they’ve figured out about Belgorne. Hard to miss a whole kingdom comin’ out from under a mountain.”
“Not a whole kingdom,” Kalder corrected.
Lux swallowed a pull of water from the skin. “Aye. ‘Spose not.”
“Well, don’t see how it matters much, in any case,” Kalder reasoned. “They ain’t comin’ out, and we can’t get in.”
“Wouldn’t bet they ain’t comin’ out,” said Lux. “All that power… whatever them Elders done, musta been for a reason, dontcha think? They already rule G’naath. Must be somethin’ else they want.”
Kalder nodded. “I s’pose that follows.”
“Just ye wait ‘til we hear from Jade. She’ll get answers from that Cindra lady, I know it.”
“We don’t need answers, Lux. We need food. We march for the Sapphire in two days, maybe less. Soon as we can break camp. And… well, yeah, two days.”
“‘And’ what, Cap? What aren’t ye telling me?”
Captain Kalder stared at the ground.
“Cap?”
“Hatchet already took the army to G’naath.”
“What? Why in Fury would he do that? Ye said it already, we can’t get in!”
Kalder shook his head. “Ain’t about getting’ in. There ain’t enough food, scout. Not by a sight.”
The frown on the scout’s face became a scowl.
“So they mean to die. To save rations for the rest.”
Kalder nodded.
“Then why in the name o’ Blackhammer ain’t Dohr leadin’ em?”
The captain sighed. “Flint tied him up ‘fore they left. Said we’d need a Silverstone in the days ahead, no sense in the king sacrificin’ himself.”
Lux eyed Kalder with suspicion. The captain looked away.
“Then why ain’t he gone after ‘em since?”
Kalder did not reply.
“Why ain’t ye gone yourself, Cap?”
Kalder sighed. “I got me orders, scout.”
Lux shook his head. “My arse ye do.”
Kalder stood, changing the subject. “Nova’s gonna come ‘round, from what I understand. Nasty infection, but they can treat it. Best I can do for ye is try to get Dohr to change his mind, so the two of ye live through this mess.”
“And Thinsel?”
“The gnome? For Tahr’s sake, scout, worry about your own–”
“She ain’t done nothin’ wrong, Cap. Nothin’.”
Kalder sighed. “King Dohr’ll not suffer her to live much longer. As I said, best I can do is take up for you and Nova–”
Lux shook his head. “No.”
“No?”
“No, that ain’t the best ye can do,” Lux sneered. He leaned back onto the cot, as far away from the Captain as his shackles would allow. “When ye opened the gate for Kari Flint, I thought, now that’s a dwarf with guts. And now, here ye be, huddlin’ with the old folk while the army goes off to die, talkin’ about ‘orders’, and ‘the best ye can do’. Get outta me sight, Captain Kalder. Lemme know when ye got that rope ready for me.”




XXV: THE BARRACKS OF MOR
General Slater and Vincent Thomison spent the next several hours poring over maps and record books, discussing troop levels, and above all, bemoaning the lack of food and other provisions. Unless something changed, the city of Mor would be starving well before the Spring thaw, and nothing was likely to change. The topic they avoided, however, became more and more insistent as the evening wore past midnight and later, and finally Slater ordered his captains to leave them in privacy.
“So, it was you.”
Vincent regarded the general for several moments before nodding.
“The Merchant. You’re the bloody Merchant.”
“I am. One of them, at least.”
“There are more?”
Vincent cleared his throat. “There are several of us. I was the first, but in time… well, I suppose we just got busy.”
Slater folded his arms. “Busy.”
“You know what it’s been like, General. Thirty years. If it wasn’t for the Merchants–”
“If it wasn’t for the Merchants, my son would be under a mound of dirt. I owe you my son’s life, Vincent. My life. More.”
“You owe me nothing. We did what we did because it needed doing.”
“I’ll decide what I owe, and to whom. But I don’t owe you Mor. It’s not mine to give. You understand that, don’t you?”
Vincent nodded. “I do.”
Slater considered Vincent quietly for a turn.
“Was it you? Specifically, I mean?”
Vincent nodded. Slater held his gaze. The old soldier’s eyes grew moist. Slater cleared his throat.
“He’s a good boy. A fine man now, as I understand it.”
“You don’t speak?”
Slater shook his head. “Haven’t dared to, though I get word, now and then. That bounty still hangs over his head, and there are plenty in the Sapphire cities who’d trip all over one another to collect it. Though, I suppose now with Halsen gone, there’d be no one to pay it.”
Vincent nodded. Moments passed.
“Doesn’t matter what we do, Vincent. We don’t solve the food problem, we’re just shuffling cards.”
A mirthless laugh escaped Vincent’s throat.
“Funny?”
“No. I just remember saying something similar to a bastard of a wizard not long ago.”
“Sartean.”
Vincent nodded. “He’d have poisoned the whole of Tahr, General. He’s a madman. Evil as they come.”
“No disagreement here. But now you’ve seen the numbers.” Slater waved a hand at the stacks of parchment strewn across the table. “Food is one problem. Kehrlia makes two. That damnable winged horror makes three. You tell me. How do we do it?”
Vincent waved to Gerald, who stood patiently out of earshot. The wizard moved to join them.
“If I can figure out two out of three, will that suffice for now?”
It was Slater’s turn for a laugh. “Depends on which two.”
“How may I be of service, Master Thomison?” asked Gerald as he approached.
“You can skip the airs, Gerald. We’ll be using fair scales with the general.”
“Oh, thank Lor.” Gerald turned to Slater. “Can you imagine what it’s like to prostrate myself to this one?”
“I’ve never made you prostrate yourself, Gerald.”
“You make me call you ‘master’.”
Vincent rolled his eyes.
“And carry your cloak.”
“Enough, Gerald.”
Slater watched the spectacle with amusement.
“Old man like me. You should be ashamed.”
“Oh, I’m ashamed. Don’t you worry.”
Gerald pulled up a chair, making a show of taking his seat gingerly, pausing to ensure the general was watching. “My back. Aches something terrible in this cold.”
Vincent’s patience wore thin. “Are you quite finished? If so, we’d like to discuss the fact that the world is ending. If you can fit us in, that is.”
“See? Temperamental, too.”
“Gerald!”
“Hmph.” The wizard winked at the smiling general. “Very well. It would seem that we have three major challenges to discuss, yes? I can solve two certainly, three if we are very, very lucky.”
“Were you eavesdropping, Mister Longstock?” Slater asked, no longer amused. “You’ll not use that magic nonsense around me, unless you feel like being thrown out on your arse.”
“Oh, certainly not. But the situation is clear, to any who would see. Food, wizards, and foul beasts, yes?” Vincent and the general nodded. “Well, as I said, two of three should be solved easily enough. And if we are very lucky, perhaps the third as well.”
“Go on,” Vincent prodded.
“Well, the first two – food and wizards – those should be easy enough. Have the wizards grow the food.”
“I’m sorry, what?” asked Slater.
“The wizards. They can grow the food. Quite quickly, in fact. You’ve seen my chrysanthemums, Vincent?”
Vincent covered his eyes with his palm. “Not this again, Gerald.”
“See! You young pups think you know everything. I’ll have you know, general, that I have managed to breed and grow checkered chrysanthemums.”
Slater blinked. “Checkered.”
“Yes. Checkered. Of any color you might imagine. Tell him, Vincent.”
“Yes. You can grow checkered chrysanthemums. I don’t see how–”
“Checkermums, I call them. Clever, yes? And how quickly, Vincent? Go on, tell him.”
Vincent rolled his eyes again. “Quickly. Fastest checkermums in Tahr. But I still don’t – ahh.”
“Ha! See!” Gerald exclaimed, jumping from his seat. “I told you it would matter someday!”
Slater eyed the wizard. “Back feeling better?”
“Much!” Gerald danced around the chair.
“You can stop gloating, Gerald.”
“Oh, not anytime soon, Master Thomison! I shall relish this moment for all my remaining days!”
“What say we get to relish it with you, then?” Slater asked. “Out with it now. What’s your plan?”
Gerald took a seat. “I have discovered a way to grow a crop of any plant I choose in an accelerated fashion. Well, I think any plant. Maybe not some plants. The phenarril plant, mind you, now that’s a piece of work. Hmm. Never thought to consider how Sartean had managed–”
“Gerald. Please. The point,” prodded Vincent.
“Ah. Well, the point is this: it’s really not all that difficult. It’s a matter of proper nutrition, of course; the soil must be fertile, and of the right composition, and the environment must be conducive–”
“Mister Longstock. Please.”
“Gah! Light! Don’t you see? The limiting factor is light! But you cannot simply shine a bright light on a specimen, day and night. That would kill it–”
“I think I understand, General. May I take it from here, Gerald? Translate your genius, as it were?”
“Huh? Oh, well, yes. Of course, yes. Genius! That’s what it is!”
“What the good Incantor is struggling to say in his excitement, General, is that with the application of some sort of magic, he can grow a plant to maturity in a quarter of the time it would typically require. And, I believe, he is saying he can train others to do the same, solving our food shortage. Yes?”
“Well, other Incantors. It’s not quite as simple as–”
“Hold on, now. There are three hundred thousand people in Mor,” the general said. “Have you considered the logistics? And even if you could manage it, it’s nearly–”
“General. If I can grow a checkermum from seed to flower in a half cycle, I can certainly manage to grow a potato in the snow.”
“And ash,” Vincent added.
“And ash,” Gerald conceded. “Well, perhaps I’ll need to do away with the ash. But that’s not–”
“Be quiet a moment. Let me think.” General Slater chewed on the idea in silence for a turn before he spoke again. “How many wizards would you need?” he asked.
“Oh. Well, all of them, I’d suspect. Can you imagine? Oh, what a wonderful thing! A new age of magically modified agriculture, the end of all hunger, all the Incantors of Tahr working in concert–”
“Oh, yes. Sounds utopian,” mocked Vincent. “I am sure the wizards of the tower will just be lining up to become farmhands. In any case, that brings us to Sartean,” said Vincent. “How do you intend to sort him out and gain access to the Incantors?”
“Yes, there is that. I suppose I’d need to become Master. Not forever, mind you. Perish the thought. I hate that bloody tower.”
“You? Master of Kehrlia?” asked Slater. “I mean no offense, but–”
Vincent interrupted, a grave tone matching his expression. “General, there is no more powerful Incantor in Tahr.”
Slater folded his arms. “Truly?”
Vincent leaned in, speaking softly. “You were right, General. The first thing you said to me.”
“About you being a dead man?”
Vincent nodded.
“You said it didn’t take.”
Vincent nodded. Slater shot a glance towards Gerald, who avoided meeting it.
“I don’t think I want to know this.”
‘You do not,” said Vincent.
An awkward silence took root for the span of several breaths.
“Look,” said Gerald finally, “I said I could solve two of our three problems. The matter of growing food is within my area of competence.”
“Very well,” Slater said. “The other problem, then?”
“Well, if I were a betting man, General, I would say that either the black beast will soon defeat Sartean, or Sartean will defeat the beast.”
“And how did you come to that?” asked Vincent.
“Simple. There is a power vacuum in Mor. Sartean wishes to fill it – we already knew that, given his Flightfluid scheme. Now that Halsen is dead, he should be able to walk right into the palace and take a seat. But he would be ruler of naught but a slaughterhouse, thanks to our black-winged friend. Sooner or later – most likely sooner – Sartean will hunt the beast. Until he does, we wait.”
“I will not order my men to stand down while this beast rampages the city, Gerald.”
“Then what will you do? How will you fight it?”
The general shook his head. “Dunno.”
“You cannot, General. If the descriptions I’m hearing have merit, this is a foe only magic can fell. For the time being, you can serve your kingdom best by preparing for an agricultural operation that will feed its people. Magic or no, this undertaking will be a logistical quagmire.”
Vincent frowned. “Say you’ve got it right. Sartean battles the beast. What if he wins?”
“Then we’d better hope he sees things our way. He just may. I would imagine the Incantors of Kehrlia would like to eat as well.”
“But then we have Sartean for a king,” said Vincent.
“True,” Gerald agreed.
“And if he dies?” asked the general. “We’ll still have a beast to contend with.”
“As I said, General. I can solve two of our three problems.”
“You said three, if we are lucky.”
Gerald shrugged. “Maybe they kill each other.”
Slater shook his head. “Doesn’t seem like much of a plan. Seems more like cowering in a hole, hoping it all sorts itself out. How can you be so sure Sartean will fight the beast?”
The sound of hammering footsteps stopped the conversation short. A breathless soldier came to stand before the general, clearly distressed.
“Good morning, General. Forgive the interruption,” he said.
“What news?” asked Slater.
“Sir… something’s happened at Kehrlia.”




XXVI: KEHRLIA
Sartean flung the empty flask across the library at Jarriah, striking him square in the face.
“FILL IT!”
Jarriah stumbled from the blow, barely keeping his feet. A hot bruise began to form on his cheek as he continued to rummage through his master’s desk.
“I will have to see if there is any more below, Master. There is none here.”
“Then look below! We must have barrels more still!”
Jarriah shook his head. “The quartermaster tells me the barrels are empty. I will try–”
Sartean stormed his way around the desk. Jarriah cowered, expecting another blow. The Incantor towered over Jarriah, trembling in rage and withdrawal.
“You will refill that flask, Jarriah, or you will die this day. GO!” 
Jarriah bent to retrieve the flask and hurried from the library. Sartean waited until the door closed behind him and fell to his hands and knees, wracked with pain. Every muscle, every bone, every tooth and joint cried out in longing. The power of the amulet had imbued the Incantor with a sense of absolute power, more than he had ever felt or known, and the sudden absence of that power left him scraped hollow, bereft of vitality, aware only of his insatiable need, of the terrible thirst that threatened to tear his soul loose from his flesh.
Sartean’s tortured mind spared no thought for his failure to subdue the dragon, no attention to the carnage he had just witnessed. It did not matter. His Incantors did not matter. Kerhlia did not matter. The throne did not matter. Only his thirst. The trembling in his hands worked its way upwards; his arms began to convulse. He gnashed his teeth together and gnawed at his tongue, hoping the pain of it would distract him, if only for a moment. It did not, but the taste of blood triggered a gag in his throat, and soon he began to retch, dry, painful heaves that bore him the rest of the way to the ground.
A distant but growing panic began to take root in his mind as he writhed on the floor of his library: he would die without another drink of Flightfluid. Soon. He supposed he had an hour left, at best. If Jarriah did not return…
He has more. I know he has more! He is stealing it… selling it to the rabble of this wretched city. Why does he do this to me? I have elevated him above all others! Others… to Fury with the others! No, not to Fury. Dear Mother, why did you not warn me? But you did. You said Kal was real. You said Fury was real. You warned me. You said I would burn. You warned me.
A great roar from outside shook the tower. Distant screams met Sartean’s ears as another of his Incantors died.
This beast… this dragon… it is beyond me! It is not my fault! I tried. If only I had a few moments more!
Another series of heaves interrupted his thoughts. He lay bent on the floor now, curled tightly. Tears fell freely from his reddened brown eyes, tears of pain, tears of shame, tears of terror.
I cannot die! I cannot go there! Oh Mother, please come save me, please please please please PLEASE! I am so afraid!
“I am sorry!” Sartean called aloud.
It hurts. Oh, it hurts, so bad.
A woman’s voice spoke in reply, but it was not his mother.
~Yes. It hurts. Like you hurt me.~
Millie. Mila Felsin’s mother.
~And me.~
Shane. Her father.
~And me. ~
~And us. ~
More voices.
“Stop. Please. I’m sorry.”
~And me. ~
~You hurt me, Sardine Cadaver. ~
~You laughed as I screamed. ~
~You killed me. ~
More. Men. Women. Old. Young.
Sartean sobbed freely. “Please! I cannot bear this!”
~I was to be wed.~
~I had a family.~
~I was with child.~
~I was a child.~
Sartean slammed his head against the floor, desperate to stop the voices. They did not relent. Vivid recollections of his deeds flooded his mind’s eye. He saw it all again, every detail. Every scream. Every plea. Every final gurgling breath. He smelled the coppery odor of leaking blood, tasted the sweat that would run down his face as he worked himself into a murderous lather. He watched himself proudly practice at the task of disintegrating the bodies.
I will be a body soon.
I am going to die.
And I am going to burn.
~
Incantor Mannith stepped into the threshold, blocking Jarriah’s path to the storerooms. “Oh look, it’s the lapdog,” he said.  “Hello, lapdog.”
“Get out of my way, Mannith. I’ve been sent here–”
“Of course you’ve been sent here,” said Incantor Tithia, moving to stand at Mannith’s shoulder. “And with a good cuffing, by the looks of your cheek. I suppose you don’t use the privy without being sent these days. Do you, lapdog?”
Several other Incantors drew near, some from inside the storeroom, some coming down the steps behind Jarriah.
Jarriah quickly assessed the situation. Action would be needed, and quickly. He reached out to Mannith and touched his forearm. The Incantor collapsed instantly. Tithia quickly took a step back.
“He is asleep, but he is breathing. For now. He will stop breathing if I wish it. Let me pass, Tithia.”
Tithia glared at Jarriah. Jarriah lifted a threatening hand towards Mannith.
“Fine! But you’re wasting your time. There is no more.”
“There had better be,” Jarriah warned.
“Or what?” said a man from behind him. Jarriah turned to see the elderly Incantor Orrin, quartermaster of Kehrlia. “Do you think to put us all to sleep, lapdog?”
Jarriah sighed. “No, Orrin. But if there is no more, Sartean will be dead within hours.”
“Let him die!” Orrin said. Several others joined in, sharing the same sentiment.
“Don’t be fools. We still need him. There are secrets in his possession that may yet save us. He has greater power than all of you combined, even weakened. If we hope to kill that…. that dragon thing–” 
Tithia interrupted. “Which he just failed to do this morning, despite the amulet given him by the Daughters.”
“Yes. He did. We all did. But now we know several things we did not know before.”
“And what’s that?” Orrin asked.
Jarriah shook his head. “You really are daft, all of you. How in Tahr did you graduate Kehrlia?” Jarriah began pacing, speaking in turn to each of the dozen Incantors present. “We know the beast can fly faster than any being ever to exist. We know he possesses great and innate magic. We know he can breathe fire. We know he is invulnerable to fire – in fact, he seems to have a fondness for it. We know some form of acid drips from his scales. We know the beast is intelligent. And above all, we know he is arrogant.”
Tithia laughed cheerlessly. “And why should he not be, with such power?”
“Tithia, if you were to be asked to douse a fire, how would you do it? Think. If this dragon is vulnerable to anything, it would be water. Or perhaps cold. Or perhaps cold water.”
“Ice,” Orrin replied. “Which is all well and good, except that none of us can produce ice. If such magic exists, we do not possess it.”
“Which is why we need Sartean! If such magic does exist, he would know of it. And if it does not, we will need all the power we can muster to drown that black bastard in the Morline.”
A young Incantor named Wil chimed in. “We might be better off with the dragon,” he said. “D’Avers has lost his mind. I say we open the door, let the beast inside, and let the two of them battle it out in the vestibule. I’m fairly certain I can make it out of Mor before they finish with each other.”
“The dragon won’t fit through the door, you imbecile,” said Tithia.
Wil smirked. “Well, you get my point.”
“We need them both dead,” said Jarriah. “Sooner rather than later.”
“Oh, would you look at that,” Orrin said, “the lapdog is growing a spine.”
Jarriah turned on Orrin. “My spine is intact, I assure you. And it is connected to a brain, which is more than I can say for the rest of you. While you all have been gossiping like hens, lamenting your lot, I’ve been working to save Kehrlia. Why do you think I rescued Sartean, while you all huddled in terror here in the tower? Because I am a lapdog? Idiot. We need his power. And why do you think I’ve been feeding him Flightfluid? Because we also need him to die when we are through with him.”
“And I suppose you think you’ll win yourself a seat in that library when it’s all said and done, then, Incantor?” mocked Tithia.
Jarriah stared at Tithia in disbelief. “Yep. Daft as a brush. I haven’t even graduated, Tithia. I’m a novice, no matter what title Sartean bestows on me. But I intend to live long enough to remedy that. And for that to happen, we need him alive.”
No one spoke for several moments. Jarriah sensed he had turned the tide.
“Good. Now if that’s settled, will one of you please tell me what in Fury happened to all the Flightfluid?”
“You know damned well what happened to it. We sold it. No reason not to,” said Tithia. “Every laborer in Mor has been begging in the streets for that pigswill.”
“And now it’s gone,” said Jarriah. “Unbelievable.”
“Nearly,” said Orrin. “I may have squirreled a couple bottles away.”
“Get them. And hurry, before he does die.”
~
“Master. Here. Drink. Just a bit, now.”
Sartean was barely conscious. Far too weak to reach for the bottle. Jarriah poured a thimbleful into his open mouth.
“More,” Sartean croaked. “Please.”
Jarriah felt momentary pity for the man, for the look of him was indeed pitiful. No one should suffer like this, Jarriah thought, until he remembered that Sartean was the one responsible for the abominable potion to begin with. Well, not no one.
“Thank you. Oh, Jarriah, thank you. I am so sorry.”
Jarriah blinked. Sartean moved to sit up.
“Easy, now. Take your time,” Jarriah said.
Sartean shook his head as he sat upright. “I mean it, Jarriah. I have been so cruel to you. To everyone.”
“You are weak, Master. You will feel better shortly.”
“No, Jarriah, I will not. Not unless…” Sartean trailed off.
“Master?” Jarriah was sincerely confused.
Sartean met his eyes. “You must only give me what I need, no more. Promise me.”
Jarriah frowned.
“Promise me, Jarriah. Only what I need. I must be redeemed.”
“Redeemed?”
Sartean coughed. “I cannot die like this. As this… thing. Promise me, Jarriah.”
Jarriah nodded slowly, uncomprehending.
“I promise, Master. Come, let me help you to the couch.”
Jarriah laid Sartean on the couch, gagging, wiping his hands on the wizard’s robe as he withdrew. The Master of Kehrlia’s flesh was practically soggy, a putrid mix of sweat and bile coating his skin.  Jarriah took a seat in a chair by the desk and quickly evoked a minor enchantment to combat the odor. He turned the chair to observe the wizard; Sartean immediately began to snore.
Redeemed? Jarriah thought, unable to imagine what nonsense the Incantor might have meant by the word.




XXVII: THE MAW
Barris Listened.
Had his knights been near, he would have known it, and they were not. Yet the scent of magic drifted on the winds, elven magic, and thus he could surmise that Nishali’s rangers had beaten his knights to the rendezvous point. They would be arranged in Tenths, in constant communion with one another, and their thoughts would be audible to a fellow elf who chose to attune themselves to the Speech.
“I’m tired, Sir Barris,” Nikalus said, his first complaint since dusk had fallen several hours before. “Can’t we–”
“Silence, Nikalus. For a moment now.”
A crunching footstep just off the trail to Barris’ left drew him around. Had the sound indicated a threat, Phantom would have alerted him. As he did not, Barris knew.
“Hello, Nishali. I did not hear you.”
Nishali and Kade stepped onto the twinlit path. Nishali cast an orb of soft blue light.
“We dared not Speak. How do you fare, First Knight?” Nishali asked. 
“I fare well, but my friend here is in need of attention. Nikalus, meet Nishali Windwillow, First Ranger of Thornwood, and her Second, Kade.”
“Whoa. First Ranger? Uh, hello, miss, or ah, ma’am–”
“Nishali will do, Nikalus. Well met. You are injured?”
“His leg,” Kade replied. The ranger had already taken Champ’s reins and Bonded with the animal. “When the beast emerged.”
Nishali nodded. “Kade will care for you, Nikalus. Go with him, now. Barris and I must speak.”
Nikalus turned to Barris. The knight nodded his assent. Kade led Champ up the path. When they were out of earshot, Barris spoke.
“Why did you dare not Speak?”
Nishali shook her head. “I do not know if the thing can Listen. I did not wish to attract its attention. Barris, it is a horror.”
“You saw it?”
“We all did. My Tenth. It overflew our position just after the last quake.”
“Tell me.”
Nishali described the beast in the best detail she could. Barris listened in silence until she concluded.
“You are certain of its size?”
Nishali nodded. “Of that above all else. I am not ashamed to say, Barris… I cowered. And I have never cowered before a thing in my long life.”
Barris nodded but remained silent.
“You do not seem surprised, First Knight,” Nishali observed.
Barris took a long breath and dismounted Phantom. “You know of our oath. Of our duty.”
“I know only that you have one. It is this?”
Barris nodded. “I believe so. Pheonaris and I conducted the Rite of Provari at the Grove.”
“Oh, good Father. It is as Sir Marchion said.”
“So he fulfilled his duty, then? In my absence? Good. Very good.”
“We did not take him at his word, Barris. It was too implausible.”
Barris nodded and began walking Phantom in the direction Kade had taken Nikalus.
“Hence the need for the Rite. Whoever saw this future, they saw it well.”
“Did they? Barris, I fear your knights cannot stand against this beast, oath or no.”
“No,” Barris agreed solemnly. “We cannot. That will be a task for others. But it is an omen of what is to come, and against that, we must stand.”
“Others? Who?”
Barris shook his head. “That I do not know. Well, I do not know for certain.”
“Tell me what you do know.”
They walked in silence for several moments before Barris replied.
“It is as Marchion would have told you. In his recitation of Ta Spen ah Ya Di.”
“Five, then. Which five, Barris?”
“I know of four. One of which is your princess.”
“Good Father! And the others?”
“I fear to tell you, Nishali. You may not believe.”
“I will believe anything you impart as truth, First Knight.”
“Nü glahr ni, First Ranger. Very well. I will tell you what I know.”
And he did. Barris told of the Firstson of Belgorne, of Lucan not-Thorne, of Shyla Greykin. He described to Nishali their demonstrations of magic, of Lucan’s unlikely Bond with Hope, of Aria’s maddened ride to the Grove.
“As extraordinary as this may seem, Nishali, the inherent magic I sensed in these four, in Lucan and Shyla in particular, was beyond anything I could have ever imagined in a mortal being. It is a wild magic, unrestrained, untaught, completely innate. They do not know it, not yet, but the power they wield is beyond reckoning.”
“They will need every drop, if they are to stand against the beast,” Nishali replied. “And what of Aria? Does she possess this power as well? She seemed a gifted young novice of the Order, by all accounts, but–”
“As I said, she does not yet realize the power she carries. But there can be no doubt. Pheonaris’ vision urged her to the Grove, and she arrived just in time to meet the others. When events align–”
“Seek the design.”
“Indeed. And the fifth then? An Airie? It seems that part is a speculation, yes?”
“It is. But naught else would make sense. In any case, the Airies must be warned, and brought into alliance, if possible. A parley with our friends in the West was required.”
Nishali and Barris came to a halt as they neared the clearing where her rangers waited. Soft, magical light bathed the snow-covered valley in blue.
“I do not doubt the wisdom of sending them West. Only, the trip is long, and I fear that if they are to confront the beast, they will need training in their talents. Do you not agree?”
Barris nodded. “I do. Which is why I must return to the Grove. I did not know the omen would arrive so quickly. Sir Marchion will need to lead the knights in this… what is this, Nishali? What does the queen intend?”
Nishali regarded Barris intently.
“You did not ask how our queen fares.”
“She fares poorly, I expect. The loss of our people in this way… I know her heart. It is breaking.”
Nishali nodded. “It is, Barris. But she is strong. She will not see the elven people fall to this horror.”
Barris locked his gaze with Nishali.
“So she will attack, then.”
“My orders were to attempt a parley, together with you, and seek a peaceful resolution.”
“If G’naath is indeed behind this, Nishali, it cannot be the whole of their population.”
“Can it not? We do not know that, Barris. I assume nothing. Neither should you.”
Barris looked away, towards the clearing.
“You are angry.”
“Of course I am angry. But do not dismiss my judgment as clouded. I will do as my queen demands of me and seek a peaceful end to this.”
Barris turned to Nishali again. “There can be no peaceful end here, Nishali. But I do not believe G’naath is our enemy, for I know too well who our true enemy is.”
Nishali sighed. “I hope you are right. I have no desire to slaughter innocent families of G’naari. It is not me you should worry about, in any case. Belgorne marches.”
“Oh, for Tahr’s sake. You would think Garne Silverstone has enough problems without starting a war.”
“I doubt he thinks he’s started it. In any case, they may not have any choice. My scouts report all of Belgorne has emptied into the Maw. The city may have fallen.”
“You will need to send an emissary, find out what the king intends.”
“I intend to go myself at dawn. You should stay until the parley, Barris. You are well suited to negotiate a peace.”
Barris shook his head. “Sir Marchion is older and far wiser than I, Nishali. I am First only because he would not be. Trust him. Is he near?”
Nishali shrugged. “I cannot be certain. I gave the order to cease using the Speech until we knew more about this beast. I felt it prudent to assume the abomination possesses magic.”
“Indeed.”
“I do believe he is no more than a day behind, however.” Nishali’s tone became tenuous. “He skirted the foothills on his route.”
“Do not fear for the knights, Nishali.” He patted the wooden emblem of his station that fastened his cloak shut. “My brooch has not warned me. Sir Marchion has not faced battle.”
Nishali nodded. “Very well. Will you at least rest before you go?”
Barris shook his head. “I fear I am late as it is. Will you care for the boy? He is dear to me.”
“Of course.”
“He will be upset by my leaving.”
“We will care for him, Barris.”
“If it comes to war–”
Nishali placed a hand on the knight’s chest. “Barris. I promise.”
Barris nodded and took Nishali’s hand. “And you are dear to me as well, Nishali Windwillow. Be well. Take no undue risk.”
Nishali reached up to stroke Phantom’s muzzle. “Take care of our First Knight, Phantom. He pushes himself too hard.”
“It is Phantom that I push too hard. But we will do our duty, will we not, old friend?”
Phantom snorted in reply. Barris alighted the saddle.
“I will send word on the winds when I reach the Grove. When your parley has concluded, will you do the same?”
Nishali nodded. “I will. Hopefully it will be a good word.”
“All will be as it must be,” said the knight.
“As it must be,” replied the ranger.




XXVIII: THE FALLS OF EYRE
You need not tie them, Mikallis, husband of none. Truly.”
Mikallis turned towards the young, masculine voice. A muscular Airie male, dark-skinned and bald of head, stood passively before him.
“I would prefer to not look for them at dawn, sir. They will need feeding, and–”
“They will be well fed, I assure you. Do you fear they will abandon you?”
Mikallis frowned. “Well, no, I–”
“Captain, you are our guest. You are welcome. You need not deceive.”
Mikallis sighed. “You are right. Forgive me. Yes, I fear the horses may run off, and–”
“You fear that Triumph may run off.”
The captain met the Airie’s dark eyes.
“I do.”
“Because you misused him on your journey to the Grove. You carry much guilt for this.”
A moment of quiet passed.
“I do.”
“Triumph knows this. He knows you are sorry. He feels guilt as well. He fears that he has let you down, but he also fears your anger.”
Mikallis reached up to stroke Triumph’s muzzle.
“I would never mean to harm you, dear friend. I am so sorry.”
Triumph bumped Mikallis gently.
“He has forgiven you. In time you will be as you once were. Come, Mikallis Elmshadow. Your friends will wander in our midst as they please and will return when you call to them. Unless they prefer not to.”
“And if they do? Prefer not to?”
“Then they will be welcome here in the Eyre, and you will need to find new horses. Would you enslave these great beasts?”
Mikallis considered the question before replying.
“No, I would not.”
“Good. I am Volo, husband of Larra, and by your answer, you are an elf I would call friend.”
Mikallis nodded. “Thank you, Volo. I would call you friend as well.”
“That is near enough to true. Will you walk with me?”
Mikallis nodded. The two walked down a darkened path, lit only by the Twins. Volo led the captain to a stable. Twenty dark stalls, ten on either side, stood empty. Volo led Mikallis inside.
“Seems this would be superfluous, given your tendency to let your horses roam,” Mikallis said.
“They sleep here in the rains, if they like,” Volo replied.
“Your ways are strange to me, Volo, but interesting. May I ask you a question? A personal one?”
“Certainly.”
“Then tell me please, and forgive me if I offend – but your people, your skin color, your hair color, is it a charm? You all look so different, but angelic to a one. It is not so where I am from.”
“You do not offend, Mikallis. Many of us choose to alter our appearance from time to time. It is… well, it is fun. It is a small magic, and it pleases us.”
“May I ask, what do you truly look like?”
“Me, in particular? I am my natural self before you, now. Do you not find me beautiful?”
“Oh, well, I mean, of course, you are an attractive man, Volo. Please, I truly did not mean to offend–”
Volo laughed heartily. “I tease you, captain. Forgive me. But yes, I am in my natural form. It pleases me to walk in my own skin. Though, I do use magic to remove my hair.”
“Why?”
Volo shrugged. “Larra says it makes me look fearsome.”
Mikallis laughed. “For some reason, I expected a more profound purpose. Though I suppose the love of a woman is profound enough.”
“It is. Mikallis, I must be bold, now. Will you hear me?”
Mikallis regarded Volo for a moment before nodding.
“You place yourself in great danger.”
“How?” Mikallis’ tone turned defensive.
“Please, do not be angry. I mean no insult. But you must sense this. You are not meant to be part of this company. The tasks set before them are beyond you. You must realize this, do you not?”
“I will not abandon my princess.”
“She is not your princess, Mikallis.”
“Volo, you are too bold.”
“Perhaps. Yet I would see your quest succeed, and as you say, the love of a woman is a profound thing. You covet Aria Evanti. Your presence is a distraction to her, and it places you in a peril you cannot withstand. What of the dragon? What could you have done against it?”
Mikallis did not reply.
“You fear that you carry the Fever for her.”
“How can you know such things? It is not your place.”
“Tell me I am wrong.”
Again, Mikallis remained silent.
“You were warned, Captain of Thornwood. In our presence this night, your thoughts are known to us.”
“Well?”
“Well, what?”
“Do I? Carry the Fever? Do you know that much as well?”
Volo shook his head. “That is not for me to say. But if you wish to discover the truth for yourself, I can help you do so.”
“How?”
“Do you wish this knowledge, my friend? Truly?”
Mikallis nodded. “I do.”
Volo sighed. “Very well. You need only turn around.”
Mikallis turned, and there a few feet away from him stood Aria Evanti, bathed in a soft light, dressed in all the finery of her station. Mikallis turned back towards Volo, just in time to see him round the corner and out of sight. He turned back to Aria as she softly spoke the question he had longed these many years for her to ask.
“Do you love me, Mikallis Elmshadow?”
~
“You are satisfied, then, J’arn Silverstone?”
J’arn poured himself another chalice of plumwine. He stared into it quietly for a turn. No one spoke as the dwarven prince considered his reply.
“I be satisfied enough, Mister Chono,” he said finally. “I s’pose it ain’t my business to tell another what they oughta die for, or when. Still sits a bit odd with me though, truth be told.”
Chono nodded. “Your doubts of our ways are born of honor. You would wish to preserve life, and this is a virtue. Lady Lor, if you would know my mind, I do deem this one worthy of the Eyre.”
Lor nodded and motioned for Aria and Trellia to join the others at the long table. Immediately plates of food were presented to the two elven women by Pado and Neela, each piled high with fruits and melons, roasted meats, breads and cheeses.
“Thank you both,” Aria said. “This is more than I could ever eat!”
“Well then I will take your leavings,” Trellia said. “I am famished.” The Vicaris filled her mouth with a handful of green grapes. Pado giggled.
“Grapes are my favorite, too! Especially the green ones.”
Trellia smiled as she swallowed. “Especially,” Trellia agreed. “Though how do you keep them so fresh this time of year?”
Lor replied. “Of all the questions you would ask of us, Trellia wife of none, this is the one most pressing?”
“Ha!” laughed Shyla.
The others turned her way.
Shyla “Most pressing. Get it?”
No one spoke.
“Grapes! Pressing! Like fer wine? Aw, Mawbottom, never mind.”
“I did not intend the pun,” Lor said.
“Yeah yeh did,” Shyla replied, frowning. “Why are yeh lyin’ about it?”
Lor and Chano exchanged looks. Aria spoke first.
“Shyla, it is not polite to accuse our hostess–”
“No, she is correct,” Lor said. “I was lying. Only as a test, though. I meant no true deception. You are both clever and powerful, Shyla. Do you hear my thoughts plainly?”
Shyla looked to Trellia, seeking guidance. Trellia nodded.
“Yup. Well, mostly, anyways. If I listen hard.”
“What am I thinking now?” asked Chono.
Shyla turned to the Airie. “Yeh plan to give us a gift.”
Chono nodded. “And?”
“And I dunno if I want it.”
Lor placed her hand on Shyla’s knee. “It is all right, Shyla. You may ask. I do not think you should fear the answer.”
Shyla nodded. A tear escaped her left eye. She wiped it away quickly, but not quickly enough to catch the next one. Soon she was choking back sobs.
‘What is it, Shyla?” asked J’arn, concern heavy in his tone. “Are ye all right?”
Shyla nodded. “I canna say the words, Lady Lor. Can yeh just tell me?”
Lor placed a hand on Shyla’s reddening cheek. “Your mother and father live, Shyla Greykin. Your mother is near to Belgorne, and your father is in the North Maw, near G’naath.”
Shyla wept freely then. Wolf forced his way up into her lap, worried for his friend. Shyla laughed through her tears as the small black dog licked them away. She hugged him close.
“Are yeh sure, Lady? All the way sure?”
Lor nodded. “I am. The winds speak clearly this night.” As if on cue, the lighted leaves of the elms turned color above them, shoots of blue and green flying this way and that among a backdrop of others, those a mix of white and pink.
“And me grandmama? Cindra?” Shyla asked.
The glowing leaves above suddenly turned to red. Shyla gasped.
“She lives, Shyla. But it is odd. I cannot locate her. I know only that her spirit has not flown among the winds.”
“Is she all right? Can yeh tell?” Shyla asked.
Lor shook her head. “I cannot say, Shyla. That much I am not given to know. Only that she lives.”
Aria moved closer to Shyla and pulled her close. “If she is as powerful as you say, Shyla, I am sure she is well.” Shyla shared a brief hug with the princess, who shared a look across the table with Trellia.
“What more would you know, Shyla?” asked Chono, his tone jaunty, clearly seeking to cheer the gnome. “You have come all the way from your tunnels to see our home, to meet our people. Are there other questions you would ask?”
Shyla looked up at Chono, then to Pado and Neela, her powerful curiosity sufficient to dispel her gloom.
“Well, there’s one, for sure. Howsit that yeh two got married already? Yeh ain’t but what… ten?”
“I am eleven years!” Pado said.
“Me too!” Neela added.
“Well? How do yeh get married so young? Are yeh in love with one another? Do yeh… I mean, yeh canna…”
Neela giggled. “Do you mean have we made love? No, of course not! Ew!”
“‘Ew’?” repeated Pado. “Neela, that’s not nice!”
“Oh, you know I don’t mean it like that, beautiful husband of mine.” Neela turned to reply to Shyla. Lor interceded.
“You know that our lives are short, yes?” Lor said.
Shyla nodded.
“Then you can imagine that we must carefully plan our childbearing, so that our people can go on.”
“Ah, I get it,” Shyla said. “That makes sense.”
“Not to me,” Aria said. “Go on please, Lady Lor.”
Lor nodded. “Each year, the unmarried ten-years of the Eyre are assigned their spouses. It is with that spouse that they will bear two children, one girl, one boy, after their Loveyear.”
“Loveyear?” asked J’arn.
“Yes,” Chono replied. “In our nineteenth year, we Airies love freely, with whomever we choose.”
“For a whole year?” J’arn asked. “Fury, but don’t ye get… well, tired?”
The Airies broke into lyrical laughter. Shyla, Aria, and Trellia joined them.
“Aw, go on then, make fun. Forget I asked,” J’arn said, crossing his arms.
“I am sorry, J’arn,” Chono said. “But I assure you, we take our rest. Though,” Chono eyed Lor, “some rest less than others.”
A spray of wine flew from Shyla’s mouth, the thoughts shared between Lor and Chono too powerful and risqué to ignore. Shyla began to cough and gasp.
“Ugh! I think it came out my nose!” Shyla said through fits of laughter. The others joined in, the implication obvious. “Stop laughing!” she said, not meaning it. “It burns!”
Lor placed a finger on Shyla’s neck. Instantly her nose stopped burning, and her coughing ceased.
“Wow. Yeh sure do have some magic, Lady Lor.”
“I have not a fraction of what you possess, Shyla.”
The table grew silent.
“The same can be said for you, J’arn Silverstone,” said Chono. “And you as well, Princess of Thornwood.”
J’arn, Shyla, Trellia, and Aria all exchanged glances.
“We will speak more on that later,” Lor said. “Aria, would you wish a similar gift of knowledge as Shyla? Is there something you would know?”
Aria swallowed. “There is much I would know, Lady.”
“You already know your mother lives, of course.”
“And I know many of my people do not,” she said. “But if there is one question I may ask of you, it would be this: will we succeed? In this quest of ours, whatever it is?”
“You ask of things to come,” Chono said, stiffening. “We cannot know the consequences of choices that have not yet been made.”
“That is not exactly so, Chono. As you know,” Lor replied.
“Lady of Light,” Chono said, “you and the Darklady agreed. There is to be no discussion of these things this night.”
Lor nodded. “This is true. And I will honor my bargain. Is there something else you wish to know, Aria? Something of the past, or the present?”
Aria nodded. “Yes, now that I think of it. I would ask about you, Lady. You are wife of none. Why were you not assigned a husband? Or did you refuse yours?”
“Why would someone refuse a pairing?” asked Neela, a look of confusion on her face.
“Well, what if you did not love the boy whom you would marry?”
Neela frowned. “Why would I not?”
Pado joined in. “Yeah, why would she not?”
“No, I do not mean, you, Pado. I mean, well, generally. What if one of your kind did not love the person to whom they were betrothed?”
“I understood the question,” Neela replied.
“Oh. Well, what if, say, you did not find him pleasing to look upon?”
“Oh, that? That’s easy. Then he’d change for me.”
“I’m sorry?” asked Aria.
“Why are you sorry?” asked Pado. “Neela is not angry with you.”
Shyla spoke up. “Mind if I sort this part out, Lady?”
Lor nodded, smiling at the gnome. “Please.”
Shyla turned to Aria. “These folk all love one another, Aria.”
“Oh, well, I am sure, but–”
“No, yeh ain’t sure. They all love one another. All of ’em. All the way. They… well, I think they’re connected, like me an’ Wolf. Like they don’t know where one ends an’ th’other starts. They do fer each other. They forgive. They don’t keep score. Don’t matter what any of ’em look like, or nothin’. Ain’t no reason for one not to love another, not in any way you or I can think of. Ain’t that right, Lady?” Shyla asked.
Lor nodded. “I could not have said it better.”
Aria sat quietly for a moment. “You do not become jealous? During your Loveyear?”
“Oh, we surely do,” Chono said. He looked to Lady Lor. “Very jealous.”
“But not angry, Aria,” said Lor. “Which is why someday, Pado and Neela will have their Loveyear at the same time, so that when they return to one another, their joy will be all the more profound. In that joy, they shall conceive.
“But what if ye conceive, well, early, if ye get my meaning?” asked J’arn.
Chono nodded knowingly. “Our magic prevents this. Just as it assures we will always bear one boy, and one girl, so that our people will go on.”
“I think I understand now,” Aria said, “but you did not answer my question, Lady Lor.”
“As to why I will not marry.”
“Yes,” replied Aria.
Lady Lor caught Aria’s gaze and held it. “The responsibilities of a Lady or Lord of Eyreloch are many,” she said. A question formed on J’arn’s lips. Lor answered it. “Yes, J’arn, there are Lords of Eyre. When my sister and I give our gifts, two Lords will take our place. But in answer to your question, Aria, we do not marry because we must never place the needs of one over the needs of others, and to be wed, or to bear a child, is to create a sacred bond, a bond that may cloud our judgment or impartiality. Do you understand?”
Aria looked down, saying nothing.
“I see that you do.”
Shyla spoke. “I think that’s real sad, Lady Lor.”
Lor met Chono’s violet eyes. “As do I, Shyla.”
Long moments of silence passed beneath the shining leaves of the great elms before Trellia decided it was time for a change of topic.
“J’arn,” she said. “Is there anything you would like to ask? I assume you offer the same gift to him, Lady?”
“Of course,” she said. “What would you know, J’arn Silverstone?”
“I have but one question, Lady. How fares me father, and me kingdom?”
The leaves of the elms went dark.




XXIX: THE BARRACKS OF MOR
We must not act, General,” Gerald said. “Not yet.”
“People are dying, wizard,” he replied angrily. “Your people. Incantors.”
“Those are not my people, General.”
“But they are people! This isn’t about settling some score with Kehrlia. This is about people. And you said it yourself! We need the Incantors to grow food. Unless your plan was to fertilize the ground with their corpses!”
“General, I agree with Gerald,” Vincent said. “There is nothing we can do. We cannot fight this beast. You will only get your men killed.”
“Bah!” Slater slammed a fist on the table. “You’re dismissed, corporal,” he said to the messenger.
“Uh, I have more news, sir.”
“Well, out with it then!”
“Scouts are reporting movement north of the Morline. The Knights of Thornwood round the muzzle of the Maw as we speak.”
“How many?”
“Far as they could tell, all of ‘em, sir.”
“They are not headed for Mor?”
The corporal shook his head. “Don’t seem to be. Belgorne, maybe.”
“G’naath,” Gerald said.
“G’naath?” asked the general. “Why in Fury would they be heading for G’naath?”
“Well, it’s just a theory, mind you. But I believe our diminutive friends are playing with powers they do not understand.”
“Go on.”
“Think about it. All the fires throughout the year. Fang’s awakening. These quakes. And now a beast the world has never seen. Sounds like dark magic, to me. And that sort of thing doesn’t exist in Belgorne.”
“But it does in G’naath?” he asked, incredulous.
Gerald nodded. “Used to, anyways. I only guessed at it before, but if the elves are moving into the Maw, sounds like they’ve guessed it, too.”
Vincent chimed in. “I doubt Terrias Evanti sends her knights south without good cause, General,” he said. “She is not prone to rash action, at least as far as I have heard.”
“Queen Evanti is an honorable woman,” Slater agreed. “If she sends her elves to war, there’s a reason. But G’naath? Really?”
“Certainly not Belgorne,” Vincent said. “So, it’s either G’naath or some other mess we don’t know about.”
“All right. Anything else, corporal?”
“Yes, sir. But… well I’m not sure what to make of it.”
Slater stared at the corporal.
“Ah, well, it’s the Daughters, sir. Word is, they’ve been all around the city, just standing in the middle of one road or another.”
“What?” demanded Gerald. “Explain, man!”
“I don’t know, mister. I saw one myself. She was just standing there when I started my shift at midnight, at the corner of Taper and Prospect, hands in the air like she was praying or something. I didn’t make anything of it, you know how odd those–”
“A Daughter of Kal? You’re certain of this?”
The corporal nodded. “They’re pretty easy to spot, mister. No mistake.”
“Dammit! Anything else?” Gerald asked.
“That’s it,” the man said. He turned to Slater. “Nothing else to report, sir.”
“General, we must speak in private,” Gerald said, his tone severe.
“Very well. You’re dismissed, corporal. Good job.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Gerald waited until the man left.
“This is bad. Real bad,” Gerald said.
“Bad how? Worse than a beast out of nightmares breathing fire and eating the Incantors of Kehrlia? Worse than famine?”
“At least as bad as those, General. Listen to me. The Daughters of Kal… they’re no charlatans. I know what everyone thinks, but those women are at least as powerful as Kehrlia. And if what your corporal said is correct… oh, this is bad.”
“Explain, Gerald,” Vincent said. “Get yourself together.”
“Yes, please do,” said Slater.
“All right. You’ve heard of bone magic?”
Slater scoffed. “You mean the nonsense pouches of ‘remedies’ those hooded fanatics peddle in the markets? Please.”
“No, not that. That’s just for show, General. And to earn gold. But those remedies don’t fail because they’re fake. They fail because the Daughters want to be dismissed as frauds. Those women are among the most formidable and talented Incantors ever to be trained at Kehrlia, and they’re led by one who’s as dark and powerful as they come.”
“The Red Raven,” Vincent said.
“Thomison, ask your wizard to get to the point, please.”
“Dammit, General! You must listen to me! Do know who she is? The Red Raven? She’s Sartean D’Avers’ mother!”
“Fury she’s not,” Slater said.
“No, he’s right, General. On that point at least.”
“You’re damned right I am. And the point, General, is this: if she had her crows out on the streets tonight, they were gathering power for something. That’s how it’s done. Don’t bother asking more about it, just take my word for it. You don’t want to know.”
“I’ll trust that much,” Slater said.
“Power for what, Gerald?” asked Vincent.
“Gah! I don’t know! Let me think, just… just let me think a moment!”
Gerald walked away, pacing, muttering to himself.
“We’ve got bigger problems to worry about, Thomison. You must know that.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure, General. I’ve known Gerald for thirty years. I’ve never seen him this riled.”
“I know you think we should wait this thing out. I can’t. I just can’t.”
“What do we do then?”
“You do nothing, if that’s what you please. I can’t keep my army in hiding, cowering while Mor is terrorized by this thing.”
“You can’t fight it.”
“You don’t know that.”
“But you do. It’s not cowardice to save your men for when they can do some good, General. It’s strategy.”
“Don’t presume to lecture me about military strategy, Vincent. I’m listening to all you have to say, because I owe you that much. But until I hand over my army to you, it’s still my army.
Gerald rejoined the conversation. “And if you want them to live another day, General, you’ll stand down. I think I know what they were up to.”
“Go on,” Slater said.
“Sartean wouldn’t dare go into battle against a foe such as this without believing he would win. I believe the Daughters were helping him tonight. Nothing else makes sense.”
“Unless they were acting against him,” said Vincent.
Gerald shook his head. “I thought of that. Doesn’t carry water. The Daughters like their obscurity. They’d want Sartean ruling Mor. He’d make just their sort of king.”
“Well, that and the fact that their leader is his mother, for Tahr’s sake,” said Slater.
Gerald scoffed at the idea. “The Raven would roast her son on a spit if she thought it would honor Kal, General. Whatever those hooded witches might be, they are fanatics. You had that part right. And besides, if they had sided with the beast against Kehrlia, the tower would be a pile of rubble right now. Since it’s not, we can only assume they sided with Sartean. And if I’ve got that part right, you need to send your men into hiding. And fast.”
“Because?” asked Slater.
“Because if the combined powers of Kehrlia and the Daughters of Kal couldn’t defeat that thing, it can’t be defeated.”
The general turned to Vincent.
“I believe him, General. He knows Kehrlia, he knows the Daughters, and he knows this… this bone magic as well. I don’t doubt a word.”
“Then what in Fury do we do? I’m not giving up on the people of this kingdom, Thomison.”
Vincent shook his head. “No, we are not.”
“If my soldiers die defending them, then we die.”
“If it comes to that, General, I will die alongside you.”
Slater locked eyes with Vincent for a long moment.
“I believe you would, Thomison.”
Vincent turned to Gerald. “So, you heard the general. What do we do?”
“The only thing we can do. We need to ally with Kehrlia. And the Daughters, if they’ll join us. And the elves. And the dwarves. And whatever gnomes see the right of all this.”
Slater shook his head. “And if there are any orcs left in the west, should we seek them out, too? Why not gather up some trolls, while we’re at it? An alliance like you’re talking about… it’ll never happen.”
“It has to, General. Or we all die. And the trolls… that’s not a bad idea.”
“I was being sarcastic.”
“I wasn’t.”
“You think that one beast is going to kill every man, woman, and child in Tahr?”
“Don’t you?”
“We don’t know it’s just the one,” said Vincent.
Gerald and Slater turned to Vincent in horror.
“Well, we don’t. There could be more. If not today, perhaps soon. What? You both know I’m right. What reason do we have to believe that this is the last of the disasters we’ll be facing? The world has gone to Fury. You’re right, Gerald. We need to unite the kingdoms.”
Slater shook his head. “It’ll never happen. Not after the way Halsen dealt with the other kingdoms. We’re hated by all, and rightly so.”
“Halsen’s dead,” said Gerald.
“And Mor has no king,” said Slater. “With whom will the kingdoms treat, then? You, Vincent? You expect to just climb the dais, sit the throne, and wait for someone to come plant a crown on your head? Why? Because you’ve got a pile of gold and a heart full of ideals? You’re a convicted murderer, returned from the dead. I’m sorry, Vincent, but right now, as far as the rest of Mor is concerned, that’s what you are.”
Vincent nodded. Gerald started to speak in his defense; Vincent raised a hand to stop him. After an extended pause, Vincent spoke.
“To the Mawbottom with thrones and crowns,” Vincent said. “Same with treaties. You said it yourself. This is about people.” Vincent stood. “Get some sleep, Gerald. You’re going to need it. General, will you spare me a squad of men?”
The general eyed Vincent. “I might. What do you intend?”
“Well, first, I intend to take a nap. When I wake, I intend to see about making some new friends.”
Slater shook his head. “That thing out there is going to eat you, Vincent.”
Vincent shrugged. “Then you’ll probably want to give me your best men and make sure that doesn’t happen. I haven’t yet told you where all my gold is.” Vincent extended his hand.
“Good point.” The general clasped Vincent’s arm. “You’ll have your squad. Go find Captain Perris. She should be upstairs. She’ll arrange quarters for you.”
Vincent and Gerald headed for the stairway.
“You’re going to make me ride a horse, aren’t you?” asked Gerald.
“Absolutely.”
“Bastard.”




XXX: THE GROVE
Asoft, glowing light emanated from the Speechstone at Pheonaris’ bedside. She woke instantly.
Aria.
The Mistress of the Society of the Grove briefly considered putting on a kettle before listening to the message but decided against it. If the missive from the princess was urgent, a reply could be required immediately. She reached for the stone and threw her legs over the bed. She focused her mind and thought of Aria. The stone began to warm, and soon the voice of the princess emerged within Pheonaris’ mind.
~If you are awakened by this message, forgive me. Do not be alarmed. I am unharmed, as are those in our company. We are safe for now in the Elms of Eyre. Much has happened, much that I feel you and my mother must know. The first matter is one that does not yet overly concern Thornwood, though I cannot but guess that it is of importance.

In our travel to Eyreloch, we encountered a trio of Incantors attempting the murder of another. We intervened, not knowing the cause of the battle, only that one man was about to die. That man was the Master of Kehrlia, Sartean D’Avers. Our intervention allowed him to escape, though in hindsight, I do not know that our interference was wise nor just. In any case, it was my decision, and I could not have made another. I would have arrested them in the name of our treaty with Mor, and in fact declared to, but one of the Incantors in particular, a young woman named Mila Felsin, was beyond doubt the most powerful practitioner of magic I have ever seen. To attempt a forcible arrest would have endangered us all, and so I decided to warn them from Thornwood or face trial. It was her contention that their assault was just, that Master D’Avers was an evil man, and perhaps her cause was indeed moral, but that is not for me to decide. In her company was a great-sized man named Earl, an elderly male Incantor named Yano, and a young female named Sienni. Let it be known that Mila Felsin and her companions are wanted in Thornwood and are to be arrested on sight, but I urge you to convey that all due caution should be exercised in executing the warrant.

The remainder of our journey was without incident until we reached the Elms. Pheonaris, you will suspect what I say next is fanciful, but I give you my oath, I do not exaggerate.

We were set upon by a great black flying beast, a thing we believe to be called a dragon, and but for some unknown magic that called it away, we would all be no more. The dragon has a name, which I did hear, and perhaps it will do our people some good to know. Its name was Kalashagon. I do not know if you can sense my feeling in these words, but if you cannot, know that to tell you its name was to defile my own spirit.

The beast was, to my estimation, as large as the Yard of the Citadel. Its fangs and claws were as long as an elf is tall. And this is the part you may think I exaggerate: it breathed fire at will. Not merely a flame – a torrent that nearly incinerated us all, but for a shield Trellia erected, much like the one you cast at the Trine Crossing. Even with my Link to add to her magic, we had but moments to live before the dragon was called away by a voice on the winds.

The beast is intelligent. It can speak telepathically. And it was malevolent, Mistress. You must warn our people. You must warn the other kingdoms. I do not know from where it came, but it will take all the power of the elves to defeat it, if even it can be defeated.

I must share with you more news of great importance, news that I fear is terrible indeed. The King of Belgorne has died. I do not know how, only that the Airies could sense his passing on the winds. J’arn is beside himself with grief, and I do not know that he will remain in our company long. He has already stated that he intends to make for Belgorne after we wake and discuss our purpose for this embassy.

I am hopeful that when we wake tomorrow, we will be allowed into the Eyre to petition for the assistance we came for, though we are being tested this night, and they have refused to discuss our purpose here until it is determined whether we have earned their trust. The Airies seem to me a kind and whimsical people, but they are also rigid in their customs and beliefs, and I cannot yet say whether they will assist us. The moment I know more on this, I will message you again, but I felt it was necessary to deliver the news I have while I lie here in quiet and prepare to rest.

I wish you were here. I am doing my best to honor Thornwood and to ensure this quest is successful, but I am always afraid, always unsure, and if I am to be honest, I know that I am simply unprepared for leadership. The others know this as well, though they have been kind enough to defer to me. To this point, at least. As the perils ahead become clearer, I cannot say whether they will continue to. I know our people rely on me, Mistress. I will do my duty as best I can. But I do not trust the decisions I make. Without Trellia, I would be lost.

Do not tell my mother of my doubts. She has enough to concern herself with. Tell her only that I am well, and that I am her daughter, and I will serve our people as I am expected.

Give her my love but save some for yourself. I miss you, Pheonaris. I miss my home in the Grove. You need not reply unless you have word you must send. I know the magic in this stone is precious, as are you for giving it to me.~

Pheonaris wiped away tears as she listened to the last part. The glow of the stone began to fade. She cast a light into her lamp and carried it to the kitchen to make tea. There would be no more sleep this night, she knew.
She would need to share Aria’s news with Terrias immediately, but she could not provide the same level of detail Aria had in a single message; the magic in the stone was collected over time, and far more powerful than the ordinary magic of the Speech. She could Speak a brief message only without assistance, and even that would take time to arrive in Thornwood.
In any case, much was already known. The existence of the dragon – though not its name – had been conveyed by Nishali’s rangers to Marchion, and in turn his knights had ridden hard to warn the Grove. She could perhaps share its name with the queen, which might bear some importance, but decided she would not do so; Aria’s terror and revulsion upon uttering it had been clear as day. The Mistress sensed a power within the name she did not wish to rouse.
The battle between the Incantors was of little consequence. It was known that the throne in Mor sat empty, and it stood to reason that when a struggle for power began, Sartean D’Avers would be in the thick of it. As for Aria’s warrant against the would-be murderers, that could be conveyed on horseback.
But King Garne, dead in Belgorne? What a tragedy, thought Pheonaris, knowing all too well what was portended by the news. But how? she wondered. A coup in Belgorne was unthinkable. Had a terrible accident befallen the king? Had the whole of Belgorne been laid to waste?
What do I say? And to whom?
A knock sounded at the door, just as Pheonaris decided she would need assistance to send a second message.
“Come in, Petahr,” she called.
The door to Pheonaris’ cabin opened and closed. “Did you know it was me, or did you Look through the door?” he asked.
Pheonaris shook her head. “It is always you, Petahr. Tea?”
“Yes, thank you. I hope I am not intruding, I saw your light–”
“From your bed?”
“Ah, well, no.”
Pheonaris offered Petahr a cup and saucer. She sat at her small dining table and motioned for him to sit across from her. “So, were you lying awake Listening to my thoughts, or did you just happen to be walking past my door at this hour?”
“Neither, Mistress. I sensed the message from Aria. I assume it was from Aria, yes? It came from the west. Is she well? Is the Vicaris well?”
Pheonaris sighed. “The device we used to communicate was made in secret. You should not have known of this message.”
Petahr bowed his head. Pheonaris shook hers.
“Never mind. And yes, they are well enough. But I do need your assistance.”
“Of course.” Petahr perked up, pleased to be of use.
“Can you Speak as well as you Listen?”
Petahr nodded.
“Good. You must use your Speech to contact Nishali. You must tell her the king of Belgorne is dead, and she must be wary in the Maw.”
“King Garne! No!”
“Peace, Petahr. You must do this now. I must send my own message to our queen, and I have not the strength to do both without resting between.”
Petahr stood and moved to set the tea down, though there was nowhere to set it for the clutter on the table. Pheonaris stood and accepted the cup.
“I will prepare the message immediately, Mistress. It will take me a few turns to gather the magic–”
“A few turns? It takes me near to an hour.”
Petahr blushed and bowed his head. “I did not mean to boast.”
“No, by all means, boast. If you ever turn spy against Thornwood, Petahr, we are all doomed. Now go.”
Pheonaris placed the cups of tea in her sink and made her way back to her small bedroom. She climbed onto the bed and sat cross-legged in the dark. She began to chant softly.
Near to an hour later, Pheonaris sent her queen a message of three words, words that only those privy to the meaning behind the Oath of Ya Di would comprehend:
~Judgment is sealed.~




XXXI: THE FALLS OF EYRE
Wooo—oolf! Wooo—oolf! Where are yeh, Wolf?”
Aria’s eyes opened to the sound of Shyla’s call from outside. She turned to see Trellia awakening beside her in the tent. It was the same tent they had bathed in the night before, but the tubs were gone. In their place lush beds had been prepared for the three female companions. Shyla’s sat empty. Trellia stretched lazily atop hers.
“Wow. I feel as if I have slept a cycle.”
“We may have,” Aria replied. “I have never felt so refreshed.”
“Indeed.” Trellia smiled.
“You came in late,” Aria observed. “Long after I had come to bed.”
Trellia nodded as she sat up. Her smile deepened. “Yes, I did.”
Aria’s jaw fell open. “Oh, Trellia. Tell me you did not.”
“I did not what?” Trellia replied in faux innocence, hugging herself briefly, closing her eyes. She rose from her bed. “What a lovely place this is, is it not? Come, Aria. Let us begin our day. It will likely not prove as delightful as the night, but we must rise nonetheless.”
Aria tossed her blanket aside and rose. She stepped towards the opening of the tent and peeked out. “Trellia! It is late afternoon! We have slept all day!”
“And yet the world goes on. Peace, Aria. We all needed the rest.”
Aria pulled on a pair of breeches. “Did you happen to see Lucan last night? Or Mikallis?”
Trellia shook her head. “Not a glimpse.”
“Hmph. I wonder if they were as delighted as you last night.”
“I hope they were, Aria. Though somehow I doubt it.”
Aria sat on the bed and began lacing up her boots. “So, you do not think they would… I mean….”
“Make love to one of these fine young specimens of perfection? I have no idea about that. Only that for either of them to be as delighted as I was would be quite a feat.”
Aria shook her head. “Honestly, Trellia. Have you no sense of propriety?”
Trellia laughed as she slipped a dress over her head. “Our hosts do not. Have you noticed how happy they all seem to be? But never mind that. Help me with these buttons, would you?”
Aria moved to assist the Vicaris. “I hope J’arn is all right,” she said. “He was so distraught. I think he must have drank every drop of plumwine in the Elms.”
“It is very sad to lose a loved one,” Trellia agreed. “We will need to offer him our support. But Aria,” Trellia turned, “he must not return to Belgorne. You understand this, yes?”
Aria nodded. “I do, but I do not think it is our decision. He is king now. He must do what he thinks is best for his people, yes?”
“He must be made to understand what is best for his people. If the foretelling of Ya Di is true, the fate of his people is bound to this company. You must help him see that.”
“I do not know if that is true, Vicaris. Yes, perhaps he is one of the five, but perhaps his part in all this lies with his people.”
“Do you trust Barris?” Trellia asked.
“Of course.”
“Then you must not allow this company to alter its course. Barris said we must find this fifth companion and return to the Grove. There are things he knows that we do not know. You must not second guess him.”
Aria sighed. “I suppose you are right. And I suppose it all depends on whether we will find our fifth here in Eyreloch.”
Trellia began to lace her own boots. “I believe we have passed their test.”
“I think that depends upon what Lucan and Mikallis were up to last night.”
“Lucan. Not Mikallis.”
Aria regarded the Vicaris.  The two women held each other’s gaze for a long moment.
“He should not be here.”
“He only wishes to protect me, Trellia.”
“You know that is not true.”
A silent moment hung between the two women. “Fine. But what would you have me do? Send him back to Thornwood? He has been my dearest friend, all my life. I cannot disgrace him so.”
“You must, Aria. He cannot protect you against what is to come, and his presence is a distraction.”
“And how do you know what is to come?” Aria shot back, her tone more abrupt than she intended. Trellia sat beside Aria on her bed.
“Hear me, Princess.” The use of Aria’s title heightened the gravity of the exchange. “You have seen what is to come. You and Lucan both. Have you not?”
Several breaths passed before Aria nodded.
“What can a green captain of Thornwood do against such things? What could he have done against the dragon? He would die for you, I have no doubt. And then you would grieve, and blame yourself, and you would be right to. No, Aria. You must not allow that to come to pass. If your attention falters, if your resolve falters, it could cost much more than the loss of a friendship. And many more than you would bear that cost.”
Aria nodded, lowering her eyes. “You are wise, Vicaris. I do not know what I would do without you.”
Trellia patted Aria on the knee and stood as Shyla’s voice again rang through the wood.
“Come. Let us help Shyla find her Wolf before they banish us for her bellowing.”
~
Dusk neared as Trellia and Aria sat to eat a prepared meal of fowl and eggs beneath the great elms. Shyla joined them, assured by Chono that Wolf was playing with Pado and Neela, and would return soon. Lucan and Mikallis approached together, walking in step, seemingly at ease with one another. They sat to join the meal.
“Where’s J’arn?” Shyla asked, concerned.
“He is waking,” Lucan said. “He wanted a moment alone.”
Shyla nodded. “Did yeh talk with ‘im? Is he all right?”
Mikallis replied. “He is despondent, Shyla. As one would expect. He and his father were quite close.”
“He blames himself,” Lucan added. “He believes if he were home, he might have somehow saved him.”
“Ain’t no way to know that,” Shyla said, standing. “I’ma go get ‘im.”
Trellia objected. “I would not–”
“I would,” Shyla interrupted, taking off at a run.
The four ate in silence for several turns before Aria and Mikallis spoke at once.
“Aria–”
“Mikallis–”
Lucan and Trellia exchanged looks.
“Well, I’m full,” Trellia said, standing. “Lucan, would you help me round up the horses please?”
Lucan stood immediately, understanding. He clapped a hand on Mikallis’ shoulder. The two shared a sympathetic look.
When the two had gone, Mikallis spoke first.
“Aria, I would tell you something.”
“No. Please. Let me, Mikallis. If you would.” Aria’s tone was mild.
He nodded. “Of course.”
Aria took a breath, moving her chair to sit nearer Mikallis.
“You have been my friend all my life.”
Mikallis nodded. “And you have been mine.”
Aria swallowed. “What I must say now is more difficult for me than you could imagine. But you must hear me, as your friend and as your princess.”
The captain sat impassively.
“You must return to Thornwood, my captain.”
Mikallis nodded. “I know.”
Aria blinked. The two held each other’s gaze for an eternity.
“You understand why, then?”
Mikallis nodded again. “I do.”
Tears welled in Aria’s eyes. Mikallis resisted the urge to wipe them away. They soon fell freely down her pale cheeks.
“That is all I had to say,” she said finally, wiping at her face. Her voice quavered. “There is something you wished to tell me.”
The captain sighed. “I… no. It does not matter.”
“Mikallis–”
“Do not be sad, dearest friend. I have behaved… dishonorably.” Mikallis took a breath and straightened himself. “I would go with you as far as the Grove, Princess, if you will allow it. Unless you would prefer–”
Aria leaned forward and kissed Mikallis on the mouth, softly, briefly. She took his face in her hands and pressed her forehead against his. “Of course.” The two sat together quietly for a moment, Mikallis’ hands resting in his lap. Aria did not notice his fingers trembling. “Know that I do love you, Mikallis Elmshadow. Perhaps not as you would wish, perhaps not today, but the life of an elf is long.”
Mikallis leaned back slowly, breaking their gentle contact. “All will be as it must be. Will you… will you excuse me?”
Aria nodded, swallowing a sob.
~
“J’arn?” Shyla called into the tent. Silence greeted her in reply. She called again.
“J’arn? Can yeh hear me?”
“Aye, Shyla. I can hear ye.” The sound of clothes being stuffed into a pack was clear through the canvas. A moment passed as Shyla considered her words.
“Yeh canna go, J’arn.”
A heavy pause lingered before J’arn replied.
“Ye know I must.”
“We need yeh, J’arn.”
“Belgorne needs me, Shy–”
“I need yeh.”
A hand pulled back the tent flap and held it open. Shyla walked through the opening. The tent smelled of sweat and wine.
“I know yer sad, J’arn,” Shyla said. “I canna tell yeh how sorry I am.”
J’arn took a seat on his bed. Shyla sat beside him.
“Aye, Shyla. I be sad. But it ain’t that. My people need a king.”
“I know it. And they can have yeh, soon as we do what needs doin’.”
“And what might that be? Did someone tell ye? ‘Cause they ain’t told me yet.”
Shyla shook her head. “We’re bound to find out at the Grove,” she said. “Gotta go that way anyhow, dontcha? If yer goin’ home?”
J’arn nodded. “Partway, aye.”
“Then ain’t no sense runnin’ off now alone. What’ll ye do if that thing comes back?”
“I’ll bury this axe in its hide like the last one.”
“Lotta good that did.”
“Well, then I s’pose it’ll eat me.”
“Or burn yeh up. Or burn yeh up then eat yeh.”
“Shyla–”
“Or maybe it’ll gnaw on yeh a bit, then burn yeh up, then eat yeh. Or maybe–”
“Dammit, Shyla! I know ye understand me!”
“Course I do! Yeh gotta get home. But yer brother can handle things a bit.”
“Ye ain’t met me brother.”
“No, I ain’t. But if he’s at all like the one Silverstone I do know, he’ll do the best he can.”
J’arn sighed. “Aye, he’ll do that.”
“All I’m sayin’ is yeh ain’t gotta decide nothin’ yet. If it’s Belgorne where yeh gotta be, we’ll get yeh there. I’ll take yeh myself. But yeh gotta stick with me, J’arn. A bit longer. I gotta maybe save my people, too, looks like. Mawbottom if I know how, mind yeh. But if it’s gonna take five of us, and you ain’t with us, well, then what?”
“It ain’t like I don’t understand the problem, Shyla. I guess I just don’t think there’s aught five of us can do. And I ain’t even sure I believe all this fairytale nonsense, anyhow.”
“Turned out yeh had magic. Barris got that part right.”
J’arn chewed his lip.
“Turned out the rest of us did too.”
“Aye. But not all that much, seems to me.”
“The Airie folk knew we was comin’. And they seem to think we got all kinds o’ magic.”
“Aye. Well, they knew Lucan was comin’, at least. And that part be just plain odd.”
“See it through, J’arn. Just ’til we get to the Grove. If it all seems like a pile o’ dung still then, I’ll go to Belgorne with yeh. Me an’ Wolf. I gotta figure out why my mama and papa are out in the Maw anyways.”
Before J’arn could reply, an enormous black head burst through the flaps of the tent. J’arn dove for his axe, but it was too late. The beast was atop Shyla, and she began to scream.
“Shyla!” J’arn bellowed. The huge head turned towards J’arn and licked its fangs… and turned on itself, suddenly gnawing with ferocity at its own backside.
“What the–?” J’arn said, incredulous.
Shyla scrambled from beneath the beast and stood, breathing heavily. Standing before her, panting, tail opening and closing the flap of the tent in rhythm, was, impossibly, her Wolf, somehow enlarged to the size of a small horse. Tentatively, Shyla reached towards him. The gnome was rewarded with a lick from a foot-long tongue, drenching her face in saliva.
Wolf dropped down on his front paws, rear end sticking up high.
“WOOF!”
Wolf turned and bounded out through the tent flaps, tearing out the stakes as he went. The tent collapsed around the gnome and the dwarf. A moment later it raised again, hovered above them, and came to a rest a few paces away. Standing before J’arn and Shyla were Pado and Neela, smiling ear to ear, angelic faces glowing with pride. Their smiles quickly faded as they recognized the expressions of shock and fear J’arn and Shyla wore.
“Don’t be mad!” said Neela.
“Yeah, don’t be mad! It was Wolf’s idea!”
Neela turned towards Pado. “Yeah, after you suggested it!”
“Well, he said he was scared all the time! You heard him!”
“Oh Shyla, please don’t be mad!” Neela pleaded again.
“Mad? Why in Tahr would I be mad? He’s PERFECT! Wooo-ooooolf!” Shyla sprinted after her enormous, furry friend, all the woes of life forgotten. J’arn stood quietly, jaw hanging open.
“Are you mad, J’arn Silverstone?” asked Pado.
“Is he gonna stay that big?” asked J’arn.
Pado shrugged. Neela nodded.
“Then I ain’t mad a bit. Now that’s a Wolf!”
~
Wolf’s transformation proved sufficiently distracting to delay the formal summit with the Airies until late in the day. Pado, Neela, and several other Airie children each took turns attempting to ride the newly-enlarged hound, their repeated and comical tumbles from his back causing even the aggrieved J’arn to laugh. Wolf made no complaint; on the contrary, he could not have seemed more elated, not only by his colossal size, but by his new friends. Joyously he raced about, chasing Hope and Spirit, dashing between Triumph and Osraed, over and across the Trine and Morline bridges, between and among the elms, through puddles of mud and up grassy hillocks as the light of day faded into pastel hues of pink and auburn, and finally, violet. In those brief, blissful hours, as the companions from the Grove looked on in shared delight, only Shyla proved equal to the task of riding Wolf. By the time the furry, mud-caked beast was too exhausted to run about, Shyla Greykin had mastered the task of riding with her friend.
The horizon rushed to meet the setting sun, the final slivers of the day’s light casting brilliant rainbows through the misty spray of the Falls of Eyre, enthralling the companions from the Grove as well as their hosts. A hush fell over the glade. Despite the presence of dozens upon dozens of Airies, one could not hear a word spoken nor a breath taken, only the sound of rushing water over the falls and the gentle rustle of wind through the trees as the onlookers stood in awe at the beauty that was Tahr.
It was fitting that Lor and Kal joined the gathering from behind; upon turning to see the Ladies of Eyre approach, the companions could not help but contrast the splendor they had turned from with the darkening skies of the east. It was for that reason they had come so far; it was that fragile beauty that was at stake, and it was that which they would now discuss.
Lor and Kal stood quietly for a moment, heads bowed. The Airies bowed their heads as well; the companions from the Grove took the cue. After a few breaths they looked up in unison. “Friends,” Lor began, her clear voice somehow muting the crashing falls. “You are beautiful to us.”
“And you are beautiful to us,” answered the assembly in refrain. All but J’arn repeated the honor, his mind elsewhere.
Lor stepped forward to where the companions stood in a semicircle. She addressed Trellia first.
“Trellia Evanti, Vicaris of the Grove, that you are wife of none is a sadness to me, for you are a lady filled with love and great wisdom. Your companions are fortunate to be graced by your guidance. I find you worthy of the Eyre.”
Trellia nodded politely. “Thank you, Lady Lor.”
Lor mover to her right, addressing Aria.
“Aria Evanti, Princess of Thornwood, wife of none. You are your mother’s daughter, in all ways, and as she is cherished by my people, so are you. Do not doubt your gifts, nor your own heart. Your strength will come. I find you worthy of the Eyre.”
Aria wiped away a tear and nodded. “Thank you, Lady Lor. You and your people are dear to me as well.”
Lor nodded. “This I do know.” She stopped briefly before Mikallis, who stood to Aria’s left, but passed both him and Lucan before turning to face J’arn.
“J’arn Silverstone, Firstson of Belgorne, husband of none.” Lor placed a hand on his shoulder. “I cannot offer you words of comfort, for I know none would suffice. But know that I share your sorrow, as do all my people. You are a dwarf of great courage and honor, worthy of the Sovereign, and should your path return you to your people, you will make a fine king. I find you worthy of the Eyre.”
J’arn clasped the Lady’s hand. The two shared a brief look. “I thank ye, Lady.”
Lor then turned to Shyla and knelt before her.
“Shyla Greykin, wife of none, mother to Wolf,” she said gently. “If all the world shared your love of life, there would be no sorrow in Tahr. You are most beloved to me, and I find you worthy of the Eyre.”
Shyla threw her arms around Lady Lor’s neck and pulled her into a tight embrace. “I love yeh, too, Lady. And all yer people. Truly I do.”
Lor smiled and took Shyla’s hands. “Especially Pado and Neela, I would wager.”
“Yup!” Shyla said gayly. “’Specially!” Pado and Neela giggled together from somewhere behind Shyla. Lor stood.
“And that brings us to you, Wolf!” she said, reaching to scratch the great animal behind the ears. Wolf’s tail swished from side to side. “You are a brave boy, Wolf, and I know you will defend your friends to the end. The lands of the Eyre are forever your home, great beast.”
Wolf replied as expected.
“WOOF!”
Cheers and musical laughter marked the assent of the Airies present. Lor stood and withdrew to stand beside her sister.
Lady Kal sauntered towards Lucan and Mikallis. She regarded the two silently for a moment, a leering smile playing at her dark lips. She waved a hand towards the elms; twilight had faded almost completely and so she signaled her people to illuminate the trees. Within a few moments the glade again began to glow. She stood before Mikallis, a hand’s width separating their faces.
“Mikallis Elmshadow,” she said. “Captain of Thornwood. Husband of none. Yet…” she turned briefly to regard Aria, “you would not have it so.” The Lady let her gaze linger long enough to draw a blush from the princess. She turned back to Mikallis. “It is a rare thing for one to be accepted into our midst,” she purred, “Did you know that?”.
“I did assume as much, Lady.”
“But do you know how rare?”
Mikallis shook his head. “No, Lady.”
Kal turned from Mikallis and walked down the line silently towards Trellia, then back towards Shyla and Wolf, pausing to observe the expressions on each of the companion’s faces. She moved like a predator, each hungry step deliberately placed.
“In the course of my life, there have been but three guests in the Eyre from the east.” When she again reached Aria, she stopped.
“Your mother was one,” she said before turning to Trellia. “Your niece and queen. The other was your First Knight, long ago.” Kal stepped back a pace to meet Shyla’s eyes. “The last,” she said, “was your grandmother. Did you know that, Shyla?”
Shyla shook her head, her eyes and jaw stuck open.
“No, you would not have. She had given her vow. If you see her again, you may tell her that I release her from it.” She turned back finally to Mikallis. “Hundreds of others have come. All seeking the same thing. Our magic. For in all of Tahr, you will find no magic as is to be found in Eyreloch. We offered our assistance to a few, to be sure, but none save these three have earned entrance. When you arrived, Mikallis Elmshadow,” she briefly looked over her shoulder towards Lady Lor, “my sister said you would not likely be welcome either, by her standards.” Kal leaned in closely and whispered. “I took that as a challenge.”
Mikallis remained still, his face impassive, but the vein throbbing in his neck belied his anxiety.
“You were given a great gift last night, Mikallis.” Again, Kal shared a brief glance with Aria. She turned again to Mikallis. “Have you expressed your gratitude to Larra, wife of Volo?”
Mikallis’ jaw fell open.
“Ah, you did not know? Well, no matter. We are generous with our gifts here in the Eyre, to those who please us. And you do please us, Mikallis. And now that you have faced the truth of who you are, and of who you must be, do you believe you are worthy of the Eyre?”
Mikallis stared into Kal’s grey eyes, unblinking.
“I am a flawed creature, Lady Kal. As to whether I am worthy of the Eyre, I will leave that for you to decide.”
Kal smiled, an expression somewhere between victory and satisfaction. She turned to Lor.
“See? It is as I said.” She turned again to face Mikallis. “Captain of Thornwood,” she breathed, “I find you worthy of the Eyre.”
The companions each released held breaths, the loudest issuing from Mikallis. Kal stood then before Lucan.
“Lucan, husband of none. Does our home please you?”
Lucan nodded. “What I have seen of it is splendid, Lady Kal. And you have been most kind to me.”
“Yes. Kind. And why would I not be? Ah, poor Lucan. Orphaned so young. Left to fend for yourself in Mor. Such perils you faced in youth, such losses. Yet somehow you have retained… well, if not quite honor, then a thing akin to it. A code, you might call it. Yes?”
Lucan nodded. “That is what I would call it, yes. Though I admit I have not always kept to it as well as I could have.”
“No. You have not. Yet you acknowledge your failures. I would say you are a good man, Lucan, but… well, we both know that would be untrue, do we not?”
Lucan swallowed, nodding again.
“I will not toy with you, Lucan. You have been made an offer that would either see you welcomed into the Eyre, as you should be, or sent from this place, along with your companions. Have you considered my offer?”
Lucan tried to swallow again, but his mouth was dry as sand.
“I have, Lady.”
“And what say you?”
Lucan lifted his hazel eyes to meet Lady Kal’s grey gaze. For a turn, silence, but the expressions on their faces made clear that the two were speaking privately, mind to mind. Lucan’s expression softened; Lady Kal gnawed at her cheek. A pleading look flashed across Lucan’s face, but the Lady’s gaze hardened. At last, Lucan’s visage turned to steel as well, and the next words from Lady Kal did not need to be spoken.
“Lucan, husband of none. You are not worthy of the Eyre!”
Gasps sounded from the companions and Airies alike as Lady Kal withdrew to stand beside her sister. Lady Lor’s expression was despondent.
“Visitors from the east,” Kal said sternly before anyone could object, “one who travels among you has shamed himself in our presence. You shall not set foot in the Eyre until such time as this affront is accounted for. You will depart our lands at once.”
Voices of objection rose from each of the companions, the loudest being Aria’s.
“Lady Kal! I beg that you reconsider! You do not understand what is at stake!”
“I know very well what is at stake, Aria Evanti! Do you?”
Worried voices blended together as the companions pleaded with the ladies.
J’arn turned to Lucan. “If ye don’t fix this right now, Lucan, ye’ll catch my foot in your arse and worse.”
Lucan shook his head. “You don’t know what you ask, friend.”
“I know ye ain’t a friend o’ mine if ye don’t fix this right damned now! What does she want? Just give it to ‘er so we can git on our way!”
Lucan stood silent.
J’arn lunged for Lucan. Shyla stepped between them and was batted aside by J’arn swinging arm, the punch meant for Lucan but deflected off Shyla’s shoulder. Wolf jumped up, growling and snarling at J’arn.
“Stop!” yelled Aria, her voice amplified in both authority and volume by an unintentional magic. “You will all stop now!”
They did. All eyes were on the princess.
“Ladies. We will do as you ask. We will leave your lands. But we have come here seeking one to join us in our quest. You must know this.”
Lady Lor nodded. Kal replied.
“You will not find what you seek here, Aria Evanti.”
“Please! I do not ask for myself! None of us do!”
“AND I DO NOT REFUSE YOU OUT OF PRIDE!” Kal answered, her own voice louder than Aria’s by magnitudes, as dark in its tone as the bones in her hair.
“I will say this much, and no more! Hear me well! It is not an Alv Leve that you must find! You are already acquainted with the one you seek. You will find her in Mor, traveling by the name Felsin, but that is not her true name. But it matters not, for she will not help you! Your cause is lost, as are your people, and you have only yourselves to blame! Now be silent, and begone from these lands! If you are found within the Elms at dawn, you will die tomorrow, by my own hand!”
~
The shameful trek from the falls and back to the trailhead was not a long one, though to the companions, time stood as still as the great trees through which they passed. Aria had declared that there would be no discussion among them until they had emerged from beneath the last elm, and aside from J’arn, who briefly seemed he might make good on his threat to Lucan, none complained against the silence.
With each passing moment the air grew cooler, and after a time Aria called a halt to allow the travelers an opportunity to don cloaks and gloves.
Lucan retrieved the violet cloak he had found in Hope’s saddlebag the night he escaped Mor. Aria watched as his fingers traced the embroidered “T”, marking the profound change in the brash young man she had first met not a cycle before. The Lucan she had met that day would not have remained silent at her behest. He would have made a joke, or picked an argument with Mikallis, or somehow made light of the situation in which they found themselves. This Lucan, the one who now fastened his cloak and sat astride Hope in quiet reflection, did not attempt conversation. He did not try to meet anyone’s gaze, but neither did he avoid them. Despite the shame he had brought upon the company, he appeared quite simply at peace, and the notion infuriated Aria.
“You could at least pretend at remorse, you know.”
Lucan turned in the saddle to face Aria. She expected he would quip that she had asked for silence. At the very least, she expected he would reply in his own defense. Yet he only regarded her in silence, his face unreadable in the scant light of the Twins.
In Aria’s mind, Lucan stared at her accusingly. It was her decision to stop the battle between Mila and Sartean D’Avers. In doing so she had made an enemy of the friend they would need most. It was her fault the encounter happened as it did at all. Had they arrived a bit sooner, had she been more organized as the leader of their company, had she made some small, different decision along the way… Aria knew her anger towards Lucan was misplaced. Whatever offense he had given the Darklady, it likely changed very little. If the Airies were inclined to help do battle against the dark forces that threatened Tahr, they would have done so regardless of what Lucan did or did not do. Capricious as the Airies may be, Aria could not believe a personal slight would prevent them from aligning with the kingdoms of Greater Tahr, if they intended such a thing. She knew also that if what Kal said rang true, they would need to find Mila Felsin, which meant their path would not lead them into Eyreloch at all, but rather back the way they had come. Much as she would have liked a proper target for her anger and disappointment, Lucan’s deeds or misdeeds were likely not nearly as consequential as they might seem.
Yet, perhaps, had we been allowed into the Eyre, they may have helped us stand against these evils we face, in some other way.
“And perhaps we still may, Aria Evanti.”
Aria turned to see the smiling Lady Lor standing between her and Lucan. She reached up to take Aria’s hand, guiding her to dismount Sera. Lucan leapt from Hope’s back as well, and within moments the company stood together beneath the Elms.
“Lady,” Aria began, “I… I am so sorry. I know Lucan did not mean to give offense–”
“Do you, Aria? Do you know this?” Lor asked gently.
Aria looked to Lucan and back to Lor. “No. But I believe it.”
“There are times, Aria Evanti, when we must believe the things we do not know, and times when we must not. The wisdom you long to possess will be found when you learn to discern between these. So also will be found the strength you seek, by then acting in accordance with your heart, no matter which truth you choose to believe. Now come, Princess of Thornwood. Come, Lucan. Come also J’arn, and Shyla and Wolf, and hold hands with me.”
The companions formed a circle, hands joined as indicated by Lady Lor, J’arn and Shyla each resting a hand on Wolf’s neck. Trellia and Mikallis stood quietly a pace away. Lor lifted her head to Shyla, smiling warmly as gnome and dwarf fingers interlaced within a tuft of black fur.
“Now, you must not speak, but listen only,” she said. “My sister believes you cannot succeed against the perils that lie ahead. I believe you can, and in this belief may be found either my own wisdom or folly. But the sands of the glass fall quickly now, and you are opposed by not only dark forces, but by both time and a want for knowledge. Close your eyes.”
The companions did as asked.
“To help you combat the forces of time, I shall give you each a ring shaped from the wood of the Great Elm, a tree of solid stone, and old as time itself. You may use each ring once, and in doing so, it will carry you forth to whomever you wish, and you will not need to travel. You need only speak their name with intent and hold fast to one another, as we do now.”
In the space of a breath, four rings of petrified wood appeared, each on the index fingers of Aria, Lucan, J’arn and Shyla. The sensation was odd, both wondrous and surprising, but as requested, they remained still with their eyes closed.
Lady Lor took a long, deep, breath. Lucan held her right hand, and Aria her left, and they would each later recall only the slightest tremble. “As Lady Lor of Eyreloch, it is given to me to know of all magics, and against the perils you must soon face, all magics will be required. But you, my brave friends, still want for this knowledge, and there is no time to impart it. And so, with peace in my heart,” Lady Lor’s sweet, smooth voice trembled, “and the knowledge that I have fulfilled my duty to my namesake, I give you now my Gift. You are beautiful to me, Champions of Tahr.”
Scenes from a life of beauty and marvel filled the minds of the champions; moments of love and joy, of peace and passion, of ecstasy and bliss. Wondrous flashes of magics great and small took root in the memories of the four, countless images of great truths and secrets racing through their collective consciousness, nestling themselves into their proper places as if they had been there all along. In the immeasurable eternity between the last breath and the next, between the instant when Lucan and Aria felt Lady Lor’s hand spark out of existence and the moment when they found their own fingers intertwined, the Champions of Tahr came to briefly understand the deepest mysteries of elven healing, of the science of Man’s incantations, the ancient magics of bone and blood, and finally, the innate and enigmatic powers of sorcery.
A warm, gentle breeze carried with it the distant echo of children laughing. When that laughter faded to silence, Lady Lor of Eyreloch was no more.
Wolf moaned a lament, and the others joined him. Each knew that to speak then would be to befoul the great gift they had been given. Trellia and Mikallis approached the others, and the six companions hugged and sobbed in silence for a time, taking turns caressing Wolf’s silky black fur. Even as they all wept together over Lor’s sacrifice, the champions shared another thought, equal in its intensity, and equally as profound: they were sorcerers. More power was to be found within each of them than could be found anywhere in Tahr. Yet this thought did not give them comfort, nor pride, for among the secrets and truths Lor had imparted to them was this: where there is the power to uphold life, there is, for there must also be, the power to destroy it, and if fate saw fit to draw such powers of light together, it could only mean that an equal and opposing power existed, somewhere, lying in wait.
A whine from Wolf pried open the teary eyes of the companions, and Shyla was the first to observe the leather collar around his neck, dyed a bright red. Tied to it was a small leather pouch. She shook out its contents as the others watched.
In her tiny hand lay three items: a fifth wooden ring, a thumbnail-sized onyx stone fashioned into the likeness of a hound, and a handwritten note on rolled parchment:
We know you are sad Shyla. We do not want you to be sad. Lady Lor is always with you now. You and your friends. She will visit you on the winds. You will see and then you will not be sad.

We have made you a gift too. It is a small one only but Lady Lor said it would make you too sad if we gave you our final Gift. If you place the stone in Wolf’s collar a saddle will appear for you to ride with him. If you remove it the saddle will go away because we do not think Wolf would want to wear it all the time. We do not think he will mind sometimes though and we promise it is very soft and will fit him just right even if he gets very fat. Also if you call him with the stone he will find you. Pado thought that part up but I said I did not think you would need it because you will always be together.

You are beautiful to us Shyla Greykin.

Neela wife of Pado

Pado husband of Neela





XXXII: THE MAW
Sergeant Macon. Give me good news.”
King Dohr sat across from Captain Kalder in the command tent as Mac arrived and entered, and on the subject of the dwarves’ exodus to the Sapphire, the news to that point been mixed. Working day and night, Captain Kalder had managed to prepare the camp to depart. Foodstuffs had been packed. Arms and armor, such as were available, had been inventoried and stacked in wagons. Arrangements had been made for the weak and elderly to ride, and all those incapable of marching had been assigned to horses and carts. Those who could hunt were given bows and grouped into squads, and those who could not were assigned to crews who would gather whatever else a wintry Tahr would have to offer in the way of food: berries, wild grains, fungi, and roots. All that could be done had been done, and at dawn the next morning, the remaining dwarves of Belgorne would break camp.
The problem was not one of travel logistics, nor of supply. They would make do with what they had, and in the end, most would likely survive the march, thanks be to the sacrifices of the dwarven army. The real problem became clear when the final census was taken: when they arrived in the cities and towns of the Sapphire coast, there would be likely be war.
The population of the coastal lands was not known precisely but reports and estimates all agreed: there would be more dwarves arriving than what could be absorbed by the existing towns. The arrival of the refugees of Belgorne would more than double the population of the area, and when the ragged, starving band of emigrants arrived, it would not matter even if the Sapphire peoples wished to welcome them; they could not, for there would be nowhere for them to live.
As to their welcome, there was little question as to how they would be received. The Sapphire cities were an amalgamation of outcasts, mostly former citizens of Mor, but many dwarves, elves, gnomes, and even orcs made their homes there. They or their ancestors had left their homes – or been cast out of them – for a reason, and the code of the land was simple: the strongest survive. Subsisting almost exclusively on what the sea provided, trading very little if at all with the northern lands, the political landscape was the purest form of oligarchy – those with ships controlled the wealth, and those who controlled the wealth had, over time, recruited their own small armies to protect it. In such an environment, the arrival of the refugees would be considered the gravest threat, and if the historically disparate aristocracy banded together to make war with the dwarves, half would die in the best-case scenario.
Yet there was little choice: stay in the Maw and die or travel to the Sapphire and probably die anyhow.
“I have news, Sire,” Mac replied, “but I cannot say whether it be good. Jade and her scouts have returned in the company of a dozen gnomes. They wish audience with ye.”
“Audience? Ye did not arrest them?”
Mac exchanged a look with Kalder. “I, uh, well, we didn’t need to, Sire. They laid down their arms and asked for ye.”
“Lead the way.” King Dohr stood quickly; he and Kalder followed Mac outside into the dark. The group sat gathered a hundred paces beyond the tent line. A fire had been lit and the bedraggled company sat around it, eating and laughing with two dwarven soldiers who had met them when they arrived.
“What in Fury is this?” demanded King Dohr. The two soldiers stood at attention, the king’s anger unmistakable. “We give comfort to the enemies and traitors of Belgorne now? Who be my ranking dwarf here?”
“Ah, that would be me, Sire,” Mac replied.
“Fury it would be,” Jade objected, standing. “That’d be me, Sire.”
“Fury it would be! Ye ain’t but a deserter! Kalder, arrest Sergeant Jade and the rest of these!”
“Sire, I think ye oughta hear ’em–”
“Sergeant Macon I do not care a whit what ye think! Kalder, I gave ye an order!”
Kalder sighed. “Aye, me king. Sergeant Jade, I place ye and your company under arrest.”
“And where ye gonna lock us up?” asked Fannor. “Just tell us where we oughta stand and we’ll stand there. But ain’t here as good as anywhere?”
“Good enough for me,” Kari agreed. “Least there’s a fire.”
Jade, Fannor, and the gnomes laughed.
Dohr stood apoplectic, clenching his fists as he turned to Kalder.
“Sire, they ain’t going nowhere,” Kalder said. “Might be ye wanna hear what they have to say, so ye can decide how best to deal with ’em.”
Jade spoke. “King Dohr, we ain’t here for trouble. We got good news, real good. Might be we ain’t gonna need a war after all.”
“Aye? And ye’ve decided that all on your own, then?” Dohr demanded.
Oort Greykin stood to face the king, wiping sausage grease from his hands on his cloak. “I decided it, King Dohr. Or, well, we all did.”
Dohr ignored the gnome and addressed Jade. “And who in Fury might this be?”
“Wolfslayer,” whispered Argl.
“Wolfslayer,” the other gnomes repeated, the word spoken in varying tones of veneration and awe.
“This here’s King Oort Greykin the Brave, Your Majesty,” Argl continued, standing. “Wolfslayer and savior of the G’naar.”
“Wolfslayer,” the gnomes again repeated.
“Would ya knock that off?” Oort said.
“What trickery be this?” demanded the king. “G’naath ain’t got no king. Ye got a bunch o’ Elders is all. Are ye one o’ them?”
“Yer part right, Sire. I ain’t no king, not yet anyways, but fer right now I’m ’bout close enough, I s’pose. But them Elders,” Oort spat on the ground, “they be dead and gone, and good riddance.”
“So ye say.”
“So I say,” Jade affirmed. “So we all say.” Heads nodded. “Ye were right, King Dohr. The trouble in Belgorne, the quakes, all of it. All came from G’naath. But them Elders did every bit of it, callin’ down to Fury to some demon or another. Cindra Sandshingle put an end to all of ‘em.”
“Seen it meself,” said a gnome. “Dead to a one.”
“Rak here showed me,” said another gnome. “And it weren’t pretty.”
“Not much left of ‘em,” said another.
“Nothin’ at all left o’ some,” Rak agreed.
“I thought Cindra Sandshingle was one of your Elders, Wolfslayer,” Dohr said, disdain heavy in his tone.
Oort nodded solemnly. “Yup. But she was a good one.”
“Was?”
Oort looked down at his feet. Jade answered for him.
“They couldn’t find ‘er, Sire. Might be she’s gone, too.”
Dohr folded his arms. “Makes no difference to me. G’naath took my home from me, Wolfslayer. Ye gonna give it back?”
Oort met the king’s eyes. “I canna do that, Yer Highness,” he said. “But yer people can come live in G’naath, with us. Leastways till we can figure out how to fix up Belgorne again for ya.”
The other gnomes nodded enthusiastically as King Dohr’s jaw fell open.
“It’ll be snug, mind,” said Rak. “But better’n bein’ out here in the cold.”
“And we can dig,” Oort offered. “We can make more room. Might take a bit, but we ain’t got naught else to do.” Oort stepped forward cautiously, nearer to the king. “We ain’t evil, King Dohr. Most of us, anyways. And the real bad ones, well, I think theys gone for good. We don’t wanna war with yer people. We don’t wanna see yeh starvin’ out here in the Maw. Some o’ ours did this evil thing, but the rest’ll make it right, best we can, anyways.”
Dohr eyed the gnome in silence for a long turn, his expression unreadable in the dim firelight.
“Me king,” began Kari Flint, “I know ye might find a lot o’ this too hard to swallow–”
“Too easy, ye mean. Far too easy.” Dohr eyed Oort again.
“Aye, too easy, then. But ye know me. Ye know my uncle. Ye know Jade and Fannor, and–”
“There oughta be another,” King Dohr interrupted. “Corporal Jasper, ain’t it?”
Jade’s eyes went wide. The king’s question could mean only one thing.
“Lux and Nova made it? Do they live, Sire?”
“And my wife!” said Oort anxiously. “Thinsel Greykin, did she come with ‘em? She’s a gnome, like, me, yellow hair, ‘bout this tall, is she here?”
“Quiet, damn ye all! I asked ye a question, Sergeant. Where be Corporal Jasper?”
Jade bowed her head. “Lost, Sire.”
King Dohr took a breath. “How?”
“Mama,” said Kari.
“Mama? The dire wolf? And the rest of ye lived?”
“Wolfslayer,” mumbled the gnomes. Oort bowed his head.
“She’s dead now, Yer Highness. We, I mean, Kari and me–”
“You killed Mama?” asked Dohr. “Fury ye did.”
“He did, Sire,” Kari affirmed. “On his own, no matter what he tries to say on the matter. I chopped her neck at the end, but she was already dead.”
“Wolfslayer,” the gnomes repeated.
“King Dohr, please sir, will ya let me see my wife?” Oort pleaded. The king’s expression turned uncomfortable. None but Jade noticed. “Please, sir? I don’t care what ya do with me, just please lemme–”
“Not this night, Wolfslayer. Kalder, I want a tent set up for these… well, for all of ’em. Macon, ye wanna vouch for ‘em? Fine. Ye’ll set a guard outside the tent. Choose the dwarves or stand yourself, as ye like. On my seat in Stonarris, if I don’t count fifteen at dawn, ye’ll hang for treason.”
“Sire, about Lux and–”
“Sergeant Jade, ye will shut that trap o’ yours until I ask ye a question, and the next question I ask ye will be at trial! Ye’ve disgraced yourself in desertin’ your people. Aye, may be that ye’ve redeemed yourself, but for now ye stand a traitor to Belgorne!”
“King Dohr,” Kari started. The king met her gaze. “I ain’t no deserter. Wasn’t in the army. Will ye let me see Lux and Nova, and Lady Thinsel? Ain’t no reason under law to keep me under arrest.”
Sergeant Macon and Captain Kalder both turned to face the king. Despite their clear if silent opinions on the matter, Dohr was not moved. “Ye lie down with dogs, Kari Flint, ye wake up with fleas. Until I decide otherwise, ye’ll stay under arrest on suspicion o’ treason. Captain, execute my orders. Now.”
~
“It’s done, Sire,” Kalder said as he entered the tent.
“Mead?” the king asked, sliding a cup across the table as he drank from his own. Kalder drained it. The king refilled them both.
“Too good to be true?” asked Dohr.
Kalder shook his head. “I be afraid to hope, Sire, but me gut tells me we heard the truth.”
“They truth as they know it, aye. But there be what, twenty thousand gnomes in G’naath? Ye think they’ll all just roll out a carpet for us?”
Kalder shrugged. “Maybe. Ye saw how they revere the Wolfslayer fellow.”
Dohr drained his cup again. He quickly refilled it.
“I lost me temper, Captain. On the gnome woman.”
Kalder did not reply.
“What do ye think me father would have done if a foreign king had misused my mother so?”
Kalder met the king’s gaze. “He’d have razed a kingdom.”
Dohr took a long swallow of mead. “Aye.”
The two dwarves sat silently for a turn.
“Ye know what we must do, Captain.”
Kalder turned to face the king. “What’s that?”
“Damn ye, do I need to say it? The gnome woman cannot be found.”
Kalder took a swallow of mead. “She ain’t lost, Sire.”
Dohr glared at the captain.
“Now ain’t the time to grow yourself some honor, Kalder. Ye know what be at stake here. It’d be much better for us all if Thinsel Greykin had been lost to the Maw.”
Kalder set his cup down and leaned forward. A thick vein in his forehead made clear his offense. “Grow some honor?”
“Ye’ll watch your tone, Captain. I allowed ye one swing at me, and I had it comin’, but the next’ll be your last.”
Kalder clenched his jaw.
“If ye cannot do it, I’ll do it me own self.” Dohr pointed at the captain’s shoulder. “But ye can leave that insignia here on the table as ye leave. I need a captain that’ll follow orders, and if ye don’t think the life o’ one gnome is worth all the lives of all your people, ye ain’t fit to wear it.”
Kalder stared at his feet for a long moment.
“Aye. I’ll see it done.”
Dohr nodded. “Now ye sound like a captain o’ Belgorne. So what I say next I trust ye can keep to yourself.”
Kalder looked up. “Aye.”
“We get into G’naath, there ain’t gonna be peace for long. Ye know it as well as I do. Too many dwarves lost too much. No doubt they’ll demand we surrender our weapons when we get there. We’ll do it, and we’ll make a show of it. But I want daggers under the cloak of every dwarf ye can trust to keep quiet about it. When the last of our people is in the tunnels, we’ll be takin’ G’naath for ourselves.”
For less than a moment, Kalder’s face was still as stone. In the next, he nodded. He downed the rest of his mead and stood.
“Ain’t no choice, is there?” Kalder asked. “I’ll get to armin’ folk right away.”
Dohr stood as well. “I know ye don’t like any o’ this. Me neither. But there ain’t no choice. We got us a reprieve here, and I intend to make use of it. Belgorne will rise again, Captain, and next time, there won’t be a gnome to tear it down.” King Dohr extended his hand. Kalder made certain not to hesitate in clasping his king’s arm.
“Let the bards write the ballads. Right, Sire?”
“Aye. Just so. And send a horse after Hatchet and Flint. Tell ’em to get their sorry arses back here. It’ll chap their hides just right to know they don’t get to play hero.”
~
Kalder placed one foot in front of the other with great effort as he walked deliberately from his king’s tent, for if he did not take care to force each step, he feared his feet would betray him and lead him around the table to stand before the king. If his feet did so defy him, he knew that his hand would as well, and the faithful captain of Belgorne would then become the first dwarf in history to commit regicide.
Though his feet did obey him in the end, his stomach did not. He made it less than twenty paces from the king’s tent before its contents – mostly mead – were expelled in a series of violent heaves as a sense of utter revulsion washed over him.
“Play hero?” he whispered from his knees. You rotten bastard, every last dwarf under Hatchet’s a bleedin’ hero. And every one o’ the rest of us be cowards, straight through to the bone.
But what can ye do? a part of his mind asked. Dohr’s right. We’ll be at war sooner or later. Ain’t it best we win it?
No, said his heart. That ain’t winnin’. That’s murder.
Oh? And whaddya call what they did to us? Ain’t that murder?
Aye. But ye don’t condemn a child for her father’s crime.
Another wave of retching doubled Kalder over. Children. Fury, what about their children?
The matter was decided. Kalder made his way to the healers’ tent where Nova and Thinsel were being held and, hopefully, treated. A middle-aged dwarven couple sat outside it, warming themselves by a fire.
“How do they fare?” he asked the pair, nodding towards the tent.
The female dwarf stood marched twowards the captain, an expression of loathing clear on her features. The male sat silent as she jabbed a finger into Kalder’s chest.
“Ye dare ask me that? Ye bloody butcher! Why’d ye have to mistreat that woman so? Fury’s sake, she ain’t but a–”
“Take it easy now, Phyllia,” her husband urged.
“I’ll do no such thing! Was it you, Captain? Or did ye assign the deed like a coward an’ keep your own hands clean?”
“Lady Phyllia, it ain’t like ye say,” Kalder insisted.
“Fury it ain’t!” The healer’s thick finger continued to jab Kalder as she spoke. “Was you or one o’ yours. No matter, the blood be on your hands! I knew your mother, Blythe Kalder! She’ll be weepin’ in Stonarris to see what ye’ve become!”
Phyllia’s husband stood and approached, placing a hand on his wife’s shoulder. She shrugged it away.
“Damn ye, Pile, it ain’t right!”
Kalder whispered loudly. “Lady Phyllia! Please! I be here to cut ’er loose. Her and Nova. Will ye help me or won’t ye?”
Pile stepped forward, taking the cue to speak softly.
“Silverstone know ye be here?”
Kalder frowned at the dwarf. “He knows I be here, aye, but he don’t know what I intend.”
Phyllia and Pile exchanged a look.
“She ain’t fit to travel,” Phyllia whispered to her husband.
“Are ye sure?” Kalder asked.
Pile replied. “Had to snip a toe last night, cold got it. She ain’t gonna be walkin’ anywhere for a cycle, mayhap two.”
“How ’bout Nova?”
Phyllia sighed. “She be weak, but her fever broke a couple hours ago. She’ll live, long as she keeps that arm clean.”
“Can she march?”
“Not far,” Pile said.
“All right. I’ll be back with help. Can I trust ye two to keep quiet ‘bout this?”
Pile waited to see Phyllia nod before he followed suit.
“Aye, but ye tell me true now, Blythe Kalder,” Phyllia said. “Who done this to that woman?”
“She didn’t say?”
“She can’t speak! Did ye not see ’er? Now answer me question!”
Kalder sighed. “A dwarf did it, Lady. A dwarf out of his mind with grief. Can ye leave it at that?”
Phyllia reached for Kadler’s hands and yanked him closer to the fire. She turned them each over in the light. Her inspection complete, she released them.
“It was not me, Lady Phyllia. On me honor.”
Phyllia spat. “That’s for your honor,” she said, turning away and stomping into the tent.
“We’ll get ’em ready,” Pile said. “How long?”
“Not long,” Kalder replied. “Work fast, Pile.”
Kalder took off at a run towards where Lux was being held captive. He kept away from the fires and to the shadows, careful to avoid being pulled into a discussion with any of his soldiers that might be about. He arrived at the tent, breathing heavily. A single – but large – dwarf stood guard.
“Evenin’ Captain,” said the guard, a young private named Martle – a favorite cousin to King Dohr. “Trouble?”
There’s about to be.
“Let’s have a talk inside, Private,” Kalder said, motioning to the tent. Martle held open the flap.
“Aye, c’mon in,” he replied.
“Right after ye,” Kalder said. The private frowned but did as he was told. Martle turned as the flap closed behind them, just in time to feel the cold iron dagger at his throat.
“What the–”
Kalder pressed the sharp weapon against Martle’s neck. “No talkin’. Turn around. Real slow, now.”
Kalder kept the edge of the knife against Martle’s flesh as he disarmed the private, first removing the axe strapped to his back and tossing it aside. He then yanked the soldier’s dagger free as Lux sat up in his bed, waking to the commotion.
“Key,” Kalder demanded.
The private nodded towards a low table.
“Unshackle ’im.”
“Captain, what’s th–”
“Now, Private. Don’t make me cut ye.”
Martle did not move for several breaths.
“Nah, I don’t think ye will.”
A sharp pain shot up Kalder’s right leg as the private smashed a boot into the top of the captain’s foot. Kalder cried out but did not let the soldier turn, digging the dagger deeply enough into his neck to draw blood.
Lux stood, catching Kalder’s eye. “I’ll take ‘im, Cap.”
Kalder shoved the soldier into the muscular scout’s waiting arms. Martle managed an abbreviated yelp before a massive forearm cut off his supply of air.
“Time for a little nap now, Private. Shh….”
Martle slumped to the ground a few moments later. Kalder tossed Lux the key and cut a strip of cloth from the bedding for a gag. A turn later, Lux was free and Martle was shackled to the bed in his place.
“Time to go?” Lux asked.
“Aye. Where’s your boots?”
Lux shrugged.
“Take Martle’s.”
The private had already begun to wake and thrashed against Lux as he tried to untie a boot. A heel struck Lux soundly in the mouth, splitting his lower lip.
“Aw, Fury, nuff o’ this!” Lux said. He retrieved the private’s discarded axe and hefted it over a shoulder. He loomed over the prone dwarf.
“Ye can lose your boots alone or your legs with ’em, Martle. Now tell me ye don’t think I will.”
Martle’s eyes went wide. “Mmm! Mmmm!”
“Thought so. Now lie still.”
A turn later Lux and Kalder were well away from the tent, huddled behind a wagon, Lux outfitted with the private’s boots, cloak, axe and dagger.
“Dunno what ye got planned, Cap, but we ain’t got much time. Macon comes ‘round every few hours, and he’s overdue.”
“Macon’s got his hands full tonight. Now listen close, Lux, and don’t ask questions.”
Kalder brought Lux up to speed on all that had transpired that evening. Lux remained silent and listened until Kalder described the shape he had found Thinsel in.
“That bloody coward! He ain’t fit to be a king!”
“Keep your voice down, Lux. Now, he wants her dead, and can’t say I don’t understand why, but we ain’t gonna let that happen.”
“Your damned right we ain’t.”
Kalder nodded. “Follow me.” The two made their way quietly towards the healer’s tent. When they were close enough, the captain turned to Lux.
“Ye’ll need to take ’em northwest, but not too far. Can ye find your way to Jayne’s Valley?”
Lux nodded. “Aye.”
“All right. That’s the tent right there.  The three of ye get gone, fast as ye can. If all goes well, I’ll meet ye with horses and the rest of’ ‘em before dawn.”
“And if it don’t?”
Kalder thought for a moment but eventually shrugged. “The three of ye weren’t gonna see the next dawn anyways, I don’t guess.”
“Kalder,” Lux said, sensing the captain’s uncertainty. “Might be I misjudged ye. Ye be doin’ the right thing.”
Kalder shook his head. “I ain’t so sure about that. Dohr’s got a point. His way is simpler.”
“Right thing ain’t never simple, Cap. That’s how ye know it be the right thing.”
“And if dwarves die because o’ what we do tonight?”
It was Lux’s turn to shrug. “We were dead soon as that first quake hit, Cap. Just ain’t lied down yet. And I don’t mean us to. Leastways not like cowards.”
Lux nodded and clasped arms with the great dwarf. “Be well, scout.”
“Be well, Cap.”




XXXIII: EAST MORLINE
Marchion had made better time than Nishali had estimated. Barris encountered the first of his knights barely an hour after parting company with the ranger. A leading squad of mounted elves slowed as Barris approached. A brief conversation informed Barris that Marchion himself would be found in the middle of the procession, an hour east.
For the next hour, Barris rode Phantom at a walking pace along the narrow trail through the ranks of elves, exchanging pleasantries and words of encouragement with his knights. He would have preferred to ride harder, but he had not been seen by his cavalry in nearly three cycles, and to deny them a few brief words with their First would be an unnecessary assault on morale. By the time he reached Marchion, he found himself heartened, for he did very much love his knights, and they loved him in return.
“Nishali will be dismayed to discover she has barely beaten you to the Maw, General,” said Barris.
“That was the intention, First Knight. I suppose she expected we would camp this night.”
“Yet here you are, riding in the dark.”
“Is it dark?” Marchion looked around, pretending. “Well, so it is. Did you notice, Captain Hawthorn?”
A knight at Marchion’s side replied. “I suppose I must not have, sir. What with the fine crisp air. Perfect for riding.”
Barris laughed. “It is cold as a witch’s heart out here, Hawthorn, but your extraordinary strength in the face of it is noted.”
“Ha!” laughed Hawthorn. “You flatter me. It is good to see you here, First Knight.”
“And you, Captain,” replied Barris.
“I will not share the sentiment,” Marchion said. “I would much prefer to be seeing you in Thornwood.”
“Have you grown too old for a bit of adventure, then?” Barris teased.
Marchion’s tone darkened. “Far too old for this sort. Has Nishali told you? About the beast?”
Barris nodded. “She has. I caught a glimpse myself.”
“What are your orders?”
“I have none, General. Save those your queen has given. But I do have news. Belgorne has emptied into the Maw.”
“Merciful Father,” Marchion replied. “So, the city has fallen?”
“It would appear so.”
“Dammit. Has anyone spoken to Silverstone?”
Barris shook his head. “Not yet. Nishali intends a parley at dawn.”
“Not you?”
“I am due in the Grove. I leave this action in your capable hands, General.”
Marchion dismounted his horse. “A word in private, Barris?”
Barris climbed from the saddle and followed Marchion a few paces away.
“These elves have never seen battle, Barris. Your presence would be comforting.”
“Yet I cannot stay. You know what the beast portends. There are duties I must attend to.”
“I do. But if Belgorne has fallen, the dwarves will not be of a mind for peace.”
“I recall a cavalry master once counseling a young knight to presume nothing.”
“This is not a day of lessons, Barris. If we are not careful, it may be a day of death.”
“It may be even if we are careful, General. This is not like you. What truly troubles you? Tell me your family is well.”
“They are, all thanks to the Father. I suppose I am just tired.”
“It is more.”
Marchion sighed. “Barris, I am old. When the last winter arrived, I spent my days huddled in my blanket, signing documents, drinking tea and training with our elves an hour each afternoon. I had thought it would be that way forever. And now….”
“And now our sacred duty is upon us.”
Marchion met Barris’ eyes.
“You are equal to these tasks set before you, Knight of Thornwood,” said Barris. “Of this I am certain.”
“How can you be? We do not yet know what we will face.”
Barris nodded. “Then let me amend my words. You are as equal to this task as any in all Tahr. More so. Every elf in this cavalry has been your pupil. Myself included. I have faith in my teacher. You have trained me to be a knight worthy of trust, have you not?”
Marchion nodded. “I have.”
“Then trust I speak true.”
Marchion grasped Barris’ shoulder. “I suppose it was me in need of comfort.”
“We all do in such times.”
“And you?” Marchion asked. “How do you fare, truly?”
Barris thought for a moment before deciding to be candid.
“I am sick at heart, if truth be told. I’ve spent Father knows how many days and nights racing around Tahr and as far as I can tell, I have accomplished nothing. Everywhere I turn, ill news greets me, and every time I go, I leave behind those I care for. Just this night…” Barris shook his head, assailed by unwelcome thoughts of young Nikalus, of Mikallis and Aria, of his queen and Pheonaris, of his knights and old friends. “Never mind. Come. You would not want Nishali to see your knights arrive saddle-weary at dawn.”
“Barris, I am sorry.”
“Do not be. We have no time for self-pity. Forgive my frailty.”
“To speak one’s heart is no frailty, Sir Barris,” Marchion admonished, the tone of the master returning. “Recall your lessons. Honor cannot be but for sacrifice, and sacrifice cannot be but for love. Thus, the heart of honor deserves voice.”
Barris nodded. “Nü glahr ni, old friend. I suppose I will give you one order after all. Survive the days ahead. I would not lose the elf I would call Father.”
“Nor would a father lose his son. Travel with care, Barris. The beast will give no quarter, of that I am certain.”
“If it comes, General, do not tilt.”
Marchion nodded. “Defensive posture. We are prepared.”
Barris again mounted Phantom and led him through the ranks of elves. When the pair passed the rear guard near the Morline, he gave Phantom his head.
Make haste, great stallion, Barris urged, willing the strength of his spirit into his friend. As knight and horse tore west along the dark East Morline trail, Barris offered a silent prayer.
If you will it that I should survive these times, Father, I will spend more time among those I love. I will guide Mikallis through this awkward period in his life. I will welcome Nikalus into my home. I will speak my heart to my queen.
Sincere as were his intentions, however, Barris acknowledged the truth within his own mind before he had completed his oaths: he would be hard pressed to keep them, for he was First Knight of Thornwood, and duty rarely made allowances for such promises, no matter how solemn.




XXXIV: THE MAW
Nishali lay awake within her tent. The night was cold; her blanket only just kept her warm, and then only if she occasionally pulled it over her head. Thus, her sleep was fitful, as she would wake from time to time in need of fresher air. A bit of magic could have warmed her bedding easily enough, but the cost of one warm night would shorten her life by some unknowable measure, and Nishali weighed such costs like a miser.
~Nishali. Are you awake?~
Kade, from somewhere near.
~My order was clear. Do not use the Speech, Kade. Come, if you must speak to me.~
A turn later Kade crawled into the tent beside the First Ranger.
“It is late,” Nishali whispered.  “What troubles you?”
The span of several breaths passed before Kade replied.
“Much, Nishali, now that I consider it. But that is not why I am here.”
“Oh?”
“It… is a cold night.”
Nishali propped herself up on one arm.
“It is.”
Silence hung.
“You would lay with me, Kade Calayaan?” The ranger’s tone was unreadable.
Kade’s voice did not quite tremble, but neither was it even. “I would.”
Had there been light in the tent, Kade might have described Nishali’s expression then as wistful. Reflective, perhaps, but not surprised. The affection the two carried for one another had never before been given voice, but it had never needed to. It was how Nishali had wanted it, to that point.
“And what of the warmer nights?” she challenged, not unkindly.
“All the nights to come,” he breathed.
Nishali sat fully upright.
“You are afraid this night, ranger?” she asked.
“No. I mean, well, yes. But not in the way you mean.”
Nishali waited.
“These times,” he began. “They are uncertain. I cannot but help to feel that an age draws to a close.”
“I know what you mean.”
Kade floated a tiny orb of soft, blue light between them. “It is as it must be. I do not fear what is to come, overmuch. But if our time wanes, Nishali, I would spend what remains of it with you. As for my fears… I fear only that you will refuse me.”
Nishali enjoyed a smile before replying.
“All the nights, you say. You would light a lamp for me?”
Kade nodded. “I would.”
Nishali reached to touch Kade’s cheek. Her thumb gently caressed his lower lip. She lifted her blanket to allow the elf to crawl in beside her. She grasped his hand and rolled her back towards him, holding his arm tight against her belly.
“It is a cold night. You may sleep beside me. But sleep only.”
She finished her thought within his mind.
~I will light a lamp for you, Kade Calayaan. And on that night, we will share our gifts.~
Nishali kept her next thoughts to herself, the most insistent one being a profound sense of regret that she had waited so long to allow herself to be loved. She knew beyond doubt that had she signaled her assent at any time in the past decade, Kade would have made his proposal sooner. Her second thought was one of wonder at the balance of things, that the looming horrors they faced presently could cast such a pall over the world, yet in doing so provide the spark for love to ignite. Enchanted by the bliss of the moment, she supposed even as she and Kade lay awake, lovers throughout Tahr might be whispering similar intimacies to one another, not cowed by the horrors of beasts and ill omens, but rather emboldened by them. On any other night of her long, solitary life she would have dismissed such notions as fanciful, but as she lay there in Kade’s arms, she embraced the idea as tightly as he embraced her.
The pleasant thought was cut short by the voice of an elf.
“Nishali!” called a ranger from across the camp. “Come now!”
“Go!” she told Kade as she pulled on boots and grabbed her bow and quiver. She followed him at a sprint, quickly closing the distance between them. Two dozen elves stood with bows drawn, facing away from Nishali. She broke through the line, reaching for an arrow, but slid to a stop when she saw the intruders.
Before her, beneath several orbs of light, stood two dwarves, a large male and a female, the male with what looked like a dwarven child strapped to his back.
“Who are you?” Nishali demanded.
“I be Lux, ranger, and this here be Nova.” Lux nodded towards the female. “We ain’t lookin’ for trouble.”
Nishali approached to look more closely. “Why do you carry a chi– Father! What… what happened to this child?”
Nova shook her head. “Ain’t no child. This here be Thinsel Greykin, of G’naath.”
“And what… who did this?”
“King Dohr, ma’am,” Lux replied.
A murmur erupted among the elves.
“King Dohr? Silverstone?” asked Kade, standing then beside Nishali. “What happened to his father?”
Lux took a knee. Thinsel moaned at the movement. “I’ll tell ye all I know, but can ye help Lady Thinsel? Please? Ye got the magic for it, aye?”
“Stand down, rangers,” Nishali ordered. The elves returned their arrows to their quivers. Nishali and Kade quickly unstrapped Thinsel from Lux’s back. Within moments several elves had whisked her into a nearby tent.
“You are also unwell,” Nishali said to Nova. The dwarven scout stood weakly, dripping in sweat.
“Ain’t my best day, aye,” Nova agreed.
“Follow the others. We will tend to you,” said Nishali.
“I be all rig–”
“That was not a request. Go now.”
Nova was too weak to argue.
“Tell us all there is to tell,” said Kade to Lux.
Lux began to speak but Nishali interrupted.
“Wait,” she held up a hand, listening. She turned to Kade. “Marchion.”
Nishali closed her eyes.
~Come to me, General. Quickly.~
“Hold your tale for a moment. Kade, a fire please?”
Kade turned to several elves who stood near. They rushed off to gather wood.
“You will tell your tale to myself and General Marchion of Thornwood. He approaches.”
Lux nodded. “I would ask ye, ma’am–”
“Nishali.”
Lux’s eyes widened, the name of the First Ranger familiar to him.
“Aye, Nishali then. I would ask ye, please tell your elves that a company of gnomes and maybe a dwarf or three is gonna arrive in this valley soon. They are friends, ye need not be threatened by ‘em.”
“How soon?”
Lux shrugged. “Dunno. Real soon, I hope.”
Nishali closed her eyes again. ~Kade. Set a watch. More come. Weapons tight.~
“It is done.”
Lux sighed. “Thank ye.”
A trio of riders from the east came at a gallop, General Marchion in the rear. They slowed and approached.
“Trouble, Nishali?”
“Some, at least,” she said. “Garne Silverstone is dead.”
“No!”
“His Secondson leads Belgorne. This dwarf is Lux, and he is about to tell us all.”
Marchion climbed from the saddle and eyed Lux. Four elves returned with arms full of firewood. The elves ignited the fire with magic just as Kade returned from the edge of camp. Lux looked to the fire, then back to Nishali.
“Sit. Warm yourself and tell your tale.”
Lux spared little detail, beginning with the quake that decimated Belgorne and the subsequent suicide of Garne Silverstone. He told of his scouts’ first encounter with Mama, the arrival of Oort and Thinsel in the cave, Nova’s injury, their return to Belgorne, Thinsel’s torture, and finally, all he had been told by Kalder before they had escaped. Nishali, Kade, and Marchion listened attentively, waiting until he had completed before peppering him with questions. Where did he expect the dwarven army would be now? Was Oort’s offer to shelter the dwarves in G’naath genuine?”
“That part be hard to guess for sure, General,” Lux answered. “But far as Cap Kalder says, it be the truth, least when Oort said it, and I judge that gnome true, for what it be worth.”
“What do you think, Nishali?” asked Marchion.
Nishali shook her head. “We will have to discover that for ourselves when they arrive.”
“If they arrive,” Kade countered. “Sounds like they have their own escape to arrange.”
“Kalder’ll get ‘em out,” Lux said. “He tells Jade what Dohr has planned, ain’t a dwarf in Belgorne gonna be able to stop her leavin’. But….”
“Yes?” Nishali asked.
“But if they don’t, somehow, ye gotta warn G’naath. It’ll be a slaughter if Dohr has his way, it will.”
“G’naath is responsible for these ills we face, by your own word,” Nishali said.
“Aw, Fury, not ye too!” Lux pleaded. “Them people be just people! They ain’t to blame any more’n I be to blame for what Dohr did to–”
“Peace, Lux,” Nishali said. “I wished to test your heart on the matter, no more. We will of course warn G’naath. Agreed, General?”
Marchion thought for a moment. “We do that, we sentence the dwarves of Belgorne to death. G’naath will almost certainly drop the tunnels. I would suggest we welcome the dwarves in Thornwood, but I doubt many would survive the trip in winter. We will need to handle this delicately. Tell me Lux, can Dohr be reasoned with?”
“He be a coward, General. Ye ever try to reason with a coward?”
“I see your point.”
“Then we do not reason with him,” Nishali said, her tone heavy with meaning.
Marchion shook his head. “Our queen would never sanction that, Nishali. You know better.”
“You misunderstand. I do not suggest we assassinate him. Only that we apply a bit of pressure. Persuade him to change course.”
“Oh, he’ll tell ye nice-like, ye hold a dagger to his neck,” said Lux. “But the turn he gets into G’naath, all bets’ll be off.”
“You seem to know him well,” Kade surmised.
“Well enough. If ye saw what he did to Thinsel, ye’d know ‘im, too.”
“That is another problem we must consider,” Nishali said. “This gnome king, Oort is it?” Lux nodded. Nishali continued “When he discovers what Dohr did to his wife, war may be unavoidable.”
“This is a mess,” Marchion said. “There is no good solution.”
“There may be one,” Kade said. “Arrest King Dohr.”
“Arrest him?” asked Nishali. “On what authority?”
Marchion understood. “Our treaty among the kingdoms. If any man, elf, dwarf or gnome commits a crime against another race, we are duty bound to bring them to justice. Lux, who would serve as king in Dohr’s absence?”
Lux chewed his kip for a moment. “Well, I s’pose that’d be the highest-ranking soldier present.”
“And that would be General Brandaxe, yes?” asked Marchion. “Hatchet?”
“Aye, ‘cept he ain’t present. I s’pose right now it’d be Captain Kalder.”
“Who is in the process of committing treason,” Kade said.
Lux shook his head. “It ain’t treason to disobey an order that ain’t just. Not in Belgorne it ain’t, at least.”
“We have the numbers,” Marchion said. “If we were to march on their encampment and demand his arrest, I doubt there would be a fight.”
“Wouldn’t be no fight,” Lux said. “Ain’t but a hundred soldiers with the survivors, and they be green as shoots. Ye send in a messenger under banner of truce, state the case all legal-like, there won’t be no fight.”
“It is settled then, provided this king Oort will be satisfied. Will he?” Marchion asked Lux.
Nishali held up a hand, closing her eyes. She opened them after a moment. “We will find out momentarily,” Nishali said. “Our sentries report riders from the southeast. Dwarves and gnomes.”




XXXV: KEHRLIA
Master.”
Sartean rolled away from the voice.
“Master. You must wake.”
“Go away, Jarriah.”
Jarriah sighed. Sartean rolled back over when he heard the door to the library open.
“No. Wait! My flask.”
Jarriah closed the door and returned to stand before Sartean.
“Only a bit, Master. As you–”
Sartean ripped the flask from Jarriah’s hand and downed fully a third of its contents. Jarriah knew better than to comment.
“AaaaaRRGGGHH!” Sartean shouted as the potion began to course through his system. He clenched his jaw and fists, shaking with satisfaction. He turned to Jarriah, handing him the flask, a look of determination in his eyes.
“Tell me why you have awoken me.”
“There is a message for you, Master. From Gerald Longstock.”
Sartean frowned. “Thomison’s house wizard? Let me guess, now that he finds himself unemployed–”
“He is not unemployed, Master. Thomison lives.”
“What?”
“His message said no more. Only that he wishes access to Kehrlia to treat with you.”
Sartean stood, though not on the first attempt. Jarriah moved to assist him; he waved the young Incantor off and managed his feet on the second try.
“The dragon?”
“Gone, for now. It made for Fang at dusk.”
“Dawn? I have slept for half a day?”
Jarriah shook his head. “You have slept for nearly a full day, Master. Dawn approaches. I have prepared you a bath.”
Sartean glared at Jarriah. “I do not need a bath. I need my questions answered. What of those who did not make the tower?”
Jarriah shook his head. “Dead to a one. Or gone from Mor, at least. We… I mean the others and I, we searched for signs. Besides the Daughters and a few clerics of Lor, all practitioners of magic in Mor are here within the tower.”
“All but Gerald Longstock, you mean.”
Jarriah nodded.
Sartean sat behind his great black desk, thinking. Longstock was always a bit of mystery to the Master Incantor; he had been expected to complete training at Kehrlia at the top of his class, but unexpectedly failed at his graduating trials.
And spectacularly so, Sartean recalled.
It was not unheard of for a promising wizard to crack at the end, but nearly all would plead for a second chance, claiming illness, or offering some other excuse. No such chance had ever been granted under Sartean’s tenure as Master, but in Longstock’s case, he very well might have made an exception.
It was also not unheard of for one to decide they did not wish to live the life of an Incantor, preferring instead to resign in their third or fourth year and forgo magic for some other pursuit. Yet Longstock had competed at Kehrlia until the very last.
The most promising wizard in a generation, content to serve as an unendorsed house wizard under Thomison. How very odd.
Sartean shook his head, returning himself to the present. The matter at hand was not so much that Longstock had come calling, but rather that Thomison lived, for if that were so, it could only mean that Longstock was a powerful wizard indeed. What does he want? How could he dare ask audience with me after the scene in the throneroom?  Sartean’s mind was cloudy; he had not eaten, had not drunk anything but Flightfluid in days. That can wait, he decided.
“Where is he now?” Sartean asked.
“On the steps, Master. With a squad of soldiers.”
“Send them in. I will meet them in the vestibule.”
Jarriah nodded. He made for the door but stopped himself, turning.  “Shall I bring you fresh robes, Master?”
Sartean stood, glowering at Jarriah. “Do I need them?”
“Please do not make me answer that, Master.”
Anger flashed in Sartean’s eyes before he closed them and took a breath. When he opened them again his tone was mild. “I will arrive below in presentable fashion, Jarriah.”
Jarriah blinked, taken aback by Sartean’s uncharacteristic restraint. “Right. Um, I’ll just… yes.” Jarriah closed the door behind him.
~
Sartean arrived in the vestibule only a few turns later, clean and dressed in grey. Gerald stood warily in the center of the grand entrance, twenty-one soldiers arranged in three ranks behind him. Jarriah and a handful of others stood opposite them.
Gerald spoke first as Sartean approached. “If your intention is to try to kill me outright, Sartean, I’ll ask that only that you hear me first, and that you allow these men to leave unharmed before we start slinging bits of magic at one another.”
Sartean laughed, a dark sound, hollow of sincerity. “I have no intention to kill you, Longstock,” Sartean said. “Not today, in any case. Why are you here?”
“For Mor. And, to some degree, for Kehrlia.”
“I am listening.”
“I’m not one to beat about it, Sartean. I’m too old, so I’ll be direct. You want the throne. As it stands today, you’d need to kill every solider in Mor to get it. You must know this much, yes?”
Sartean frowned. “You presume quite a bit.”
“I do. Am I wrong?”
A quiet moment passed. “Let us assume you are correct. For sake of argument.”
“Yes. For sake of argument. And let us also assume, for sake of argument, that you and all of Kehrlia are impotent against this beast flying around.”
“The dragon.”
“Dragon?” Gerald asked. “You know what that… thing is?”
Sartean nodded. “And I know its name. Kalashagon.”
A palpable chill swept through the vestibule.
“Very well,” Gerald said, his voice a bit less confident. “The dragon. You had the Daughters’ help last night, did you not?”
Sartean did not reply.
“As I suspected. Yet even then, you could not slay the bastard. I propose an alliance.”
“Between?”
“Not between. Among. Everyone. Kehrlia. The soldiery. The people of Mor. Thornwood. Belgorne. G’naath. Everyone.”
“And you speak for whom, exactly?”
“For the army, as of right now. Hopefully for the rest, soon.”
Sartean cast glances towards Jarriah and the other Incantors present, interested in their expressions. Most held their breath, awaiting Sartean’s reply. Good.
“And our friend Vincent? He is well, I hope?”
Gerald took a breath. “Now is not the time for resentments, Sartean. There will be plenty enough time for those after we kill this bastard dragon.”
“I suppose he intends to form this grand alliance, then. Yes? And take the credit, of course.”
“Does it matter?” Gerald asked.
Sartean shook his head. “No. I was merely curious.”
“Tahr needs Kehrlia, Sartean. And not only against the dragon. There is no food. I can grow all we need, but I’ll need your Incantors. All of them.”
“Would you like my robes, as well?” Sartean asked.
“Again, would it matter? What good is power if we cannot use it to defend and uphold our people? Ally with us. With the power of the elves and the other armies of Tahr, we stand a chance. And I will not attempt to deceive you. When it’s said and done, Thomison intends to claim the throne. Temporarily, until the people choose their next king. But if you assist us, you’ll have a prominent place in Mor, as you do now.”
“And if I refuse?”
Gerald shrugged. “Then we all either burn or starve, and the dragon picks what’s left off our rotting carcasses.”
“I see your point.”
Gerald stepped forward, extending his hand. “Shall I tell Vincent you’re with us?”
Sartean stared at Gerald’s hand for a long turn. Finally, he clasped it.
“You may.” Sartean turned to face his Incantors. “Kehrlia will stand in alliance with the rest of Tahr. As of this moment, we will work in concert with the army.” He turned back to Gerald.
“Where do you propose we begin?” Sartean asked.
“Let me tell Vincent and General Slater the news. Convene this time tomorrow?”
Sartean nodded. “Here or at the Barracks, as you prefer.”
“You’ve made the right choice, Sartean. Mor will owe you a debt. All of Tahr will.”
“Nonsense. Kehrlia exists to serve.”
The moment Gerald and his squad left the vestibule, Sartean turned to Jarriah.
“I want every senior Incantor in the training room in a turn.”
Jarriah nodded and closed his eyes, sending the thought throughout Kehrlia. In less than a turn, fifteen Incantors sat around a blue and white marble table large enough to accommodate twice their number. Sartean sat in a highbacked chair awaiting their arrival. He began to cough repeatedly. He motioned for Jarriah to come close, a significant tremble in his hand. Jarriah understood and handed him the flask. Sartean drained it, shuddering.
“There is but one bottle more, Master,” Jarriah said.
“Refill it.”
“You made me promise–”
“GO NOW!”
Jarriah sprinted from the room. Sartean looked around the table to see his senior Incantors assembled. They had all been watching him; when he looked up, they each looked down.
“No one sleeps until the dragon is dead.”
A middle-aged Incantor named Glamford spoke. “But, Master, you said in the vestibule that we would work in AAARRGGGH–”
Sartean was glad for the argument; incentive was needed. He barely moved a muscle. Glamford’s left arm tore itself free from his body and hovered before him, blood spraying from the severed arteries at his shoulder and from the disembodied limb. Its fingers clenched into a fist and the arm flew at the screaming man, punching a hole directly through his face and out the back of his head. The chair upon which he sat was thrown backwards several feet. A bit too slowly, his corpse slid from upon it and onto the floor. A woman seated at Glamford’s left sat motionless, covered in blood. Neither she nor Sartean moved to clean up the mess.
The sixty-five-year-old Incantor Orrin raised his hand like a bashful first-year student.
“Yes, Orrin?”
“We… I mean, Incantor Jarriah, he… he had an idea, Master.”
“Good. Then we shall await his return.” Sartean coughed again, covering his mouth. He was unsurprised to see several small droplets of blood when he pulled away his hand. He wiped his palm on his robes and glanced over to where Glamford’s disfigured body lay.
So much for redemption, he mused.




XXXVI: MOR
Thomison waited until they had ridden all the way back to the Barracks before removing his helm. He and Gerald stabled their mounts and entered the Barracks, joining Slater at the command table.
“Think he took the bait?” Slater asked.
“Absolutely. No question. Did you see how quickly he agreed, Gerald? No negotiation. No wordplay. He’ll be after the dragon again by this time tomorrow.”
“If he doesn’t come for the army,” Gerald countered. “He seemed a bit galled by my audacity.”
Vincent shook his head. “Oh, he was, but he won’t. He knows he’ll need an army to manage Mor. And he won’t dare weaken his forces before battling the beast.”
“You’d best be right,” Slater said. “You’re gambling quite a bit on the idea that he’ll risk Kehrlia against the dragon again.”
“Not at all. If he intended something else, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
“And why not?”
“Because he would have killed us all right there in the vestibule. Trust me, General. He’ll want full credit for slaying the dragon, because when he has it, there will be no stopping his ascension.”
“Makes it hard to decide who to cheer for,” Gerald quipped.
“Cheer for Kehrlia. I meant what I said: to Fury with the throne. We need that dragon dead. Or at least weakened. We surely can’t begin the farming operation with that thing flying overhead.”
“I suppose not,” Gerald agreed. “But you’d best be right about this alliance. Especially with the elves.”
“Why?”
“Because you and the good General here both hit the nail on the head when we last spoke. For one, this beast is almost certainly not the last of what’s to come. And if the dragon kills all the Incantors, we’re going to need help growing food. Only the elves have the sort of magic that can help us do that.”
“Then that solves my next dilemma.”
“Which one is that?” asked Slater.
“Where to go first. Belgorne or Thornwood.”
“Thornwood for certain,” Slater said. “Although if reports about the elves’ movement is accurate, they already know about the beast.”
“I am sure they do,” agreed Vincent. “But if they’re tilting for G’naath, they’ve got their hands full. We’ll need to convince them it’s in their best interests to ally with us.”
“Hard sell,” Slater said.
“Not for Vincent,” Gerald said cheerfully. “I once saw him talk a gem dealer into surrendering his fortune to an orphanage.”
“You saw The Merchant do that,” Vincent countered. “This is different.”
Gerald nodded. “Quite. You’re not strapped to a chair this time.”
“Never mind that. You know what to do, General?”
Slater nodded. “We’ve sent riders to the farmlands. But you had better kick up some mud on your way to and from the Grove. If I can’t promise food, Mor won’t hold together long, dragon or no.”
“We’ll leave immediately.”
“Immediately?” Gerald protested. “I’ll need supplies! Everything is back at Concorde.”
“Not everything,” a woman’s voice sounded from behind. Gerald and Vincent turned to see Maris, Chaneela, and Eriks Lane approaching behind them.
“Eriks!” Vincent exclaimed, rushing to shake hands with his friend. Gerald joined him. “Had your fill of the Languid Lady, have you?”
“Please,” Lane scoffed. “Who could have their fill of such a fine establishment?”
“Ahem,” Chaneela coughed.
Vincent and Gerald turned quickly and properly greeted the two women, Gerald with a kiss to Chaneela’s turned cheek. Vincent looked as if he might have intended to lean in for his own kiss, but Maris pulled his lips to hers before he could decide the matter.
Vincent returned the kiss before turning between General Slater and the former army captain.
“So, I assume by the fact that he is not in shackles, you and Lane have mended fences?” he asked Slater, referring to Lane’s decades-old departure from the soldiery.
“Lane’s quarrel was never with me,” Slater said.
“True enough,” Lane agreed. “Dawn approaches, Thomison. Let’s get moving. Here,” he said, tossing a saddlebag to Gerald.
Gerald rummaged through it quickly. “Ah yes, good. I might have forgotten those. And this… yes, excellent. Did you…?” Gerald looked to Lane, who looked to Chaneela. Gerald followed his gaze.
“Don’t look at me like that. I know what a wizard needs on a journey.”
Gerald nodded. “Of course you would. Thank you,” he said with sincerity.
Chaneela seemed to have a sharp retort prepared but repressed it.
Vincent took Maris hands in his own, searching for words. Maris understood.
“Just come back,” she said quietly.
Vincent nodded.
“The others?” he asked.
Maris shook her head. “Nothing yet. Not from any of them.”
“Not even my brother?”
Maris shook her head.
“Vincent,” Lane implored. “Time to go.”
The three men made their final goodbyes and made their way to the stables.
Twenty-three riders in loose formation rode through the still-dark streets of Mor, keeping to the less-traveled back streets until they had passed Kehrlia.
When the tower was well behind them, before they turned onto Northern, Gerald said something to Lane, who held up a fist. The formation came to a halt.
“Odd,” Gerald said to Vincent and Lane. “Nothing. Not a wisp of magic from Kehrlia.”
“Preparing?” Vincent asked.
Gerald shook his head. “If they were, I’d have expected the opposite. Kehrlia is empty, Vincent.”
“Can you sense where they went?”
Gerald again shook his head. “Doesn’t work like that. Near or not, that’s all I can tell.”
“So, not near,” Lane said.
“Not near.”
Vincent sighed. “Well, so long as they didn’t head north.”
“And if they did?” Gerald asked.
Vincent reached for the helm tied to his saddle and stuffed his head into it. “Then we’ll have to hope your silver tongue saves the day, old friend. Sartean will be more than suspicious to see you leaving Mor with a squad of horse after today’s meeting.”
“We’re going to die,” Lane said.
“Hey! I’ll think of something,” Gerald said.
“Think as we ride, wizard. Dawn comes.” Lane urged his horse forward and turned their company left onto Northern. The rest followed as the eastern sky turned a shade of plum, but on that cold morning in Mor, dawn broke from the north.
The riders pulled their horses to an abrupt halt on the cobblestones. “What in Fury is that?” Vincent cried.
A brilliant white light illuminated the sky up ahead, seeming to come from near the Morline. The glow saturated the sky in all directions before narrowing into a single beam, directed straight into the sky.
“I think I found our Incantors,” Gerald quipped.
“You think? What in Fury are they doing?” Vincent demanded.
The beam suddenly shifted, pointing no longer towards the sky, but northeast, towards the mighty plume rising from the mouth of Fang. The gleaming ray easily carried the distance, casting a glow against the side of the distant mountain.
Gerald lifted an arm and pointed. “Dragon hunting, looks like,” he said.
A shadowy black form emerged from the mountain, barely perceptible at first, quickly growing larger. The dragon did not head towards the source of light; it instead quickly closed on Mor, far too quickly. The beam traced its path; in less than half a turn, the dragon had reached the city walls and appeared headed directly for Kehrlia. Its path would take it directly above the riders.
“Take cover!” Lane shouted, but no one heard him. A roar thundered from the dragon, drowning out all other sound. His order was followed regardless; nearly every horse in the unit sought an awning or alley to hide beneath or within, heedless of their riders’ commands. Two soldiers, a man and a woman, were thrown from the saddle. The man’s life was cut short by a hoof to the head; the woman lay screaming, injured by the fall.
Vincent jumped from Steelwind’s back and ran to pull the woman to safety, but her scream had attracted Kalashagon’s attention. A gout of orange flame issued from the maw of the beast as it flew overhead, raking the street. Vincent tried to run but managed only to slip in the ashen street. The torrent engulfed Steelwind first. Gerald’s yells of warning mingled with screams from the horse as searing flames rolled across the cobblestones and into Vincent’s prone body from the right. A flash of pain like he had never imagined threatened to tear his mind open as the flesh of the right side of his face roasted on the bone. His right eye boiled in the socket; his ear was no more. A moment of agony that lasted an age passed, but soon both the pain and the heat had gone, awash in Gerald’s magic. Vincent lost consciousness as several strong arms lifted him from the street.
~
“Why does he circle? Why does he not come?” Jarriah asked Sartean.
“He will come. He is clever. He senses a trap.”
“Rightly so,” Incantor Orrin agreed.
Sartean covered his eyes as the beam of light again turned his way. Four Incantors stood on a small rise beside the Morline river, pointing gemmed staves at the sky, following the dragon across and around the horizon as he circled, south into Mor, then to the east and north, then back again, each pass a bit closer than the last.
“I must admit, I am impressed your idea worked,” Orrin said to Jarriah. “I’d not have been surprised had he ignored the light, preferring to attack at his leisure.”
“Because you are a fool, Orrin!” Sartean shouted. “Arrogance! It is the downfall of all great beings.” I should know, he thought, recalling his battle with Mila Felsin.
Sartean held his hand out to Jarriah expectantly. The young Incantor placed Sartean’s flask within it, his expression indicating that he noted the irony.
“That is the last of it, Master,” Jarriah said.
Sartean downed the remaining Flightfluid in a single gulp and threw the flask to the ground.
“But, forgive me Master, why would the light even trouble him?” Orrin pressed.
Sartean continued his lesson. “The light does not trouble him. My audacity does. It offends him.”
~No, never that, little magician.~
“Did you hear that?” Sartean asked. Jarriah shrugged.
A dark laughter sounded within Sartean’s mind.
~I speak only to you, little magician. Do not worry, your audacity does not offend me. It delights me.~
The deep, shadowy tone of the dragon’s speech sent chills through the Master of Kehrlia.
~What have you in store for me, I wonder? A lovely game, perhaps? I do so love games.~
Kalashagon reached as far north as he would and reversed his path again. The beam of light traced his path through the dark western skies.
~I have death in store for you, Kalashagon. Come and see!~
~Patience, little magician. I will come. I wait only for the light of day, so that your little magician friends might see you more clearly as I roast your skin from your bones. We will play a long game, you and me. You will not die quickly. It will hurt, Sartean D’Avers. But not so much as what will come after, I fear.~
Sartean shuddered.
~Hmm hmm hmm!~ Kalashagon’s dark, mirthless laughter rattled Sartean’s bones. ~Yes, you know of what I speak! How delightful! You will know then that my master enjoys games as well. He will play with you. Painful games. Breaking games. Burning games.~
Sartean clutched his hands over his ears. He glanced longingly at the discarded flask.
~You burn even now, do you not? I sense it. An unquenchable thirst within you. But you do not know true thirst, little magician. You have not tasted the exquisite flavor of your own tongue baking within your mouth. You have not vainly lapped at puddles of your own blood to douse the flames. But you will, little magician. You will. Soon.~




XXXVII: THE MAW
Oort’s trembling hand pulled a strand of blood-caked yellow hair from the corner of his wife’s eye.
“Thinny. Can yeh hear me, my love?”
She did not move. An elven ranger named Cloudia stood quietly to Oort’s left, at the head of the cot. He looked to her.
“Can she hear me?” he asked, his tone a tragedy.
“Perhaps,” Cloudia replied. “But she cannot reply. We have dulled her senses, and she will sleep for a time.”
“Will…. will she…” Oort could not finish the thought.
“She will live, and she will heal fully, Wolfslayer. Her wounds were painful, but minor.”
“Minor! Mawbottom they are! Do yeh see her? Do yeh see all the… oh, the blood! I shoulda never let yeh go!” Oort wept freely, deep, convulsive sobs rocking his diminutive frame. He cradled his wife’s head in his arms. Cloudia knelt and placed a delicate hand on his head, willing a small, comforting magic into his tortured mind. She spoke in soothing tones.
“Shh, peace, good gnome. Your wife will be well. She feels no pain. She feels only your love. Be at ease, now.”
Turns passed before Oort’s sobs quieted. He placed Thinny’s head delicately on her pillow and kissed her on the lips. He whispered into her ear.
“I’ll avenge this awful thing, Thinny. I swear it to yeh.”
Oort stood and wiped his face, nodding his thanks to Cloudia. Before she could return the nod, the Wolfslayer had left the tent.
Standing quietly waiting for him to emerge were Rak, Argl, Nishali, Marchion, Kade, Kalder, Mac, and Lux, each bearing the same solemn manner. Oort marched straight up to Lux, balling a fist and swinging for his chin. Lux closed his eyes but made no move to deflect the blow. It landed with force, staggering the dwarf. Lux went to a knee. Oort swung again. Still Lux did not defend himself. The second punch hurt gnome and dwarf in equal measure, knuckle to cheek, laying Lux prone. Oort drew his foot back, aiming for the dwarf’s midsection.
“Oort! Enough!” cried Kalder. Lux raised a hand, not to defend himself, but to quiet the captain. The first kick stole half the wind from Lux’s lungs, leaving just enough for the dwarf to croak two pitiful words.
“Forgive me.”
“Bastard! Yeh promised! Yeh promised yeh’d keep ’er safe!”
The second kick stole what air remained. Lux coughed and drew his knees in. The third was aimed for the dwarf’s head, but Oort slipped in the snow, landing on his back. As he clambered to his feet, Rak moved to stand between the enraged gnome and the shamed dwarf. He held out his hands.
“He’s had ’nuff, Wolfslayer.”
Oort eyed the gnome, breathing heavily. The two shared a long look before Oort spat and turned away.
“Oort Greykin,” Marchion called as Kalder helped Lux to his feet. “We must speak.”
Oort turned back. In the flickering light of the fire, one could be forgiven for mistaking the fuming figure for an imp out of Fury. None present then doubted that the slight, middle-aged gnome had slain the great dire wolf.
“We would give you justice, Wolfslayer,” Nishali said.
“Justice?” Oort hissed. “Justice? Do yeh plan to strap that foul dungheap of a king to a chair, and lemme get to work on ‘im?”
“Not that,” said Argl. “But close. They mean to arrest ‘im.”
“Arrest ‘im? He’s a bloody king! How yeh gonna arrest a king?”
Marchion and Nishali clarified their intentions in great detail, explaining their obligations and rights under the Treaty of Greater Tahr. In witness of a crime, particularly between the races, no officer of the four kingdoms could turn a blind eye. Dohr would most certainly protest that he had committed no crime, but against the law compelling his arrest and trial, there was no defense.
“That don’t mean yeh can make ‘im come quietly,” Oort argued. “Bastard like that, yeh canna expect ‘im to follow law!”
Lux spoke up. “He ain’t got a choice, Oort. I’ll put ‘im in chains meself, I swear it.”
Oort scoffed. “Hmph. Yer word ain’t for shite, dwarf.”
Kalder stepped forward, addressing Oort. “Listen here. It ain’t his fault, and ye know it. Lux was arrested. He carried your wife outta the Maw on his back–”
“Shut it, Cap,” Lux said. Kalder met his gaze and took a step back.
“You may trust my word as Second Knight of Thornwood, King Greykin,” Marchion offered.
“And mine as Second Ranger,” said Kade.
All eyes turned to Nishali. “And mine as First.”
“To the Mawbottom with your words,” Oort said after a breath. “Only justice I can count on is that what I make my own self. Simpler just to drop th’tunnels and let that bastard freeze t’death.”
Lux stepped forward. “Would ye pronounce the same sentence to me people? To the old folk, and what children yet live? If ye would, ye ain’t no better king than Dohr.”
Oort frowned, no less angry, but his gaze fell to his feet.
Nishali moved to stand before the gnome.
“The dwarves of Belgorne have lost much, Wolfslayer. More than you. There is anger. What King Dohr did to your wife is abhorrent, but what has been done to Dohr and his people is an abomination. Only right action can put an end to this horror. Will your first act as king be one of misguided vengeance? To sentence a neighboring people to death? Would your wife even wish to be avenged thusly?”
Oort lifted his face to the First Ranger.
“No. She’d not.”
Nishali nodded. “I did not think so.”
Oort took a breath. “Do what yeh will. See if yeh can arrest the cowardly bastard. But I’ll be sendin’ word to G’naath.” He turned to Rak. “Head for home, Rak. If our sentries see an armed dwarf afore yeh see my own two eyes again up close, drop the tunnels.”
Argl objected. “Wolfslayer, we canna leave yeh out here–”
“Ye ain’t gotta worry ‘bout me and Thinny, I know my way in. Go with Rak.” Oort turned to Nishali. “I trust yeh, First Ranger. But if yeh canna get it done, I ain’t gonna let that coward slaughter my folk.”
Nishali nodded. “You make a wise decision, Wolfslayer.”
“Go take a piss, elf.”
“Dawn approaches, General,” Sergeant Macon said. “You would do well to send your messenger now before the king discovers his prisoners have gone.”
“Mac’s right,” said Captain Kalder.
“Very well,” said Marchion. “I will ask for a volun–”
“I will go,” Kade announced.
Nishali frowned at her Second.
“None can outrun me, save you, and if I am captured, I assure you, I will escape. You know this.”
Nishali nodded. “I do. But as you say, I am faster.”
“And you are First. You cannot be risked.”
“I agree with your second, Nishali,” Marchion said.
Nishali chewed her lip a moment before nodding.
“Have you a white flag, General?” Kade asked.
A moment passed before Marchion replied. “I do. But it is mine.”
Kade cocked his head. “I do not understand.”
“It is my flag, Second Ranger, and I will not let you carry it without a troop of my knights to guard it. I have carried that flag in my saddlebag a very long time. I would not wish to lose it.”
Kade smiled. “Of course.” The Second Ranger turned to face the king of G’naath, intending to offer assurance that he would carry out his duty, but Oort was no longer there. Nishali nodded towards the tent where his wife lay.
“You will be careful, Kade Calayaan,” she said. “Inform him of our strength of numbers, but do not threaten. Assure him that he will be treated fairly, with all respect due a king.”
~And return safely to me, future husband,~ she added.
~As you command, future wife.~
~
“Blast it to Fury, I knew somethin’ was afoot!”
The light of dawn crept slowly into the Maw as Dohr swore, pacing back and forth before the command tent. He stopped to face his cousin. “How’d ye let ‘im get the best of ye?”
Martle lowered his head. “I just caught on too slow, cousin. Then that big scout had me and weren’t nothin’ I could do.”
“Fury! And a dozen horses gone! Gather up who ye can, Martle. Get ‘em mounted and armed with crossbows. I want every soldier we’ve got after ‘em!”
“Sire, they been gone hours, I don’t think–”
“Dammit, then move! If they make G’naath we’re sunk!”
“Aye.” Martle turned to run and ran smack into a dwarven soldier who had run up from behind. The two barely kept their feet.
“King Dohr!” the soldier exclaimed. “Elves approach under white banner!”
“What? Elves?”
“Aye! Six knights and a ranger. They wait for ye on the northern side.”
“Run ahead, Martle. I want a show of force. Twenty dwarves, fully armed. Axes and bows.”
“Sire, the elves ain’t enemies,” Martle argued.
“Aye, they approach under truce, me king,” said the soldier.
“If either of ye think ye can tell friend from enemy better than me these days, say so now and throw a gauntlet! Otherwise do as I command ye!”
Martle and the soldier offered no further argument, sprinting to heed Dohr’s order.
King Dohr entered the command tent and quickly shrugged his chain shirt over his head. He then, for the first time, donned his father’s breastplate. The polished steel armor gleamed brightly despite dozens of small dents. Worn by kings of Belgorne during many battles over the course of generations, the armor was far from ornamental. No relief was cut into the thick metal. Little effort had been made to flatten its many dimples, each a testament to the resilience and courage of kings. Dohr found that the straps were a bit loose. He strapped his axe to his back and loaded his crossbow. He decided to forgo his helm, lest he appear paranoid.
He made his way across the camp as the dwarves of Belgorne emerged from their tents, lighting fires and setting kettles for breakfast. He could not help but notice that he did not warrant the warm and reverent greetings his father might have, walking alone through such a camp. In fact, he received no greeting at all. Upon seeing him, most dwarves returned to their tents. Those that did not averted their eyes.
Finally, he passed the last of the tents, and arrayed before him stood twenty armed dwarves. They parted to let their king pass. A single elf stood ten paces beyond the dwarven soldiers, holding a lance upright, a white flag tied near its point. Twenty paces behind him, six knights sat upon horses, the reins of a riderless bay held by one.
“Greetings, King Dohr,” the elf said. “I am Kade, Second Ranger of Thornwood. I offer the condolences of my people on the passing of your father.”
Dohr nodded. “Aye. Thank ye. But I do not think ye rode all the way here to tell me that.”
“No, Sire. I did not. I bear a message of some gravity.”
“Out with it, then. I got a bit o’ trouble needs my attention just now,” Dohr replied.
Kade nodded. “King of Belgorne, I am aware that the largest portion of your army has gone north into the mountains of the Maw and intends to approach G’naath in stealth from the west.”
“Aye. I make no secret of it to ye. G’naath has laid my kingdom to waste.”
Murmurs of agreement sounded among the dwarven soldiers.
“You are mistaken, King Dohr. The Elders of G’naath have done this terrible thing. The G’naar people are innocent, and their king has offered your people succor for the winter.”
The murmurs fell silent.
“Aye, so he told me just this last night, when he and his ilk came under a similar banner of truce, to assess our numbers, no doubt! Yet now they are gone. So ye can see I be pressed for time, elf. Make your point.”
“Shortly. I will also inform you of this: an hour’s ride north of here, the entire cavalry of Thornwood is camped, along with every ranger under my command. Like you, we had come to confront G’naath.”
Dohr cocked his head.
“Ye had come.”
Kade nodded. “But we now know the truth of it. We will not attack an innocent people.”
“Then ye be fools. G’naath–”
“I have not finished. I said we will not attack an innocent people, but we are bound by law to arrest any citizen of Tahr who is suspected of committing violence against another, and–”
“But ye said yourself, the Elders–”
“King Dohr, I would ask that you please allow me to finish.”
Dohr clenched his jaw, nodding curtly.
“I come bearing charges, King Dohr, and a warrant for your arrest–”
“What?”
“–to be tried for the abuse and mistreatment of a prisoner in your custody, Thinsel Greykin, wife of King Oort Greykin of G’naath. You are requested–”
“HA! Ye jest, elf! Surely!”
Kade took a breath. “Dohr Silverstone, you are requested to arrange your affairs as you must this day and appoint a steward of your choosing–” 
“A steward?”
“–and to present yourself for trial at the elven encampment by nightfall. You have the word of the elven people: you will be treated with the respect due your title as you await trial.”
Dohr stood in openmouthed disbelief. He turned to observe the demeanor of his soldiers. One look told him all he needed to know.
“Very well, Second Ranger. Ye speak true. I did mistreat the gnome woman. Ye will forgive me anger though, I’d hope, given that me entire bloody kingdom had just been murdered by gnomes!”
Kade nodded respectfully. “Which will of course be taken into account, Sire. But there must be a trial. The law demands it.”
“I know the law, elf. And I’ll uphold it.”
The dwarves again began to murmur. Kade’s eyes widened in surprise.
“Nightfall. As ye say.”
“You make a wise and honorable decision, King Dohr,” said Kade. “One that will serve your people–”
“I’d appreciate it now if ye left me to the business of me people. Unless ye intend to level more charges against me?”
Kade shook his head. “No. I will take my leave.” Kade offered a slight bow and turned towards the waiting knights.
Dohr motioned for his cousin to approach, whispering something in his ear. Martle nodded and turned to face the dwarven soldiers.
The short, fine hairs on the back of Kade’s neck barely had time to stand up before the *snick* of a crossbow trigger reached his ears, followed in quick succession by a score of others. His eyes registered the shower of projectiles embedding themselves in his guard of knights before the pain in his back and chest registered within his mind. He fell forward and rolled to his side, the lance and banner he carried falling with him, coming to a rest across his chest. The last blurry scene of his long life was partially obscured by the flapping white fabric, but he saw well enough to glimpse Dohr Silverstone, King of Belgorne, crossbow in hand: cocked, loaded, but unfired.
Coward.
As Kade’s eyes closed, his heart struggled to beat one last time against the cold iron shaft that pressed cruelly against it, allowing his consciousness to hold out long enough for one final expenditure of elven magic.
~Goodbye, my love.~
~
Nishali Windwillow screamed until the small vessels in her eyes burst, her terrible cry splintering the quiet of dawn. When her lungs had emptied she drew another, deeper breath, her second wail exceeding the first by half. It was not her last.
Sir Marchion held the First Ranger in his arms for long turns until he felt she had spent enough of her anguish to allow room for a discussion between the two officers. His estimation of when that moment arrived was nowhere near the mark. He managed only to utter a halfhearted request that the First Ranger not rush into imprudent action, but Nishali did not need to respond for him to know his words would forever fall on deaf ears.
No matter how eloquently he might plead, no matter even what Queen Terrias Evanti might proclaim, Nishali Windwillow and her rangers would avenge their beloved Second. Of that he had no doubt.
Thornwood and Belgorne were at war.




XXXVIII: THE MORLINE
Abitter chill crept its way into Mila’s sleeping body, drawing the warmth from her bones and setting her teeth to chatter. As her eyelids flew open she knew instantly: the imbued sapphire tasked with keeping her warm had not failed; her spell of Warning had succeeded.
The sorceress had pitched her tent in a copse of apple trees just north of the Morline the evening before, intending to work up a disguise at dawn and make for the Morline Bridge, then on south into Mor. She was ready. The gems she carried contained enough power to lay waste to a city, and when she saw Sartean D’Avers again, if she saw him again, she would not hesitate. Unless, of course, the dragon saw her first, in which case the fate of the Master of Kehrlia would be less certain, as would her own.
She had been lying awake that night when the voice of her enemy pierced her mind, calling to the beast Kalashagon. It had taken little thought to reason out what had happened: Sartean had managed to discover a way to compel the beast to face him, no doubt with the help of the Daughters, for no such magic existed at Kehrlia. Mila marveled at his arrogance, that he would see himself fit to stand against such a being after being soundly routed by her own hand only days before. Certainly, the Incantors of Kehrlia would stand with him, but she would not be surprised to arrive in Mor only to discover that her foe had already fallen to the dragon, for she had seen the death and destruction it had wrought on the refugees along the Morline trail. Mila had been thinking on the matter for two days, and still could not decide whether she would prefer such news or be disappointed by it.
Mila sat upright in her tent, quickly extending her thoughts in an expanding radius around her position, soon relieved to discover that whatever approached, it was not the dragon. The disturbance of her Warning spell came from the east, a small group of humans, though she did not let her guard down, for whomever it was, the scent of magic approached with them. The sorceress verified that her illusion was functioning as intended and was satisfied. The travelers could walk within a pace of her and not notice her presence. They did not need to come so near, however, before she recognized a voice.
“This close enough? Bridge can’t be an hour’s walk ahead.”
Earl!
“I have to agree, Yano. I’d like a bit of sleep before dawn. Let’s camp.”
Sienni.
Yano sighed. “Very well. Let’s get off the road, though.”
Mila listened as the sound of boots crunching through snow drew nearer. The three were walking directly towards her.
Fury! Mila assessed the situation, deciding quickly that she could not hope to avoid detection when she or they arose at dawn. She pulled on her boots and clambered out of her tent.
“Hello, Earl.”
“AAAAHHH!” Earl jumped back a pace, stepping directly onto Yano’s foot.
“AAAAHHH!” Yano cried, both in pain and fear.
Sienni kept her wits, immediately casting a bright white light from her fingertips, illuminating Mila and her tent within the dark glade.
Mila put her arm over her eyes. “Would you care to dim that a bit, Sienni? I do enjoy sunbathing, but a tan would be a bit unseasonal.”
“For Fury’s sake. It would have to be you, wouldn’t it?” Sienni’s voice was thick with disdain.
“Mila?” Earl said, his tone more affable.
Mila searched for something to say and found herself tongue-tied. “I… am glad to see you. To see that you are well, I mean.”
“Who says we’re well?” Yano asked, belligerent. “I for one am cold, tired, and starving.”
“Forgive me. Here,” Mila said, reaching her left hand into a pocket to grasp a gem. She held her other hand before her, palm facing outwards. A wave of warm air enveloped the three.
“Oh, that’s nice,” Earl said, rubbing his hands together. “Why didn’t one of you think of that?”
“Hmph,” Sienni scoffed. “Magic doesn’t come so cheaply to us all.”
“Do not be bitter, Sienni. It does not suit you. Come. I have a bit left to eat.”
Mila had more than a bit. She had come across a pack of wolves taking down a buck the day before. It was too late to save the deer, which she might have done, but not too late to put a swift end to the assault and scatter the wolves while she packed her sack full of venison, roasting it on the spot with sorcerous fire. She cast a soft glow about the encampment and shared what she had until the three had eaten their fill, listening to the tale of how Earl intended to return to Mor and find work, while Yano and Sienni planned to gather their possessions and make for the Sapphire cities. They had first sought out the Incantors from the farmlands, thinking to invite any who would wish to join them on the journey, but were shunned on sight, threatened with bodily harm if they did not leave at once. The wayward wizards had holed up in an abandoned farm hold, intending to wait out the winter, and did not care to be associated with anyone who had participated in the war between Mila Felsin and Sartean D’Avers.
“Can’t say I blame ‘em for hiding out,” Earl said, chewing the last of his meat. “There’s something bad out there. You see the road?”
Mila nodded. “You did not hear Sartean’s call?”
“What call?” Yano asked. Sienni shrugged.
“Curious,” Mila said. “In any case, you are right, Earl. There is something bad out there. It is called a dragon, I believe, and you would do well to steer clear of it.”
“Huh,” Sienni said after a pause. “It wasn’t you?”
Yano and Earl shot Sienni a look.
“Me? You mean… oh, to Fury with you, Sienni! What do you think I am?”
“Easy, Mila,” Yano said. “You lost your temper after the battle. We didn’t know–”
“I knew,” Earl said.
Mila cast a glance at the great wagon loader.
“I did. I knew it wasn’t you,” he repeated.
Mila nodded and stood.
“I think I will go back to sleep,” she said. “You are welcome to camp here, but tomorrow I will go my own way.”
Mila turned towards her tent. A brilliant light from behind her cast a shadow against the fabric.
“Dammit, Sienni, if you please–”
“Mila. It’s not me.”
Mila turned. The dark of night was gone, in its place a dazzling glow that bathed the trees and ground in artificial daylight. Shadows shifted as the light drew inwards towards it source, focusing into a narrow beam that illuminated the clouds above.
Only Kehrlia could do such a thing.
Only Sartean would.
“Do not follow me!”
Mila Felsin took off at a run.




XXXIX: EAST MORLINE
No words were exchanged as the companions rode through the elms towards the trailhead. Heavy, burdensome sorrow weighed upon each of their hearts as unasked questions hovered like wraiths between and among the companions: questions about Lucan’s slight against the Airies, of Mikallis’ night apart from the others, of J’arn’s intentions upon reaching the Grove. Complicating the solemn procession was the profound new mastery of magic shared by the four, a thing at once both wonderous and pure, yet soiled with guilt; a gift not earned, but rather bestowed, a precious and innocent life lost in its conferral. Trellia and Mikallis could only wonder at what secrets were now known to the four, both silently yearning to discover if the prize was worth the price. Yet an unspoken agreement somehow fell in place among them: to break their silence while in Airie lands would be to sully the great gift they had been given. Their questions could wait.
Dawn had not yet come when the companions reached the Morline Trail. Lucan, who had led the way, turned Hope and faced the others as they emerged from beneath the canopy. He considered casting a soft orb of light before speaking, but decided against it, grateful to the dark for concealing the looks of sorrow he knew his companions wore.
“You all want to know what happened back there between Kal and me. I understand that. I will say only this: it is a private matter, and it is not of consequence to our quest.”
Trellia spoke. “Perhaps that is for us to decide together, Lucan.”
“It is not. You will take my word or not, as you prefer, but I will not discuss it further.”
“Lucan,” Aria began, “there is quite a lot at stake here, and–”
“I will add this,” Lucan continued, speaking over Aria. “Captain Mikallis is your charge, Princess. You may command that he discuss his experiences at the Falls, and he will be compelled to give you answer. But I implore you: if you have a shred of honor, you will not.”
Lucan did not need light to imagine the look on Aria’s face. A quiet moment passed.
“Very well,” she said finally.
Lucan nodded. “That is all I have to say.”
Another moment of silence hung in the air. J’arn was next to speak.
“We’ll be needin’ to find this Felsin woman, and get back to the Grove,” he said. “I ain’t meanin’ to add more wood to this fire, but we’d best get on with it. We can use a ring to find the girl, and another to get to the Grove, but then I’ll be usin’ mine to get back to me people.”
“Might not be so simple, J’arn,” Shyla said. “S’pose she don’t wanna come to the Grove. Or s’pose she does, we get there, and whatever’s s’posed to happen don’t happen right away.”
“Then ye’ll know where to find me when it does. That, or I can take me leave now, which I’ve a mind to do, truth be told.”
“J’arn is right,” Trellia said, “at least insofar as to say that we must not delay. I cannot say why, but I sense that time is short. Whatever you four are meant to do, I do not believe it wise to linger.”
“No objection from me,” Lucan agreed.
“Me neither,” Shyla added.
Aria addressed Mikallis. “Have you thoughts on the matter? As a military captain, I mean?”
“My place in this is to see you safely to the Grove, Princess. Our path is your preference.”
Aria nodded. “Very well. We will use my ring. Although… Trellia, do you think our horses will come as well?”
“Examine the magic,” Trellia said. “You will know how to do this now, yes?”
“I… yes, I suppose I do.” Aria closed her eyes, probing the power of the ring. The task was far simpler than she had imagined; in but a few breaths, she knew all there was to know about the magic contained in the petrified wood.
“Oh, Father!” she said, awed by the tremendous power concentrated in the small item. “Yes, it will certainly suffice. Shall we?” She held her hands out to her side as the others drew close. Shyla dismounted Spirit and placed the figurine in Wolf’s collar; as promised, a saddle materialized out of thin air. Wolf did not seem to mind a bit as Shyla climbed atop him. She reached upwards to grasp J’arn’s and Lucan’s hands.
“Ready. No, wait!” Shyla said. “What if she’s in a boat or somethin’? Or on the edge of a cliff? Or in a wee tiny room? What’s to say we don’t–”
“The magic is complex, Shyla, and constructed with care. I do not think Lady Lor would have given her life without considering such things.”
“All right, but if we pop out in the middle of a burr bush, yeh can pull ‘em outta Wolf’s hair yerself!”
“As you say. We are all ready, then?” No one disagreed. Aria closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She held it in, pausing for a moment, both terrified and exhilarated by the prospect of what would come next.
The words trickled from Aria’s mouth into the ring like a drop of rain.
“Mila Felsin.”




XXXX: THE MORLINE BRIDGE
Dawn arrives. Are you ready to play, magician?~
Sartean winced at the voice of the dragon. He turned to Jarriah and nodded. Jarriah ran to the apex of the bridge and waved his arms towards two dozen unseen Incantors situated on the northern side first, then to the southern side. The beam of light following the dragon’s circling path went dim. In the dawning light it no longer served a purpose, save to inform one watching from where the dragon might attack. Sartean needed no such warning; his magic was sufficient to track the beast through the sky. He followed Jarriah to the center of the bridge, gnawing at his cheek, the thirst within him becoming less bearable with each breath. Jarriah watched him approach, a look of concern etched deeply into his features as the unsteady Master of Kehrlia closed the distance.
“Do not look at me so,” Sartean commanded.
“Then tell me we will succeed, Master,” Jarriah said, making no effort at reverence.
Sartean grit his teeth. “You need my assurance, Incantor? It is your plan. We will succeed, or we will die. Of that, be assured. Choose a side and leave me.”
Jarriah turned towards the northern shore without a reply.
Sartean addressed the mind of his foe.
~Come then, slave. Come play with me.~
He reached into his robes, withdrawing a fist-sized sapphire.
~Brave little magician. You will not be so brave when I CHAR THE FLESH FROM YOUR BONES!~
Kalashagon rose above the tree line from the west, banking, diving low, the tips of his great black wings skimming the waters of the river as he flew swiftly towards the Master of Kehrlia. A torrent of flame erupted from his open maw, bathing the Incantor in hot orange death as he passed overhead. Kalashagon spread his wings to arrest his momentum and turn, the light of the rising sun exposing the thick black veins coursing through the leathery membranes. The great black eyes of the dragon narrowed as he realized his fire did not so much as singe the grey robes of the defiant Incantor. With a single great beat of his wings, he thrust himself westward for another pass. Again he overflew the bridge, a wide gout of dragonfire streaming from his throat. Again, he turned, and again Sartean stood, arms raised to the sky, unburnt, unharmed upon the now-blackened stone bridge.
~A fine game, little magician. But how long will your magic shield you, I wonder? You think to tire me? To weaken me? Insolent fool! I should end this game early and bite you clean in half! But no, I will play. Let us see which of us possesses the greater power!~
Kalashagon flew again for the bridge but did not overtake it, instead beating his wings at the last moment to hover in midair, mere paces from where Sartean stood. Not in the hottest oven, not in the massive furnaces of the Palace of Mor, not in the great coal-fed forges of Belgorne nor in the molten lava of Fang could such heat be found as that which issued forth from Kalashagon then. Moments became turns. The dragon had no need to draw new breath; the relentless flow of flame never ceased. Yet Sartean stood unscathed within a shimmering globe, seemingly impervious against all that Kalashagon might deliver. The dragon roared in fury.
~Very well! Let us see how you fare against fang and claw!~
Kalashagon came to a landing on the southern side of the wide Morline bridge. Globs of oily black liquid seeped from between the massive black scales covering the body of the beast, sizzling when they struck the ground beneath him. Black lips peeled back to reveal rotten crimson gums and the black, man-length fangs jutting from them. In a single loping stride, the dragon lunged for the Incantor.
“Now!” a voice cried from the north.
~
Mila stood peering behind a thick oak a hundred paces west of the bridge, utterly stunned by the scene playing out before her. She had expected the dragon to be large, but her imagination had no frame of reference from which to conceive of such a monster as she saw then. And breathing fire!
Yet Sartean D’Avers stood against it, seemingly unfazed, utterly alone, with not a single Incantor to assist him.
No. This is not possible.
Mila knew the limits of Sartean’s strength. Perhaps with a sackful of charged gems he might withstand such an assault for a time, but he would never be able to defeat the beast, and he would know as much. Not alone, and neither would he try. Mila suspected she knew the limits of his courage as well, and Sartean D’Avers would never taunt such an enemy into single combat. Without question, the beam of light had been intended to do just that.
Yet, there Sartean D’Avers stood.
Not possible.
As the dragon hovered before the Master of Kehrlia, Mila closed her eyes and reached outwards with her mind, examining the area around the bridge for hints of magic. What she found confused her. From Kalashagon, of course, the depth of power she sensed was beyond measure. On either side of the crossing, she detected minor currents of magic, but nothing that could account for Sartean’s inexplicable defense. Most puzzling of all was what she sensed coming from the Incantor himself: nothing. Nothing at all.
The dragon ceased its assault and landed on the southern side of the bridge. A moment later, as Kalashagon lunged for the wizard, she heard a voice cry out.
“Now!”
Instantly a surge of magics splashed against her mind, emanating from either side of the river. She opened her eyes in time to see the brilliant flash at the center of the bridge. Blinded by the flash, she could not discern the details of what happened next, but the ear-splitting sound and the hot concussive wave made clear that the Morline bridge was no more. Mila recalled a similar flash, the explosion when she had accidentally overcharged her gem at Kehrlia, but if that detonation was a candle, this was the sun.
Her sight returned before her ears stopped ringing, and when it did, the bridge was gone. Sartean D’Avers was gone. Yet those were the least remarkable details of the scene. Two great arcs of freezing water and ice rose from the Morline high into the sky, each a river unto itself, one from the east, one from the west. A grey, slushy mix of water, ice, snow and ash bore down on the flailing dragon, and no matter how it tried, it could not escape the deluge. As Kalashagon turned to clamber up the rubble of the bridge to the northern bank, the flow changed its angle of attack, shoving the dragon back to the bottom of the riverbed. It turned south and the torrent shifted against it, shards of ice shattering against the body of the beast. Brief gouts of flame issued form the mouth of the beast, immediately doused. Kalshagon’s movements began to slow, the terrible cold turning the ichor within its veins to a sludge. As Mila’s hearing returned, she could barely hear the diminishing bellows of the beast beneath the deafening roar of rushing water.
But how? Who? It would take fifty wizards–
And then Mila saw.
“Illusion magic is like a being of shadow,” an instructor had once told her, “and doubt is the light with which it is slain.”
Fifty Incantors, or thereabouts, half on either side of the bridge, came into view. There on the northern side, with his back to Mila, stood Sartean D’Avers, dressed in grey, arms reaching towards the sky as were those of the others, guiding the icy liquid cascade in perfect coordination. The entire strategy became clear to the sorceress. An illusion of Sartean on the bridge. A gem, to absorb the dragonfire, detonated at just the right moment. Clever, Mila admitted with disdain, loathing the idea of giving credit to her enemy.
Mila glanced towards their target. The great beast struggled vainly to claw its way through the mud and debris and away from his attackers, its wings pulled inward to protect its body from the onslaught. Its movement slowed further. Soon, no doubt, the tactic would change. Instead of a punishing downpour, the waters would again be allowed to flood the riverbed, and the beast would surely drown.
And there stood her enemy, unaware of her presence, sensing his triumph, proud in his cunning. Sartean D’Avers, Head of the Fraternity of Incantors, Master of Kehrlia, Dragonslayer, savior of Mor.
No.
~
The experience of travelling by way of the magic in Aria’s ring bore little resemblance to travel whatsoever. One moment, the companions were there, grasping one another’s hands. In the next, they were not. There were not merely no longer where they once were; they simply, suddenly, were not. They existed then not as flesh and bone, neither of spirit, nor even as bits of either, but rather they became something akin to a dream, but less substantial than even that, less than a memory of a dream. Nearest to the truth, perhaps, what that they were simply forgotten, their existence erased from the memory of one moment then remembered once more by the truth of the next, breathed into existence in a new place, the world granting welcome to them again as one might make up a room for an estranged loved one returned. In the space and time between those two moments, something profound had happened, they knew. But it, too, was forgotten.
There before the companions stood Mila Felsin, huddling against an oak tree, watching a spectacle that played out a hundred paces ahead where the Morline bridge once stood. Despite their disorientation, understanding dawned quickly; the dragon was under assault. Less apparent was by whom. Before they could speak to gain her attention, the sorceress bolted from her hiding spot, directly towards the bridge.
Mikallis held up a hand before anyone could speak.
“We do not know what this is,” he said quietly.
“Agreed,” said Trellia.
“How… who is doing this?” asked Aria.
“Whaddya mean, who?” Shyla asked, her gnomish eyes seeing what the others could not. “Them’re wizards.”
“Where, Shyla?” asked Lucan.
“Where? Right there!” Shyla pointed. “Wizards! With that Sartine Dabber fella!”
“What the… Aye! I see ‘em now!” J’arn exclaimed.
As did the others.
“What in Fury is Mila doing?” said Lucan to no one. “Is she out of her… oh, no…”
~
Sartean stood trembling, teeth chattering, though not from the cold. The terrible thirst tore through his mind like fire through a library, yet still he managed a hateful gloat.
~I have bested you, slave! You will drown soon! Is it cold? Is it painful?~
A stream of unintelligible utterances, certainly curses, came to Sartean’s mind in reply.
~Such a shame! Your mind slows. I would prefer to hear you describe your agony. No matter! Your suffering will be eternal!  Your master will surely–~
“Your sins come to claim you, Sartean D’Avers!”
Sartean’s heart skipped a beat as he recognized the voice. He turned. Two glowing emerald eyes stared back at him. He opened his mouth to speak, managing no final word as a thick, frozen spike of ice pierced the back of his skull from above, bursting through his open mouth. The arm-long spike tore through Sartean’s head and through to the ground, splintering on impact. Shards of teeth and bone mingled with a pink spray of tissue and brain, staining the snow between Mila Felsin and what had once been the Master of Kehrlia.
The great arcs of water fell crashing back into the river as the concentration of the Incantors was broken. The wizards shouted to one another, scrambling to reorganize and again initiate the spell, but it was too late. The surge of water carried Kalashagon over the southern riverbank, and though he could not yet fly nor produce fire, he managed the strength to pounce. The enraged dragon quickly regained his agility on the ground, and before the wizards on the southern side of the Morline could react, Kalashagon became a whirlwind of tooth, tail, and fang. Few Incantors had time to scream. Ten quickly huddled together, chanting frantically to initiate some spell. Their lives came to a shredded end within Kalashagon’s mighty jaws. A swipe of the dragon’s enormous tail killed eight in one whipping assault, the ninth becoming embedded, still living, between two jagged black scales, screaming in agony as the tailed flailed about and the acidic discharge from Kalashagon’s hide ate the flesh from his bones. The last three ran for a guardhouse that stood near the crossing and made it inside, even managing to bar the door. But by then, the dragon’s breath had returned. The wooden guardhouse went up like tinder.
Kalashagon turned towards the north as a ball of fire half as large as the dragon’s own body exploded against its flank. On the northern bank stood the companions, side by side on horse- and wolfback, readying another globe of flame. Mikallis sat astride Triumph behind them, sword at the ready, Trellia to his right.
~My morsels! Such gifts you give! Another if you please!~
“Not fire!” cried Mila from twenty paces to their left, understanding quickly.
“Piss on you, Felsin!” J’arn cried. “He’d be dead now if not for–”
~Dead? At the hands of the little magician? Fools.~
Kalashagon beat his great wings and took to the air, diving towards Mila and the few Incantors near her who had not already run for their lives. The beast inhaled mightily, sucking life and magic from the air around Mila. The Incantors fell to their knees. Mila uttered a spell as Kalashagon bore down. As the flames flew from his maw, she vanished, reappearing near the oak where she had first hidden. Five Incantors died screaming as the dragon flew overhead, banking hard.
A voice cried from the tree line near where Mila hid. “Mila! Run!” She turned to see Earl, Yano, and Sienni standing together beneath a pine. Earl called again. “Just run! You ain’t gonna beat that thing!”
“I told you not to follow me!” Mila answered. “Go! Before he sees–”
~I see all, sorceress. Friends of yours, these? Introduce me.~
The ground shook as Kalashagon landed near Mila’s tree.
“RUN!” Mila screamed. Hastily she erected a barrier of magic between Kalashagon and the closest thing to friends she had in the world. They bolted for the trees, but Yano tripped after only a few steps.
Mila’s barrier held for less than the span of a breath, no match for Kalashagon’s dragonfire. Mercifully, the fall had knocked the wind from Yano’s lungs, for he did not scream as he died. Mila Felsin did. Kalashagon turned his head to face the sorceress, streams of smoke rising from his nostrils as he leaned in, sniffing the air hungrily, great black fangs mere paces from where Mila stood. The rotten, coppery stench of his breath made Mila’s stomach heave. She was too terrified to think, let alone move.
~It was you who slew my enemy this day, was it not? Yes, I see that it was. I taste his death on you. My master will be displeased by this, but go now. Run, hide in the trees. When I see you next I will burn you, of course, but for now I spare you, sorceress. Only for now.~
Kalashagon turned towards the companions as Mila ran after Earl and Sienni.
~But only you.~
~
“Redemption!” Shyla said, only loud enough for the companions to hear. The four shared their next thoughts silently. Lucan withdrew the sword from the scabbard on Hope’s saddle and held it aloft. Aria, J’arn, and Shyla jumped from their mounts and grabbed hold of Lucan’s legs, willing power into him as Kalashagon put an end to Yano. Aria turned to Mikallis as the hair on Lucan’s head stood up straight. “You must ride now, Mik! He will come for us!”
“I will not leave you, Aria.”
“This is my order! Go, now, hide until I find you! Save Triumph! Trellia, go with him! Now!”
“We will not, Princess,” answered Trellia. “Focus on your task.” She turned to Mikallis. “Get behind me.”
Mikallis urged Triumph into position as Trellia chanted a prayer. Kalashagon took to the air as Trellia erected her own barrier, a silvery, glistening shield meant to allow magic out, but not in. The globe of protection from Kalashagon’s dragonfire fell around the companions, thickening as Trellia continued to chant.
Kalashagon flew in lazy circles above the companions.
~And now you! Those whom I have been sent to destroy, here before me of your own volition! Mmm… I was angry when the little magician Called me, mere moments before I put an end to you. And then you hid from my sight in that nauseating land of light. Yet, here you are. Are you anxious to die, then? No, I think not. You possess the same audacity as the little magician. You think to defeat me?~
“Aye!” J’arn shouted. “Ye have it right, foul demon! Come closer and I’ll bury another axe in your putrid hide!”
~Little dwarf, so valiant. I do not always eat my prey, you know. But I shall eat you, I think.~
Kalashagon dove, the sun at his back, his great form casting a shadow over the companions. The horses whinnied in fear. Wolf whined and trembled, huddling close to Shyla. Lucan did not hesitate. He aimed Redemption’s tip at the dragon and released its energy in a single bolt of brilliant blue lightning. Thunder sounded throughout Mor and beyond as the stream slammed into the dragon’s body. Kalashagon roared in protest and pain as the bolt tore a scale the size of a barn door from his shoulder. He veered off to the right, wounded, breaking off his attack and landing a hundred paces to the west of the companions.
The displaced scale did not veer with him.
Trellia Evanti’s long life came to an end in a cruel twist of chance as the plummeting scale cleaved her in two.
“Trellia! Nooooo!”
A fire in the hearts of the companions went out. The thin veneer of bravery and duty that held the four together died with Trellia.
Kalashagon scrambled towards them, roaring in rage. Mikallis reached for the still-sparking weapon in Lucan’s hand and tore it free. He addressed Lucan.
“As we agreed.”
Lucan’s jaw fell, but he nodded.
Mikallis turned to Aria.
“Know that it was love, Aria Evanti.”
Captain Mikallis Elmshadow urged Triumph into a hard gallop, directly for the dragon. Kalashagon peeled his scaled lips back, baring black fangs.
“Mik! No!” Aria cried.
Mikallis leapt into a crouch atop the saddle, guiding Triumph with his mind, urging him to speed as Kalashagon moved to close the distance. The dragon fixed a black eye on the elven captain.
Aided by his elven magic, Mikallis jumped high above the dragon, a leap to defy gravity as he urged Triumph through his Bond to veer off and away, into the trees. Kalashagon snapped viciously but missed, misjudging the trajectory of the flying elf. Mikallis landed between the dragon’s shoulders. Immediately the acidic coating on Kalashagon’s scales began to eat at his boots. Kalashagon flailed, craning his neck this way and that to snap at the elf, but Mikallis held tightly with his left hand to a scale on the beast’s neck. The flesh of his palm began to melt. Mikallis screamed but would not be dislodged. Slowly, inexorably, Mikallis clawed his way towards the head of the thrashing beast, wailing in agony as the acid burned through his clothing and boiled his pale skin. When he reached one of two horns on the right side of Kalashagon’s head, he swung forward, shoving Redemption deep into the black eye of the beast.
The power in the sword discharged, exploding the hateful eye upon impact. The beast screeched in anguish, an ear-splitting shriek heard throughout Mor. Mikallis’ own cries matched the dragon’s in pitch, if not volume, as the vile liquid within the great black orb doused him head to toe in deadly, caustic ichor. Mikallis fell. Redemption fell, too, from the socket of the beast’s eye, landing beside a smoldering Mikallis as the dragon turned on the four.
Kalashagon was no stranger to pain, and his prey stood unguarded.
In three loping strides, the wounded dragon closed the distance, inhaling as he approached. Lucan, Aria, J’arn, Wolf and Shyla huddled together, waiting for the end.
As the first of the flames passed Kalashagon’s fangs, Shyla thought of her ring. As she did so, the first name to bubble to the surface of her mind was that of her grandmama.
Cindra Sandshingle.




XXXXI: FURY
The voice cut through Sartean’s mind like a hacksaw.
~YOU ARE LATE, SARTEAN D’AVERS.~
Sartean moaned in panic, blubbering. He had been chained to the cold stone table for the hours since the moment of his death, his thirst and chill growing more unbearable by the moment. He knew whatever came next, however, would be far worse.
~I HAVE PREPARED FOR YOUR ARRIVAL REPEATEDLY. YOU TRY MY PATIENCE, AND I HAVE SO LONGED TO PLAY WITH YOU.~
No no no no no!
~I HAVE OTHER GUESTS THIS DAY, MAGICIAN. UNEXPECTED GUESTS. WE WILL HAVE LITTLE TIME TO PLAY. WE MUST NOT WASTE IT.~
The table upon which Sartean lay suddenly became warmer. Then quite warm. Then far, far too warm.
~SHALL WE BEGIN?~
Sartean screamed.
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APPENDIX A: CAST OF CHARACTERS
Anie Thomison (AY-nee TOM-is-sun): Wife of Vincent Thomison. Deceased.
Aria Evanti (AH-ree-uh ee-VON-tee): Elven Princess of Thornwood, daughter to Terrias Evanti, heir to the Seat of Thornwood. Unmarried.
Barrington (BEAR-ing-tun): Deceased former Master of Trade in the kingdom of Mor. Killed by a Defender while speaking out of turn in the throne room.
Barris (BEAR-iss): Sir Barris, First Knight of Thornwood. Parentage unknown, no known heir or kin.
Blythe Kalder (BLYTH KAL-der): Captain of the Gate of Belgorne.
Boot (BOOT): See "Kelgarr."
Brenn Silverstone (BREN SIL-ver-stōn): First King of Belgorne, once Brenn Blackhammer.
Cam Morson
(CAM MORE-son): Vincent Thomison’s stablemaster
Champ (CHAMP): Light brown paint, stallion. Given to Nikalus by Master Argus.
Chaneela (sha-NEE-lah): Unendorsed house wizard to sisters Maris and Kalindra
Chono (CHO-no): Airie male, beloved of Lady Lor.
Cindra Sandshingle (SIN-druh SAND-sheen-gul): Gnomish witch, descendant of the Sandshingle and Claywart bloodlines. Maternal grandmother to Shyla Greykin.
Colonel Onyx (KER-nel ON-ix): Second in the dwarven army to General Brandaxe.
Cloudia (CLOW-dee-yah): Elven ranger, healer.
Dohr Silverstone (DOR SIL-ver-stōn): Secondson of Belgorne, brother to J'arn.
Earl (ER-ul): Citizen of Mor. Wagon loader.
Eriks Lane (ERIKS LAYN): Former Defender of Mor. Member of the secret society of the Merchants.
Eyrelie Kehrlia (IRE-lie CARE-lee-ah): "The Raven," commonly accepted to be the most powerful wizard in the history of Mor. Daughter of the namesake of the Tower of Kehrila.
Fain Thallinson (FANE THA-lin-sun): Father of James Thallinson. Killed by Vincent Thomison.
Fannor (FAN-nor): Dwarven soldier. Member of Prince J'arn's Grove-bound company. Brother to Narl.
Fennar (FEH-nahr): Deceased former master of Treasury in the kingdom of Mor. Killed by a Defender while speaking out of turn in the throne room.
Fila (FEE-lah): Airie female, wife of none.
Garlan (GAR-lan): Dwarven forgemaster of Belgorne.
Garne Silverstone (GARN SIL-ver-stōn): King of Belgorne, direct descendant of Brenn Silverstone. Widower. Father to J'arn, Dohr.
General Brandaxe (BRAND-axe): Leader of the dwarven army. Second to Dohr Silverstone. Nickname "Hatchet."
General Fallon (FAL-lin): General in the Army of Mor. Departed south with most of the army when Halsen fell.
General Slater (SLAY-ter): Head of the army remaining in Mor. Former beneficiary of the Merchant’s services.
Gennae Flint (JEN-nay FLINT): Younger sister to Kari Flint, deceased
Gerald Longstock (JEH-ruld LONG-stok): Housemaster to Vincent Thomison, wizard. Member of the secret society of the Merchants.
Glamford (GLAM-ferd): Incantor of Kehrlia.
Gritson (Laine Gritson, Jr.) (GRIT-sun): Dwarven engineer, second to Kelgarr (Boot).  Father to Laine III, husband of Gennae, brother-in-law to Kari Flint.
Halsen (HAHL-sen): King of Mor, direct descendent of Jons Halsen, of the days of the Strife. Unmarried. No known heir.
Heina Ridge (HY-na RIJ): Gnomish Elder of G'naath. Kin unkown.
Hope (HOPE): Chestnut mare, mount to Lucan Thorne. Taken from Samuel Thomison in Lucan's escape from Mor.
Jade (JADE): Dwarven scout, second in command of Flint's Five.
Jak Tinner (JAK TIN-ner): Deceased farmer of Mor, dead of Flightfluid overdose.
James Thallinson (JAYMZ THA-lin-sun): Son of the slain Fain Thallinson, killed by the hand of Vincent Thomison. Laborer of Mor.
Jan Smit (JAN SMIT): Corporal in the Army of Mor.
J'arn Silverstone (YARN SIL-ver-stōn): Dwarven Firstson of Belgorne, heir to the Sovereign. Son of Garne, brother to Dohr. Unmarried.
Jarriah (jeh-RYE-uh): Apprentice of Kehrlia
Jasper (JAS-per): Dwarven Scout. Member of Flint's Five.
Jaysen Theel (JAY-sen THEEL): Private in the Army of Mor.
Jender (YEN-der): Dwarven soldier, deceased. Drowned at the Boiler en route to the Grove.
Jensen (Master Jensen) (JEN-sen): Dwarven, head engineer of Belgorne.
Jons Ganner (JONS GA-ner): Master of the smith's guild of Mor. Member of the secret society of the Merchants.
Kade Calayaan (KADE CAL-aye-yan): Second Ranger of Thornwood
Kal (KAL): Nearest of the two moons of Tahr, smallest of the Twins. Believed by some to be the harbinger of death and decay.
Kalindra (kah-LIN-dra): Mistress of the brothel's guild of Mor. Twin sister to Maris.
Kari Flint (KEH-ree flint): Dwarven barkeep of the Hammer. Niece to Latimer Flint, scout captain of Belgorne. Sister to Gennae Flint. Unmarried.
Kel Bryan (KEL BRY-an): Gateman at Concord
Kelgarr (KEL-gar): Dwarven, also "Boot". Second Engineer of Belgorne, companion to J'arn Silverstone. Married, no heirs.
Kalashagon (kah-LASH-a-gon): Great winged beast, Dragon, Slave of Disorder.
Kender (KEN-der): Elven Hand of Justice. Councilor to Queen Evanti.
Kenter Loamknoll (KEN-ter LOME-nole): Gnomish Elder of G'naath..
Kithari (kih-THAR-ee): Airie female, wife of none.
Kymi (KY-me): Airie female, wife of none.
K'yrl Gypstone (CURL JIP-stōn): Head Elder of G'naath. Kin unkown.
Lady Lor (LOR): Lady of Eyreloch, servant to the powers of Life
Lady Kal (KAL): Lady of Eyreloch, servant to the powers of Death
Lani (LAH-nee): Elven Sister of the Society of the Grove.
Lian (LE-an): Incantor of Kehrlia. Serves in Sartean D'Avers' abscense as crown prosecutor in public trials.
Lor (LOR): Furthest of the two moons of Tahr, largest of the Twins. Believed by some to be the bringer of life and love.
Lucan Thorne (LOO-can THORN): Also "Lucan not-Thorne." Erstwhile tavern hustler and orphan. Unmarried. No known heir or kin.
Lux (LUX): Dwarven Scout. Member of Flint's Five.
Mahl (MAHL): Master of the jeweler's guild of Mor. Member of the secret society of the Merchants.
Mama (MAH-muh): Legendary dire wolf known to prowl the foothills between Belgorne and G'naath.
Macon (Kyle Macon, “Mac”) (MAY-son): Sergeant of Belgorne.
Mannith (MAN-ith): Incantor of Kehrlia.
Maris (MEH-ris): Mistress of the brothel's guild of Mor. Twin sister to Kalindra.
Master Alton (AHL-tun): Head of Labor in the kingdom of Mor.
Master Argus (AR-gus): Master of a stable on the Northern Road leading from/to Mor.
Master Tinner (TIN-ner): Farmer, father of the late Jak Tinner.
Mikallis Elmshadow (mik-A-lis ELM-sha-do): Currently serving a cyclical stint as Captain of the Guard, protector of the Evanti family. Close family friend to Aria and kin. Unmarried.
Mila Felsin (MY-la FEL-sin): Citizen of Mor. Incantor of Kehrlia. Inventor of Flightfluid.
Miranda Fane (mih-RAN-da FANE): Assistant head of household at Concorde, second to Gerald Longstock.
Myriel (ME-ree-el): Matron of the Klor estate in the farmlands of Mor.
Narl (NARL): Dwarven soldier. Member of Prince J'arn's Grove-bound company. Brother to Fannor.
Neela (NEE-lah): Airie, wife of Pado.
Neral Evanti (neh-RAL e-VON-tee): Elven Goodfather of Thornwood. Widowed husband of Elisia, father to deceased son Banor. Lifelong Captain of the Elven Cavalry. Great grand-uncle of Terrias Evanti.
Nia (NEE-ah): Priestess in the Daughters of Kal.
Nikalus (NIH-ka-lis): Stableboy, assistant to Master Argus. Friend to Sir Barris and Phantom.
Nishali Windwillow (nih-SHA-lee): First Ranger of Thornwood, councilor to Queen Evanti.
Nova (NO-vuh): Dwarven Scout. Member of Flint's Five.
Oort Greykin (OORT - GREY-kin): Father to Shyla Greykin, husband to Thinsel Greykin.
Osraed: (OZ-rye-ed): Grey mare. Mount to Vicaris Trellia Evanti.
Pad0 (PAH-doh): Airie, husband of Neela.
Paleno Greensward (pa-LEE-no GREENS-ward): Deceased former fiancée to Queen Terrias Evanti
Par Greel (PAR GREEL): Master of the builder's guild of Mor. Member of the secret society of the Merchants.
Petahr (PAY-tar): Elven Initiate brother of the Society of the Grove.
Phantom (FAN-tom): Black stallion, mount to Sir Barris of Thornwood.
Pheonaris (fee-oh-NAR-is): Elven Mistress of the Society of the Grove. Mentor to Aria Evanti.
Phyllia: (FILL-ee-ya): Dwarven healer, wife of Pile.
Pile (PILE): Dwarven healer, husband of Phyllia.
Quari (KAH-ree): Gnomish Elder of G'naath. Kin unkown.
Rane Sarsen (RāN SAR-sen): Gnomish Elder of G'naath. Kin unkown.
Ren Smitt (REN SMITT): Farmer of Mor.
Samuel Thomison (SAM-yoo-el TOM-is-son): Citizen of Mor. Older brother to Vincent Thomision. Unmarried, no heir.
Sartean D'Avers (SAR-tee-ann dee-A-vers): The Master of the Keep of Kehrlia in the kingdom of Mor. Head of the Fraternity of Incantors. Adviser to King Halsen. Unmarried. No known heir.
Sera (SEH-ra): White filly, mount to Princess Aria Evanti.
Sergeant Rocks (ROX): Dwarven soldier. Member of Prince J'arn's Grove-bound company.
Shabi Ridge (SHA-be RIJ): Gnomish Elder of G'naath. Kin unkown.
Shyla Greykin (SHY-la GREY-kin): Gnomish outcast of G'naath, daugther to Oort and Thinsel Greykin, granddaughter to Cindra Sandshingle. Unmarried.
Sienni (see-EH-nee): Young Incantor of Kehrlia. Assistant to Mila Felsin.
Sir Marchion (MAR-chee-on): Second Knight of Thornwood. Councilor to Queen Evanti in Sir Barris' absence.
Sledge (SLEJ): Gnomish Elder of G'naath. Kin unkown.
Spirit (SPI-rit): Sorrel-coated colt, mount to Mistress Pheonaris.
Starl (starl): Dwarven soldier, deceased. Drowned at the Boiler en route to the Grove.
Steelwind (STEEL-wind): Steel-grey stallion, mount to Vincent Thomison.
Tam (TAM AR-gus): Son of Master Argus, stablemaster in Mor.
Taro (TAHR-oh): Airie male, husband of none.
Terrias Evanti (te-RYE-us e-VON-ti): Elven queen of Thornwood. Mother to Aria. Gret grand-niece of Neral Evanti.
Tithia (TITH-ee-ya): Incantor of Kehrlia.
Thinsel Greykin (THIN-sel GREY-kin): Mother to Shyla Grekyin, wife to Oort Grekyin.
Tobias (toe-BY-is): General of the Elven Regular Army, also known as the Swords. Councilor to Queen Evanti.
Travert (TRAH-vert): Dwarven cartographer, advisor to King Dohr.
Trellia Evanti (TREH-lee-uh ee-VON-tee): Vicaris of the Society of the Grove, paternal aunt of Queen Terrias Evanti. Unmarried, no heir.
Triumph (TRY-umf): Steel-grey stallion. Mount to Mikallis Elmshadow.
Vincent Thomison (VIN-sent TOM-ih-sun): A wealthy citizen of Mor, leader of the secret society of Merchants. Widowed. No known heir.
Wolf (wulf): Canine companion to Shyla Greykin
Yano (YAH-no): Incantor of Kehrlia. Assistant to Mila Felsin.
Remember to sign up at http://www.seanhinn.com/Strife to get your free copy of Strife: The Tale of Captain Neral Evanti, and to be notified when the next volume is released. The Days of Ash and Fury Volume Four is tentatively scheduled to be released in the fall of 2018.




Other fantastic books I wholeheartedly recommend can be found at http://epicfantasyfanatics.com/featured-books/.
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