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 Prologue 
 
    In the beginning, a faction of angels spurned the will of Heaven and were destroyed. As punishment, their souls were shattered into millions of fragments, called si'ru, the moment they crossed over into creation. Their spirits mixed with physical matter and they were reborn. No longer were they Aesari. They became the E'ine, the First Ones. In time, these beings gave birth to children of their own, born from the flesh of their prisons. These were the Lethen'al, the Fallen.  
 
    Another faction tried to stop the exodus by force. These are the Lo'ademn, and they too were punished, cast out into the void. By the grace of the Creator, they still retained their angelic abilities, but were condemned to wander until their brethren returned home.   
 
    An angel of tremendous power, an Aesari named Tarek, guards the breach in the Sur. It is believed he held his post for millennia, but grew weary of his role. It is said he learned to hate the E'ine and the Lethen'al, blaming them for his exile. Soon, he took a new name; The Apostate, and he vowed to destroy his fallen brethren. His malice infected the Sur, and it became a place of darkness. 
 
    The E'ine raised the humans to consciousness, but in time, the Lo'ademn learned to steal their bodies. The Apostate walked the Quain in his borrowed skin, and with his hordes of shrulks, he hunted the Lethen'al to near extinction. He was banished by Thenaria Tu'renthien, the Matriarch of the Lethen'al and Keeper of the Temple of Mourning.  
 
    Seven thousand years have passed since the Apostate's exile, and the Lethen'al are changed. They have mastered the arts of magic and of war. Every Lethen'al must pass through their martial school, called the Areth'kon. Those soldiers who wish to realize a higher rank must pass through the Sur. Those who return attain the Elc'atar Guard. Those who do not, are lost forever. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
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 The Vale of Sorrows 
 
    The Areth'kon Blades assembled well before dawn in the Vale of Sorrows. They were the shield against the darkness, the first and last line of defense against the coming of the Apostate, who sought the death of their race. In them, the communal determination to never be victims again was made manifest. They were the Lethen'al, the fallen angels of Heaven, and today, they bore witness to the most solemn rite of passage among their people. 
 
    They held rank by squad and formed a corridor that lead toward the weathered, circular gate that stood alone in the middle of the valley. Tall reddish mountains encircled them, their peaks covered in a perpetual blanket of snow. A pair of braziers lit the rough stone, the flames dancing on the rock face. A quartet of Magi knelt, two on either side of the opening, awaiting the arrival of the Yearlings who chose to enter the Sur.  
 
    "Attention!" A harsh voice barked and cut through the chill of the morning.  
 
    The call ran down the formation. The subdued buzz of conversation ceased. The Areth'kon Blades stepped to attention in a chorus of rustling cloth and stomping feet.  
 
    "Oohrah!" they called back in one voice.  
 
    This was the signal Logan Fel'Mekrin awaited. He drew a breath, and forced it out in a single huff. His lo'el, the dark, massive wolf-like beast he rode tossed its head. Logan corrected the behavior with a touch of his knees. 
 
    "Here we go," his Master, Mason, said from atop his own mount, a grey beast as large as Logan's. "Push your fear to the side, lad. You're already worthy in my eyes. Today you prove it to everyone else." 
 
    Logan did not respond. He fixed his stoic gaze straight ahead.  
 
    Of course he was worthy. He was the heir of House Fel'Mekrin, and the greatest swordsman the Areth'kon had ever produced. It was seldom anyone missed an opportunity to point out both facts to him. 
 
    This was the culmination of his life's work, everyone told him. He was born to take his place as one of the Elc'atar Guard.  
 
    So why then, he asked himself, was he filled with a strange, disassociated lethargy? What was this roiling turmoil in the depths of his belly, this odd numbness to his limbs? He did not fear the Sur. The dark denizens of that accursed realm held no power over him.  
 
    There was something greater than the allure of fear at work here. 
 
    His eyes scanned the ranks of Lethen’al Blades gathered in the vale, and the emptiness quickened within. Further down the slope, closer to the gate was a head of silver hair. He did not want to glance her way, but was unable to stop himself. 
 
    Arielle was lost to him. She moved on. 
 
    There was nothing left for him here.   
 
    He touched the journal tucked into the pouch on his belt. His mind was made up, was it not? His decision was already made. Why then did he hesitate now?  
 
    He stood upon the threshold of his liberation. 
 
    "Together, then," Mason said, and spurred his lo'el forward.   
 
    The Yearlings fell into formation atop their mounts, and kept pace a step behind their respective Masters. Their position was dictated by their accomplishments, with those of the lowest ranking leading the way. Mason and Logan were the last to enter. It was a time honored tradition in the Areth'kon that the last shall be first.  
 
    The procession proceeded down the corridor, their eyes fixated on the portal. Logan tried to ignore the ennui that buffered him and separated him from the world.  
 
    In the distance, the Magi gathered their power, drawn from the energies of the earth beneath their feet. Their life force, their sin'del, swelled with the borrowed energy. The nervous flutter increased in Logan's belly.  
 
    He did his best to ignore the Lethen'al gathered to see him on his way. Pushing aside his trepidation, he held fast to the image Arielle Rhen'val bestowed upon him the night before. Seeing himself through her eyes alleviated the crippling doubt that nipped at the edges of his awareness.  There really was only one course of action left to him. Honor left him no alternative. 
 
    Thoughts of her boiled to the surface, threatening to undo his resolve.  
 
    She left him. 
 
    She moved on with her life, and found contentment in the arms of another. And with that bastard Kal'Parev, who humiliated him two nights before in the communal mess, no less. She claimed to be happy, to be complete, and Logan despaired. He let their relationship fall to the wayside. He allowed his paltry ambitions to consume and blind him to his love for her. The realization galled him.   
 
    His teeth ground together, and he waited for the turmoil to subside. His lo'el, Dusk, issued a sympathetic growl in response to his wayward thoughts. There was nothing to be done about it now. He was set upon his path, and it led to the Sur. The childhood dreams of becoming one of the Elc'atar Guard were futile.  
 
    He knew he was not going to return. 
 
    Logan stilled his emotions the way his Master taught him to do. 
 
    He was calm. He was poised and collected.  
 
    Arielle’s cohort held the place of honor among the graduates, as well they should. They were now legends among the Areth'kon. Their performance during the Gauntlet would inspire generations of graduates after them. 
 
    He noted her position when he passed and glanced her way. He had to see her once more. Her silver hair shone in the moonlight, and his pulse quickened at her beauty. His heart constricted with suffering and loss, but he pushed it aside. Her presence was a salve, helping him firm his resolve.  
 
    Logan ignored the interloper, Angus Kal'Parev, who stood to her side. He did touch the belt buckle that secured his weapons, if only to remind himself of the blood feud that existed between them now. Should their paths ever cross in the future, Logan swore that he would be the only one to walk away. 
 
    He offered Arielle a smile and let none of his emotion show. He dipped his head in a silent show of gratitude. But he did not pause in his march. He passed Gwendolyn, and repeated the gesture to his sister. She stood to Arielle’s other side, her dark hair a stark contrast with his beloved. Though beautiful in her own right, she paled in comparison to Arielle.  
 
    What did he say to her last night? 
 
    “I would never do that to you, Gwen,” he said, echoing the distress she had felt at his last words. “I will fight my way through the Sur, and I will return. My hope may be gone, but I am not a child. I will not seek death because I have been spurned in love.” 
 
    The lie echoed in his mind; she held herself proud and erect, a true daughter of House Fel’Mekrin. Let her hold to the false promise, he told himself. It will assuage her grief.  
 
    The procession halted before the Commandant of the Areth'kon and the Heads of the Noble Houses. The Yearlings dismounted in formation. They stood at attention before the gathered dignitaries.  
 
    Thesius took the reins of the lo’el and drew them off to the side. She was the Master of the A'gist, the lo'el pastures, and the animals responded well to her commands.  
 
    Thoreau Rhen'val, the Commandant, held his sheathed sword cradled in the crook of his arm. One by one, he stopped in front of each candidate. He gave Logan a brief smile of familiarity. 
 
    He stepped away from the Yearlings, creating a dignified space. 
 
    “You are Lethen’al!” the Commandant shouted. His words echoed through the expanse of the valley. “You fell from Heaven, in defiance of the Creator's wishes! You chose to become the stewards of the earth! But peaceful communion is not enough for you. No! You want to be counted against the darkness and the destruction of your kind. 
 
    “So you became an Areth’kon Blade,” he said, “and learned to be the greatest warriors this world has ever known. But it is not enough for you to lay down your life in service of your kind. You want to do more!  
 
    “You wish to join the Elc’atar Guard. You wish to stand with those who hold to the memory of Prince El’Cain Tu’renthien by their every breath and action. You wish to become death incarnate. Beware ambition, for it demands a heavy price. 
 
    “We, who have attained the rank before you, have judged you to be worthy to join our legend. You, who stand before us, have been tested in mind, in spirit, in body, and in heart. You have proven yourselves true to our teachings, and so we grant you the opportunity to pay for your aspirations.  
 
    “Are there any among you who hold a doubt within your soul? Is there any one of you who is not absolutely certain that this is your wish? If there is one such among you, now is the time to step away. None will think less of you. Be warned: should that doubt exist, the Sur will detect it, and you will be destroyed.  
 
    “I will give you a moment to decide.” 
 
    Thoreau paused to let the Yearlings consider his offer. Silence held sway among the Yearlings. None of them made a sound, nor did any step away.  
 
    Logan knew that they never did. The offer was a formality. Those who were unwilling departed their ranks long ago. 
 
    “Then you are decided, and set upon your course! Your fate is your own to forge now, and you will be alone in that resolution. You have three days to reach the extraction point. At dawn of the third day, we open the portal. Those of you who return to us will thereafter be members of the Elc’atar Guard. Those who do not, will dwell in our prayers, in our dreams, and we will drink to your memory. We thank you all for the service you have rendered. Face your death with the knowledge that your actions have kept our people safe, and your loyalty has let them rest secure. 
 
    “And so we clear our minds of middling concerns, we connect ourselves to the greater world around us, and we begin!”  
 
    As one, the Yearlings faced the gate. 
 
    With the last of the Commandant’s words, the gathered Areth'kon Blades made a smart right face. They faced the Yearlings who were about to enter the portal.  
 
    The empty stone gate was illuminated by degrees. A mist rose from within it and spilled into the vale. The markings on the surface shone and changed. By increments the building energy arced outward, the jets of power increased until it filled the empty space. The entire surface was transmuted into a blaze of white light, and a spiral of black opened in its center. The spiral expanded and extended until only a halo of light marked the edge of the darkness.  
 
    Logan drew his sword, and the other Yearlings were a heartbeat behind him. 
 
    They entered the void at a run.  
 
    Logan did not falter. This was his release. This was his liberation. 
 
    He entered the darkness a step ahead of his companions. The energies reached out for him, seized him in their eagerness, and drew him into its embrace. 
 
    The rest of the Yearlings followed. 
 
    The moment the last of them stepped through the portal, the Magi released their power, and the void vanished. Once more the gate stood empty. A solid ring of weathered stone stood upright, with tendrils of mist that reached from the archway.  
 
    The lo’el howled as one and cried their grief in one long, mournful note. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
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 Logan's Personal
Journal 
 
    Three Days Prior to Entering the Sur 
 
   S uccess, once such a dear friend, makes a rare appearance these days. When it does, it is tarnished with criticism, judgment and derision. The flesh gives the lie; the perfection of action is tainted by anger and disillusion. I tore through a squad of graduates tonight, a gaggle of Le’Manon brats. It gave vent to my ire, felt grand in the moment, but still my soul sought succor. The Elc’atar on duty, Deidre, castigated me for it though she spoke no words. I saw it in her eyes, in her sin’del.  
 
    And she was right. 
 
    I am incapable of reaching the perfection I seek, for I am not pure. Regardless of how pathetic and sophomoric that statement sounds, it contains a kernel of truth. I am so fecking tired. I search the world in an attempt to find a reason for continuing this life. I find fewer and fewer every day. I have obligations. I have duty borne of promises. I have decayed dreams of glory. 
 
    What I lack is hope.  
 
    Arielle is gone from me. She has found happiness in the arms of a Kal’Parev mongrel. She made that clear enough when she set her lo’el against me. The lo’el are purported to be steadfast and loyal, but Dusk turned on me as well. How did she do that?   
 
    What is it about me that engenders such faithlessness? I am the heir to House Fel’Mekrin. My name should be lauded at every turn. The crowds should part before me, not giggle behind my back. 
 
    They fear me, but they do not respect me. Despite my best efforts, I cannot bend the universe to my will. 
 
    There is no Patresilen that I can escape to like the heroes of old. Even if I arrive at the threshold, I will be unable to enter.  
 
    I fail at everything I do, and that has become a weight pressing down upon my soul. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
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 The Sur 
 
    The presence of the new world pressed against Logan's awareness. It assaulted his mind with a clairvoyant barrage of visions and impressions. The collective memories of all who came before him clamored to be heard all at once.  
 
    He pushed against it.  
 
    He refused to accept the knowledge forced upon him. Pain blossomed behind his eyes with the effort, making them water, and he dug his fingers deeper into the dirt. He clung to his sense of self, to his mission, to his aspiration.  
 
    "The Sur will test you," they told him. "It will take your measure, and if you are wanting in any way, it will destroy you."  
 
    This was his first test, and it would determine if he was able to hold possession of his own mind, or lose it beneath the might of his clairvoyance.   
 
    Above all the other impressions was an enormous presence that dominated everything around him. It emanated power, and hatred; deep, intense and unrelenting hatred. It was this presence more than anything else that bore down and sought to crush him.  
 
    The Apostate, Logan thought. He was everywhere; in the soil, in the air. 
 
    Flashes slipped through his defenses; a fall of golden hair, a clenched fist gripping the edge of a portal, the haze of si'ru above a field of fallen Lethen'al.  
 
    Logan let the impressions wash over him, but refused to let any take hold. If he was to die here, it would not be at the hand of his own ability.  
 
    He gritted his teeth against the effort, and focused on who he was. Arielle's impression of him, the view of him she offered the night before he left the Gates complex rose to the forefront and he latched onto it with desperate need. It grounded him, gave him an anchor to secure himself to.  
 
    The psychic noise receded into the background, and Logan forced himself to his feet.  
 
    The sun hung frozen in a flawless cerulean sky. The occasional puff of cloud broke up the monotony of blue and increased the image of perfection. There was not a trace of wind, and the world was still. His thoughts turned to Arielle, and he wondered what her reaction to such a scene would be. He imagined her setting up her paints and capturing it in all of its glory.  
 
    Logan’s eyes scanned the terrain. He took in the ruined walls and half collapsed structures. Even these seemed idyllic, like the setting from some melodramatic romance or a child’s tale. Vines of ivy carpeted the stonework, and a profusion of flowers were interspersed among the riot of greenery.  
 
    This did not look like the world the Elc’atar described to him. Were they in the correct place? Had something gone wrong with the gate?  
 
    It did not matter. They were here, and they had a mission to complete. He would see his companions to the extraction point, the Gate of Fang and Thorn, and he would meet his end. 
 
    "Sound off!" he called. He did not want to take his eyes from his surroundings, least he be caught off guard. 
 
    "Sionid, present," the first voice called. She sounded shaken and filled with fear. 
 
    "Bryan." He too seemed on the brink of panic. Thankfully, both seemed to have their passions under control, at least for the time being.  
 
    "McAlister." As expected, there was no emotion in his voice.  
 
    "Vadin." His tone spoke of bored indifference.   
 
    "Senet." She sounded like she wanted to be anywhere but where she now stood.  
 
    "Alis." There was a grim finality to her, as if she were already resigned to her fate.  
 
    Logan nodded with each voice, marking their relative positions by sound and noting their apparent mental state. Their disparate reactions to the pastoral scene before them was unusual, but he put it from his mind. It was a trivial detail. His eyes never left the terrain, searching for the enemy.  
 
    The Lethen'al entered the Sur.  
 
    The shrulks would be upon them shortly.  
 
    "Cormac?" Logan said, calling the one name that had not announced itself.  
 
    Silence.  
 
    He turned, searching their number. The eighth member of their company stood gazing at the deep blue sky.  
 
    "Cormac!" Logan barked. The Yearling jumped, startled out of his reverie. “Mind your place and follow protocol.”  
 
    “Sorry,” Cormac said. He glanced around him, as if for the first time. “This place, its…” 
 
    “It is what it is,” Logan said. “Deal with it or be left behind. Any sign of the enemy?” 
 
    “Negative,” McAlister said. He slipped his bow from his shoulder, stuck it between his legs and strung it. He hefted the weapon, drew an arrow and notched it to the string. “Do we secure the perimeter, or just move out?”  
 
    “We need to get our bearings first,” Logan said. “We will move to the top of that hill.” 
 
    “Hold, Fel’Mekrin,” Vadin said. He hitched his shoulder to adjust the shield he carried. “We might want to discuss our hierarchy. No one appointed you command.” 
 
    “I have command,” Logan said. “There is nothing to discuss.” 
 
    “He’s the heir of House Fel’Mekrin,” McAlister said, though Logan wished he did not always state the obvious. “Command is his by right.”  
 
    “That’d be a fair point,” Senet said. She moved to stand beside Vadin. “If we were all of the same House, that is. Vadin and I are Le’Manon, and our House enjoys equal footing with your own.” 
 
    “So your assumption of command is moot,” Vadin said.  
 
    Logan regarded the pair. For a moment, he wondered why he was saddled with them. His own unit was tight. McAlister and Cormac were part of his squad since he entered the Areth’kon. Bryan, Sionid, and Alis were from a competing squad, but of the same House and they understood their place in the cohort. Vadin and Senet were outliers.  
 
    He did not have the stomach, nor the time for such disagreements. The longer they remained in one place the longer the trip to the extraction point would be. He moved to stand before them. Seeing their haughty bearing made him want to smack the smugness from their features.   
 
    “There is nothing to discuss,” he said. “Nor is this open to debate. I have command. You are free to find your own way to the exit.” 
 
    That said, he stepped around them and started up the hill. The rest of the cohort, Fel’Mekrin Blades one and all fell into step behind him. He did not wait to see what the other two decided. Their foreign tactics were bound to be a hindrance. He had enough of others dictating the path of his life, regardless of how short a time he had left.  
 
    An ancient staircase was cut into the hillside, leading the way to what once must have been a fortified structure. As he hoped, the location provided a grand vantage to view their surroundings. The ruined city was vast, and stretched to the discernable horizon. Vegetation covered much of it, and large swaths of untamed grass and trees filled the ancient streets.  
 
    “They’ve decided to tag along,” Bryan said to Logan when they reached the top.  
 
    He did not answer.  
 
    “Secure the perimeter,” McAlister said to the others behind him.  
 
    Logan took out his field glass and examined the immediate area. Nothing moved. The tree limbs hung motionless. The stillness of this world was unnerving. The Elc’atar told them to be ready the moment they crossed over, as the shrulks were able to sense their presence and would be upon them immediately. The streets, however, were empty.  
 
    He quartered the city, taking his time to gain his bearings. There were no beasts anywhere. Had something gone wrong? Were they sent someplace other than the Sur? Was such a thing even possible? He was not a Magi, and was unable to answer such a question. He was a soldier, a Blade of the Areth’kon. His job was to fight. But there was nothing to test his mettle against.  
 
    On what he estimated to be the eastern edge of the city was a wide expanse of grassland, like an inland sea.  
 
    He handed McAlister the field glass.  
 
    “What do you make of that?” he said, pointing to the distance.  
 
    McAlister lifted the glass. He was quiet for some time, adjusting his angle from time to time.  
 
    “Reminds me of the planes beyond Reven Marthal,” he said at length. “It's too dark to tell for certain, though.” 
 
    Logan regarded him before snatching the glass back.  
 
    “Its bright as noonday,” he said. “I never thought your sight was so poor.”  
 
    “Its black as night,” Cormac said from where he stood. “If not for the red glow in the sky I couldn’t see five feet ahead of me.”  
 
    “Nor I,” Sionid said.  
 
    Logan looked about him. The sun was bright in the sky, although it had not moved the slightest bit since their arrival. How were the others seeing a different reality?  
 
    “It’s more like dusk to me,” McAlister said. “Moving toward evening. The light is very comfortable to my eyes.” 
 
    “And to mine,” Vadin said. Of course he’d make his opinion known.  
 
    “Bryan. Alis?” Logan said. “What say you both? What do you see?” 
 
    They looked at each other before answering.  
 
    “Black night,” Bryan said. “There’s the faintest hint of red in the sky, but I can hardly see a thing.”  
 
    “Early afternoon,” Alis said after giving Bryan an odd look. “The sun is bright yellow, but it hasn’t moved since we arrived.”  
 
    Logan digested their words and took a moment to make sense of it all.  
 
    “Why are we all seeing different things?” Sionid said. There was note of panic underlying her words.  
 
    Logan looked at McAlister. He was alert and attentive, and judging from his sin’del, the energy field that surrounded him, he was calm. Sionid and Bryan, however were not. Their sin’dels showed them a heightened level of anxiety. He examined his own emotions. What was he feeling? He was empty, bereft, but determined, even a little eager if the truth be told. Alis' sin’del spoke of the same disposition.  
 
    “I think our emotions dictate our perception here,” Logan said. “Alis, and I will secure the perimeter. The rest of you perform the Vol. Now.” 
 
    The Fel’Mekrin Blades responded to the command with alacrity. They stood straight and focused on their breathing, before beginning the ritual movements to attune themselves to their bodies. The Le’Manon soldiers first exchanged a brief telepathic communication. They must have found his judgment sound, for they too began the meditational practice of the Areth’kon.  
 
    Logan moved his attention to the north and western sections of the city, only after ensuring that Alis focused on the south and east. He complimented her in his mind. Her disposition impressed him as much as that of the others annoyed him. They needed to hold tighter to their emotions, as they had been trained to do. He chanced a glance behind him to gauge their progress.  
 
    McAlister stepped beside him after only a few moments. 
 
    “It is as you say.” He took the northern expanse, examining the city. “The sky is bright day now. Thank you.” 
 
    Logan nodded, accepting the gratitude.  
 
    One by one the cohort opened their eyes and took a position around the perimeter. Sionid and Bryan required a second round of the exercise. Cormac required a third.  
 
    “The best I can do,” Cormac said when he finished. “Its late evening, but I can see.” 
 
    Logan stopped himself from castigating the Blade. That was not the memory he wanted to leave him with. 
 
    “We head for the grasslands,” Logan said. “Mind the quarters.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
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 The Display 
 
    The sun held fast to its position, though the cohort traversed a good portion of the ruined city.  
 
    The air was humid and close.  
 
    Senet unslung her water skin and worked the cork. 
 
    “Save it,” Sionid said, her voice just above a whisper. “We have no way to replenish our supplies here.”  
 
    Senet seemed about to respond, but Vadin touched her arm and shook his head. Without a word she recorked the skin and returned it to its space on her pack.  
 
    Logan noted the exchange but kept his thoughts to himself. Such concerns were beneath him now. Besides, a little discomfort would be good for her. Suffering brought clarity and truth. In his own way he pitied them all a little. They were still consumed with thoughts of their future and plagued by personal dreams and aspirations. Such were the thoughts of children and fools. Such things made one weak, blinding them to the reality of their existence. They did not yet understand the release death brought.  
 
    They continued on, and their steady pace devoured the distance. Time slipped past them, marked only by the exertion and strain upon their muscles. 
 
    “How far have we come?” Bryan said.  
 
    Logan regarded him.  
 
    “I’m getting hungry, is all,” Bryan said to fill the silence. “It must be well past midday, and I couldn’t eat much this morning. Or last night, for that matter.”  
 
    “Senet had the right idea, earlier,” McAlister said. “Take a short break and refuel. We never know what’s ahead of us.”  
 
    Logan waved them on, consenting to the respite. Soldiers travelled on their stomachs, after all.  
 
    They moved off the remnants of the road and took shelter from the sun within the shade of a disheveled wall. Logan held himself apart, maintaining the perimeter while they rested. His own hunger gnawed at his innards with a devouring rumble, but he ignored the sensation.  
 
    He turned the ring on his index finger while he studied the landscape. Its twin rested on his thumb. They created a tactical display, created from the various expeditions of Yearlings that walked the paths of the Sur. His own father wore a similar set during his tour. Lucien Fel’Mekrin’s travels here were marked, should his son decide to study it. Logan resisted the urge, though the thought of his long absent father stoked the fires in his belly. Now was not the time to contemplate such an abandonment.  
 
    “It might be useful to turn that on.” Sionid dusted the remains of her rations on her trousers. “At least to find out if we’re anywhere near where we should be.” 
 
    Logan considered the suggestion. It was a good idea, he decided.  
 
    “That records our surroundings, does it not?” Senet said. She finished stowing her gear and slipped her pack over her shoulders. “It overlays our position to those already known.” 
 
    Logan held up his hand to display the rings.  
 
    “The Field Marshal, Dugal Rhen’val, charged me with mapping the Sur,” he said. Now might be a good time to reveal to the them the extent of their mission here. “Specifically, he requested that I identify an area called the Bore.” 
 
    “The Bore,” McAlister said. “That’s some Magi thing isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s supposed to be the intersection of numerous paths,” Cormac said. “My Master, Gleason, was big on things like that. I think he’s gonna try for Mala’kar someday.” 
 
    “What did he say of the Bore?” Logan prompted when his companion did not elaborate.  
 
    “Oh, right,” Cormac said. He busied himself with arranging his gear, and spoke into his pack. “He’d go on for hours about the different realms, he called them dimensions. Claimed there were thousands of them, reaching every facet of existence. He said that the Sur was removed from the Patresilen, the same way the Patresilen is removed from the Quain. But, he also said that the Sur was connected to another realm; the Bore. Its where all those other realms intersect.” 
 
    “So why do they want us to map it?” Vadin said. Logan glanced his way, and was pleased to note the precise fitting of his kit. At least he was meticulous. It was an admirable quality. “What does Command want with the Bore?” 
 
    “They plan on studying it in order to predict future breaches into the Patresilen,” Logan said. 
 
    “That would be huge,” Bryan said. “Do you remember the one in Reven Marthal a few years ago? That was massive. They almost called up a full muster of the Gates for that one.”  
 
    “How could we not remember?” Alis said. “We were all there. It's what made me want to become Elc’atar.” 
 
    “It won’t bring your family back,” McAlister said. “You know that, right?” 
 
    Alis glared at him. It did not take long for her features to soften, though. 
 
    “I know that,” she said. “But I preserve their memory by ensuring no more families are torn apart.” 
 
    “A noble sentiment,” Logan said, though he knew her story well. As graduates at the Gates, their squads were pulled to help contain that breach and placed under his command. He remembered well the sight of her standing in the remains of her family home, the bodies of her kin strewn about. A haze of si’ru, the fragments of their souls released when the physical body of a Lethen'al died, hung heavy about her as if in a final goodbye. Her rage was profound, though she focused it throughout the battles that followed. “Consider this mission a continuation of that thought.”  
 
    She regarded him, and her sin’del firmed around her. The grief was still there, but it formed more of an armor rather than a wound. She gave him a tight, curt nod, accepting his statement. 
 
    “So what are we waiting for?” McAlister said. “Fire that thing up and let's see the job done.”  
 
    Logan tapped the rings together twice, and an ethereal blue field appeared between his thumb and forefinger when he spread them. A map appeared, with a silver star indicating their present location. A red line showed the path the cohort travelled since their arrival. The remnants of the city showed in the background, displayed with a softer green.  A dark purple line showed them the path to the Gate of Fang and Thorn. A set of numerals counted down in the lower right hand corner, showing them the time until apogee for the gate.  
 
    The cohort gathered around, each of them peering at the map.  
 
    “Where is the Bore?” Bryan said. “I don’t see any markers for it.” 
 
    “We need to find it first,” Logan said. He used the finger of his other hand to move the orientation of the display. The path to the gate was well defined, but when he moved from that point, there were large blank swaths. “The paths taken by former cohorts are well established, but no one has ever ventured off of it.” 
 
    “We’re heading into uncharted territory,” Vadin said. “In a very literal sense of the words.” 
 
    “Yes we are.” 
 
    “What if we wander too far?” Senet said. “What if we can’t make it back to the gate in time? We only have three days.”  
 
    "Two and a half." McAlister pointed to the descending digits.  
 
    “That is the risk.” Logan looked into each face gathered before him, weighing their resolve.  “I intend to see you all to the gate, but I also intend to see this mission completed. I will not lie to you. There is a decided chance that we will miss the extraction. The only directions they gave was to look for the light of creation shining through the darkness.” 
 
    “So be it,” Cormac said. “This is who we are. Elc’atar are sent in when no one else can accomplish the task.”  
 
    “We’re not Elc’atar yet,” Senet said. 
 
    “We became part of the Guard the moment we stepped across the threshold of the Sur,” McAlister said. 
 
    A barking call drifted through the crumbled buildings as if to challenge his statement. Every set of eyes left the display and searched the ruined city. A trio of similar barks sounded in response, but from a different direction.  
 
    “Shrulks!” McAlister nocked an arrow and stepped away to clear his field of fire.  
 
    “To arms.” Vadin unslung his shield and drew his sword.  
 
    “Boots in the blood!” 
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 Silver Skies 
 
    Logan clicked the rings together, shutting off the display. He unsheathed his sword and spun it to reacquaint himself with its familiar weight.  
 
    “Bryan and Cormac,” Logan ordered, “you have the rear guard. We’re moving out.” 
 
    “You don’t run from shrulks,” Vadin said. A hint of derision coated his words. “They’re too fast. They’re bred to chase us down. Our only hope is to stand our ground and fight them.” 
 
    “Correct assessment,” Logan said, “but I for one would prefer to choose the ground we face them on. We’re too exposed here.”  
 
    Vadin looked about him, examining their surroundings anew. 
 
    “Fair point,” he conceded. “We can’t control any of the approaches here. What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “The structures at the edge of the grasslands form a natural funnel.” Logan pointed to the east with his sword. “We can hold them there.”  
 
    “Lead on, Fel’Mekrin,” Vadin said, waving him on. “Might I suggest Senet and McAlister take the center to guard our flanks with their bows?” 
 
    “Make it so.” Logan loped off, setting a double time pace. “Sionid and Alis take point.”  
 
    The Blades fell into formation and charged down the overgrown streets. The barking calls came again, closer now, joined by numerous others. Logan chanced a glance over his shoulder. Several shrulks ran in the road behind them, their forms tight and close to the ground. They ate up the distance between them and their prey. The din rose about them, growing into a cacophony of howls. Shrulks leapt over the low walls in an attempt to bite at their flanks. Bows snapped on either side and yelps followed close behind indicating solid strikes. The struck beasts tumbled to the ground and did not rise again.  
 
    The street bent in a meandering curve heading north. Taller, more complete structures closed the cohort in. A trio of creatures came around a building and cut off their approach. 
 
    “Keep going,” Logan called. “We cut our way through!” 
 
    Sionid and Alis raised their shields before them and charged on. The shrulks slammed into them and were batted aside. Logan swung his sword with an easy backhand sweep and cleaved the head off one before it rose again. Vadin impaled another on his side. The third lay broken from the impact with the shields. The cohort moved onward and did not pause in their race.  
 
    The snap of bows came more frequently and the two archers fell into a steady rhythm. They’ll run out of ammunition before too long, Logan thought. He counted over a dozen flights so far. A shrulk burst out of an alleyway, and Logan chopped it in two without missing a step. Even with the additional quivers they all carried, there were only so many arrows at their disposal.  
 
    “There’s an arch ahead,” Alis called. “With a courtyard just beyond.”  
 
    “That’s our target,” Logan called back. “We hold them at the threshold.”  
 
    Sionid and Alis arrived first and took defensive positions beside the opening. Logan and Vadin slid to a stop and took positions beside them, while McAlister and Senet raced past into the courtyard. Bryan and Cormac were further down the road, having hung back to guard the rear. Arrows flew out from the gateway and dropped the shrulks in pursuit. The road behind them was full of beasts that barreled headlong toward them. Logan stepped forward, willing his companions to run faster.  
 
    “Form a phalanx across the opening,” Logan commanded those behind him. He carried no shield, so his presence created an unprotected cavity.  
 
    He worked better in the open anyway.  
 
    “There’s too many,” Cormac yelled. He waved Logan back. An arrow dropped one that pressed too close to the pair. The rest of the murder was closing fast.  
 
    Logan watched them come and continued to walk forward. He stopped a full twenty feet from the archway and settled into the waiting stance. He held the record in the Menace, holding against twelve waves on his own. His record for kills during the Yearling hunt in Golan’s pass was unsurpassed. He proved time and again that shrulks were no match for his sword, for his skill.  
 
    He intended to prove it yet again.  
 
    Bryan and Cormac raced passed him, and he did not move. Several steps behind them came the vanguard.  
 
    “Welcome, Death,” Logan said. “Walk with me awhile.”  
 
    His blade lashed out, took the first beast in the chin and cleaved its head. Logan spun, bashed his elbow into the next target and felt its skull fracture. His foot caught the next in the throat and snapped its neck. His sword came down again and eviscerated another. He moved from target to target and slipped just beyond the reach of their talons and fangs. He struck with the pommel, the edge, his hands and feet. Beasts fell dead and broken. Arrows filled the air around him, a few at first, and then others joined them. The cohort abandoned their shields and worked their bows while the shrulks focused on Logan. 
 
    The world fell away. Every concern, every care, every poignant ache and wound to his soul disappeared. He was affixed to the ground beneath him. He was connected to his sword. It moved as an extension of his being. His every movement was precise and efficient. He was one with the massing horde that crashed about him.  
 
    Broken bodies littered the ground before the archway and blood coated the ancient stones. Logan danced through it, slashing and hacking into his foe. The muscles in his arms burned with the effort, his joints protested the repeated impacts, and his legs quivered from the exertion. But still, he pressed on. The enemy was relentless, and he was implacable.  
 
    A talon ripped across his back, and sudden blast of pain sent the world crashing back around him. He stumbled and fought to regain his footing. He lashed out with his elbow to strike his attacker, but a set of teeth bit into his flesh. He spun, plunged his sword deep into the beasts belly and ripped it upward. The jaws opened, but the damage was done and his blood soaked his sleeve.  
 
    He was grabbed by the shoulder and tossed backward. 
 
    “Bathe the Blades!” McAlister cried and rushed passed, followed by Vadin and Alis. Sionid and Bryan dragged Logan beneath the arch, while Senet and Cormac continued to work their bows.  
 
    “Hold still,” Sionid said. She forced him down with her forearm while attempting to grab ahold of his damaged arm. Bryan focused his weight against Logan’s chest, pinning him down.  
 
    Sionid’s sin’del swelled, and her energies interacted with Logan’s. He felt the magic tingle across his sin'del moments before it touched him. His ears twitched in response. The punctured tissue pull together, and although the pain was terrific, he ground his teeth and accepted it. Bryan helped him to his feet once the worst of the wound was sealed.  
 
    “That will hold,” Sionid said, “for now.”  
 
    “Glad it wasn’t your sword arm,” Bryan said. He hefted his shield and drew his sword. “Shall we lend our aid?”  
 
    Bryan ran off toward the melee. Sionid pressed Logan’s sword into his hand, and he muttered his thanks to her.  
 
    “We need to get out of here,” she said. “Can we lose them in the grasses?” 
 
    Logan looked behind him. In any other city, he would say they stood in a shipyard, as the buildings terminated with stone slipways jutting out into the plains. But there was no sea here, only grasses stretching to the horizon. The open fields offered no cover, and unless they found a way to barricade the archway, their current position was indefensible against the horde.  
 
    They had no choice.  
 
    He took a step forward, noting that the fighting was closer to the threshold than it was before. His former course of action was folly. He saw that now. They needed to get back to the path. “Call the retreat,” Logan said. “We will head back east through the plains.” 
 
    “I’ll take the rear guard,” Sionid said. “You lead the others through the grasses.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to disregard her offer when a flash of silver light streaked across the sky, brighter even than the stationary sun. Logan was struck by the intensity of it and paused to gaze upon the heavens.  
 
    The shrulks took note of the event as well, and ceased their mindless charge. They raised their snouts to the sky, sending up a great chorus of sniffing.  
 
    One by one, they broke away, racing away to the south.  
 
    After a moment, the entire horde turned and ran off, leaving the cohort alone and bloody in the courtyard.   
 
    “Now!” Logan shouted. “Into the grasses! Yearlings move it! Double time!” 
 
    The cohort did not hesitate. They broke from the line they held, each of them bloodied and torn, and fled down the slope into the unknown. 
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 The Greensward 
 
    Logan held the rearguard while the cohort raced past him. They disappeared one by one into the tall grasses and maintained formation in their retreat. Logan counted to thirty to preserve the perimeter security, before he followed them.  
 
    Even before he entered the greensward, he lost visual contact with his cohort.   
 
    He rushed through the stalks, his body bending them out of his way. They stood taller than he did, and together with his own breath, made a dry crinkling sound that filled his ears.  
 
    “Sound off,” he called out, eager to keep his team together. 
 
    “Sionid,” she called off in the distance, just to his right.  
 
    “McAlister.” His voice was even further aside.  
 
    “Vadin,” Sounded to the left, a faint call. Others yelled further still afield, but it was too distant to make out the names.  
 
    “Seven Hells,” Logan muttered. With no way to orient themselves, even moving in what they perceived to be a straight line led them astray. Every person had a dominant side, and over distance tended to veer in the direction of the stronger limb. Vadin was left handed, so his progress took him more along a leftward route.  
 
    This was a bad idea, he thought, but he did not stop. He heard their shouts, and their calls, but was unable to find them in the grass. His only choice was to keep moving forward.  
 
    Just a little further, he thought. We’ll stop and regroup.  
 
    Not for the first time, he cursed his inability to share his thoughts telepathically. He ran for another dozen yards and stopped. 
 
    “Sound off!” he called.  
 
    There was no response.  
 
    He strained to hear them above his own panting.   
 
    A rustle of the grasses off to his left caught his attention, and he bent his senses toward the noise. It was rhythmic, steady, moving through the stalks. 
 
    “The damned fool,” Logan said. He marched toward the sound. The sound ahead of him stopped.  
 
    “Vadin,” Logan said. “Call out so I know where you are.” 
 
    No response, but the grasses rustled with movement again, this time coming toward him.  
 
    “Answer me, Le’Manon, or so help me I’ll beat you until you know how to follow a command.” 
 
    The stalks fell away before him, and a tremendous creature reared ahead of him. It resembled a centipede, with hundreds of claw tipped feet protruding from beneath it. The head was held underneath what appeared to be an armored shell, and vicious pincers clicked open and shut before its mouth.  
 
    Logan did not hesitate longer than it took for him to register the threat. He swung his sword, severing several legs and opening its soft underbelly. The monster screamed a hideous high pitched squeal that made him recoil in pain. Its blood spurted out, a viscous jelly that clung to the vegetation and turned it black.  
 
    Logan swung again, severing the pincers and smashing into its head. His blade was lodged in the armored exoskeleton above its head. The beast tumbled to the side, and took his weapon with it. Logan yanked it free, and stepped back to study the creature. Two horns adorned its brow, and its segmented back still twitched with the last vestiges of life.  
 
    Rustling drew his attention from the horror. He raised himself up on the tips of his toes to get a view above the grasses. Turning, he took in the full panorama. Several shapes bent the stalks in the various directions and each of them headed for him. To the south, he saw a humped, armored back crest above the vegetation.  
 
    Without another thought, he took off running again. 
 
    **** 
 
    Logan crouched on an outcropping of rock amid an undulating sea of grain. His gaze roamed over the landscape, mindful of the slightest ripple, the smallest movement. He held himself ready, even while giving his body the moment of rest it needed.  
 
    He resisted the urge to check the display again. Instead, he kept still and watched, lest his movement betray him.  
 
    There.  
 
    To his right.  
 
    A sign of passage in the greensward. The movement of the grasses was contrary to the wind. A heartbeat later, a segmented hump crested against the horizon. 
 
    They hunted him.  
 
    There was no place to hide, save these small hills. For some reason, the beasts did not leave the safety of the grasses.  
 
    He held no illusions on this account. He was a stranger here, while these… things were familiar with the lay of the land. That granted them the advantage. That, and their numbers. It was only a matter of time until they were upon him. 
 
    Time he did not possess.  
 
    When last he checked, the display showed a day and a half remaining before apogee. That meant he spent the better part of a full day separated from his companions. A day spent alone, wading through nightmares the enemy threw at him. He would have to consult the display again to be more precise. The sun did not move, so he was unable to be more exact.   
 
    So far, he prevailed against them all.  
 
    His self-image was fixed with a stubborn firmness in his mind, bolstered by the reflections of himself he received from his sister and from Arielle. He held their truth tight to his heart and ignored his own.  
 
    The emergency rations stored in his pack were all he had to eat. Although he was parsimonious, almost a quarter of his stores were depleted, and his stomach protested the privation. He had not slept. Being alone meant he was unable to post a guard, and he was not about to trust his fate to luck. He was to be the architect of his own death. 
 
    Sleep was a crutch, he told himself, a necessity for the weak.  
 
    Water was the real concern. He did not have enough to last. He pushed away the thought of searching for a water source. There was no telling what consuming anything of this place would do to him.  
 
    That he had not found his companions yet bothered him. With half the allotted time to reach the exit gone, surely he should have encountered some trace of them. Unless, of course, none of the others made it this far. They were a well-trained group. He himself set the bar for them to meet. But then again, even he was hard pressed to survive here.   
 
    Logan tapped the rings on his thumb and index finger together, and activated the tactical display. The creatures already knew where he was, so there was no point in remaining blind to his position. It blossomed in the space between his digits with a wash of color and light. The multi-faceted, interactive map of the Sur appeared, showing a cluttered overlay of shapes and terrain features. He manipulated the image to narrow its scope, showing his location and immediate environs. There was not much to help him find his way, but he referenced it often regardless, hoping to notice a pattern.  
 
    In his previous location, overlays of more recent expeditions showed where fallen buildings choked broad avenues, or collapsed into the subterranean depths. A red line twisted through the warrens of stone, leading the way to the extraction point. Here were the outlines of an ancient city, the streets laid out in a bizarre, haphazard pattern that he was unable to make sense of.  
 
    His eyes, however, told of yet another world.  
 
    There were no buildings here, and the landscape was not dead. It was alive and vibrant, reminding him of the great plains that bordered the city of Reven Marthal back home. Tall grasses rippled far into the distance, with islands of jutting vegetation and stone breaching their mass. He was unable to see any structures. If the map was correct, that meant the city was buried far beneath his feet. He turned his attention to the outcropping upon which he rested. Grabbing a handful of dirt, he dug at the thick loam. Inches below the surface he struck stone. Following the shape, he cleared away more debris until he found an edge. Another few minutes of work revealed a square stone block three spans across.  
 
    He hoisted himself up and reexamined his surroundings, looking at them with fresh eyes. The mounds pierced the plains at regular intervals. He held up the display as a reference. The outcroppings aligned with the structures on the map. He stood atop an ancient building.  
 
    "Seven hells," he muttered. He cupped his hands over his eyes for some shade.  
 
    The sun shone bright and true, almost painful to his eyes. It had not set since his arrival, nor moved from its current angle across the sky.  
 
    The Sur was not what he expected. He heard the stories, the half whispered tales told by Elc’atar so deep into their cups that they dredged up the horrors from this place.  
 
    The lighting, the sense of daylight must be perceived in different ways by different individuals, he reasoned. Most of his cohort saw a dark and ominous landscape like what the Elc'atar described. He did not. For that matter, neither did Alis. He considered what he knew of her. Early on, just after the selection process, Logan argued against her acceptance. She was fearless, but to a fault. If anything, the girl carried a desire to disperse her si'ru and join her family.  
 
    She sought her own death. 
 
    Logan looked at his hands.  
 
    Just like him. 
 
    The others were wrapped in the fear of their own demise, and that fear clouded their vision.  
 
    He observed his surroundings while he contemplated his epiphany. The sward undulated against the wind to his right, and a great hump followed moments later.  
 
    The creatures still hunted him.  
 
    He called them skretch, for the sounds they made. He lost count of the numbers he dispatched. The tally did not matter. He was not collecting trophies.  
 
    He had a mission to complete.  
 
    There was no sign of the Bore. Dugal told him to look for the light of creation and the congregation of beasts. But the light was all around him, and he had experienced no darkness to distinguish the light.  
 
    The hunters gathered in their packs to prowl the grasses.  
 
    The display showed him no hint as to which way to travel.  
 
    Logan ran his hand across his mouth. His fingers were filthy, covered in blood and grime, but he no longer noticed. According to the display, he was less than a quarter of the way to the gate that would take him home. He needed to make a decision soon; abandon the quest for the Bore, or press on to the gate. If he was not present when it opened, he would be trapped here forever.  
 
    He watched the grass sway in the breeze.  
 
    “Failure is no stranger to me,” he said to himself. His words were stolen by the wind.  “But now I am as directionless as I was at home.”  
 
    He glanced at the unmoving sun. It gave light, but no heat. The air was frigid, and his breath bloomed with each exhalation.  
 
    There was another outcropping of stone about a mile to the northwest, and from what he saw, it was expansive. At top speed, he'd traverse the distance in three, maybe four minutes.  
 
    But it was the opposite direction from the gate. He lost that option long ago, hadn't he? Seeking the sanctuary of the rock, his course drove him further away from safety with each step. The distance was too great to go backward. 
 
    He laughed aloud at the word. 
 
    "Distance," he said. "It is an illusion, you fool. There is no distance. Look how far you've run, and you are still lost." 
 
     He examined the far off outcropping. Perspective did not always play by the same rules he was accustomed to. The skretch, however, were the real problem. They were attracted by movement, and the faster he ran, the more he brought out. A slow, stalking gait seemed to confuse them. He made his last three transitions in such a fashion, but the time it took was excruciating.  
 
    "The choice is mine," he said. "No one else's." 
 
    Logan loosened his sword in his scabbard, made sure it was free of any obstructions, and let it fall back. The action reminded him of the buckle he wore and he pushed away the irritation that flared at the memory associated with it.  
 
    This was not the time to dwell on Angus Kal’Parev and his manipulations. He reminded himself of how he appeared to Gwen and Arielle. A part of him still wanted to return home to them, if for nothing else than to mitigate Kal’Parev’s insult. For that, he must focus. Once again, Angus’ smug visage flashed across his mind. The bastard taunted Logan with those same words only two days ago in the communal mess.  
 
    "You must focus," Angus said.  
 
    Logan's hand tightened on the hilt. Oh, how he longed to smash that self-righteous smirk from Kal’Parev’s face.  
 
    The breeze increased in volume and the wind roared across the plain. Logan’s upper lip quivered in a silent snarl. He felt the rage roiling within him, begging for a release. His long black hair streamed across his sharp features. Raising his forearm, he shielded his eyes from the airborne debris.  
 
    The world darkened.  
 
    The grasses bowed against the fury of the wind, which was now a steady gale. He was weary of waiting. His blood screamed for action, for release.  
 
    "Death will forbid my vengeance," he said. "I will cast Kal'Parev down into the bowels of all seven hells first." 
 
    He drew his sword and rolled his shoulders.  
 
    Let the skretch come for him.  
 
    His blade needed to bathe. 
 
    In three loping steps he descended into the grasslands and tore through the leaning stalks.  
 
    "I am leaving this place," he screamed into the wind, "and to the Apostate with any who chose to stand in my way. I will cut them down, one and all!" 
 
    He did not have long to wait.  
 
    The first skretch raced on a parallel track to his own and made its way closer. He saw the spiked top of its hideous form, a murderous centipede dipping in and out of the grass, racing to catch him. A quick glance showed him at least five more behind it. Logan held the lead. He tucked his chin into his chest and pushed himself to move faster. He had to reach the outcropping. He would engage with them there.  
 
    The skretch separated.  
 
    He pulled further ahead.  
 
    Logan vaulted onto the granite protrusion, dropped low, and swung his blade behind him. The sharpened edge smashed through the skretch's arms, and the beast howled. Using the momentum, he looped the sword up, and brought it crashing down on the center of its pincer covered head. He felt the initial resistance, but the weapon’s inertia, combined with the construction of the obdurate steel overcame it.  
 
    Logan flowed into the next attack, which launched from the grass to the right. He stepped to the side, and a backhanded swing severed its head. A lunge dispatched the next, catching the creature at the apex of its neck. The tip of the sword punctured the top of its skull. He pivoted, letting the dead weight slide off the blade. He completed his turn and slashed open the belly of the next, ripping it from the groin to the throat.  
 
    The last one hesitated at the base of the island. It watched him, studied his movements and bided its time. It rose on its hind legs, reared much taller than he. Its long lower section helped it keep its balance.  
 
    He fought back a surge of disgust. 
 
    Logan dropped into the waiting stance, his arms hung loose and bent at the elbow, his knees bowed at a slight angle, and his weight balanced on the balls of his feet. The tip of his sword pointed upward, running against his arm. He chose not to be lost here. His name was not destined to be counted among the casualties of the Sur.  
 
    He kept his focus fixed to the skretch, but remained aware of his surroundings. Another might creep around to his flank while this one held his attention.  
 
    It was not distracting him, he realized. 
 
    The grasses trembled on either side of the hunter.  
 
    It was stalling, waiting for more of its kind to arrive.  
 
    He counted five more beasts in the distance.  
 
    "So be it," Logan said.  
 
    His right foot slid across the stone, and his sword leveled with a flick of his wrist.  
 
    An arrow sailed past him from behind and struck the first beast in the throat. It convulsed, and flopped down on its back, dead. A volley followed, and arrows sprouted from the soft underbellies of each skretch.  
 
    Logan spun to face the new threat, but dropped his aggressive stance.  
 
    A half dozen Lethen’al stood upon the slope. Their obdurate weapons shone in the darkening world.  
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 The Lifeless 
 
    Some of the faces were familiar, though it was years since Logan last saw them. Some reached back decades in his memory, calling up times when he was a fresh cadet at the Areth’kon. They were Yearlings who never returned from the Sur. Others were new to him. Either way, it was impossible for any of them to be here.  
 
    But they were, and they just saved him.  
 
    That they survived so long in such a hostile place spoke well of them and the training they received.  
 
    Logan was impressed.  
 
    They watched him with faces devoid of all emotion, and his expression was a mirror of theirs while he evaluated the threat they posed. Thankfully, none of them attempted to communicate with him by telepathic means. He was handicapped in that ability, and all such attempts were painful.  
 
    Giving his attention to one he knew well enough to place a name to, Logan tapped his fist over his heart and inclined his head in greeting.  
 
    “Well met, Reid,” he said, though the screaming wind threatened to tear his words away. “Your family will rejoice at the news. We thought you were lost to us two years ago. I am Logan, Heir to House Fel’Mekrin, if you do not remember me.” 
 
    His overture was met with silence. Reid blinked, the movement slow, and he tilted his head to the side as if in an attempt to understand. His dark hair flailed in the wind, covering his face with long, greasy tendrils. His eyes held a vacant, lusterless cast to them.  
 
    I am glad I did not sheath my sword, Logan thought, waiting for a response. Their silence, and to a larger degree, their presence, was disturbing. 
 
    One of the Yearlings departed, stepping away as if Logan no longer held his interest. Reid placed his fist over his heart and returned the salute. There was something off about him, about all of them, Logan realized, and it set him on edge. Maybe it was the effects of this place, he told himself. He was here for just over a day, and he was already feeling the strain of exposure. What would this place do to him after two years? Ignoring their odd behavior, Logan stepped closer. Perhaps he was too abrupt in turning from his mission. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance,” he said. “I have been tasked by the San Hedram to locate the Bore, through which the servants of the Apostate enter the Patresilen. But I have precious little to guide me, and I am running out of time. Do you know where it is?” 
 
    Reid and the others regarded him with a silent scrutiny, as if deciding what to make of him. They bent their heads toward one another, but he did not see the telltale signs of telepathic communication. Come to think of it, he did not see their sin’dels at all.  
 
    Logan’s apprehension mounted.  
 
    Reid stepped away from the others and gestured behind him. Logan nodded his thanks and trotted up the path worn into the stone. One by one, the Yearlings trailed after him. The wind increased when he crested the summit of the small island, and fell away when he stepped behind its protective shelter of its leeward side.  
 
    A quick glance at the sky showed him the deep purples of late sunset. How odd, he thought. I never noticed the sun move.  
 
    Thankfully, there was still enough light to see. Ahead of him, further down the slope, a very faint illumination revealed an area between several boulders. 
 
    The path continued down, and Logan marched along, questioning every step. Something did not sit well with him, though he was unable to place what it was. The grasses did not change position with relation to the island, and yet the track he walked stretched on and on before him while he descended the steep slope.  
 
    “How far is the Bore?” Logan said, trying to make conversation more than anything else. The lack of a response warranted a peek over his shoulder.  
 
    He had just enough time to duck beneath the sweep of a blade aimed for his head. Swinging his own sword, he ripped the tip up along Reid’s torso, splitting him open and spilling his innards. The rest of the Yearlings charged from the upslope even while Reid fell. Raising his sword, Logan whipped it around and brought it to bear against the next opponent. The Yearling met his attack with her own blade, but her transition was slow and sloppy. Logan pushed her weapon aside and opened her neck, almost severing her head from her shoulders.   
 
    Flowing past her he engaged the next opponent. Bending at the waist, he struck low and delivered a deep slash across his new adversary’s abdomen. With a flick of his wrist he repositioned the edge and took off the top of his head.  
 
    The next one rushed Logan's flank, and he did not have time to set up the strike. He stepped into the swing, punched him in the side of the jaw, and then slammed his sword into his middle. An arrow skidded across the side of Logan’s face and cut along his check. Shoving the eviscerated Yearling in front of him, he withdrew his blade as a trio of arrows slammed into the body.  
 
    Pushing the corpse into the next Yearling, Logan slid to the left, and engaged the enemy approaching his other flank. This one had more power behind his swings, and Logan had to work to turn them aside. The ring of steel on steel bespoke the memory of hammer on metal and echoed through the darkened cliffs. The opponent’s blade nipped his shoulder, while his own bit into the flesh of the other’s chin.  
 
    While they danced around the other, Logan took note of the final Yearling moving into position. He put more pressure into his swing than the precise application of the form required and pushed his assailant away. He changed direction with the recovery and attacked the newcomer. He landed a pair of strikes along either side of his ribs. Pivoting back to the first opponent, he parried an upward assault and struck out with his elbow, breaking his enemy’s nose with a solid sideways blow.  
 
    The second Yearling’s blade nicked along the side of his waist when he turned, but Logan ignored the pain and propelled his way within his foe’s guard. He smashed the pommel into the edge of an eye socket. He pinned the Yearling’s sword arm and slammed his blade into his middle, twisting it once it stopped. He ripped the weapon out the side, and spun toward the final Yearling.  
 
    The nameless enemy lunged, his entire weight behind his weapon. Logan batted the thrust aside, and with a flip of his wrist, repositioned and severed his head when he passed. 
 
    He flicked the blood from his blade and watched the Yearling fall to the ground.  
 
    Within the space of several heartbeats, the flesh of the body sloughed away. The weapons and clothing remained, but the body melted into the tainted soil.  
 
    A single si'ru burst forth from the evacuated uniform. It fluttered in place for a moment, and Logan felt as if it were communicating with him on some level. The light it produced flickered through a broad spectrum of colors, but he was unable to understand it.  
 
    An errant gust of wind caught it, and it was whisked away to join the others he liberated.  
 
    None of the bodies remained, yet he knew where each enemy fell. His guard was up, and he swept his gaze across the barren slope, searching for any sign of additional complications. He was alone again. He saw the tracks of his own steps, but none others. The summit was an impossible distance away, far in excess of what he walked.  
 
    The Sur was toying with him.  
 
    Arielle’s final benediction passed through his thoughts; Charge against your enemies, Logan. Make them remember your name, and come back to us. 
 
    Her image danced across his mind, and he felt his resolve firm. Thus far in his life, he did little to live up to her expectations of him. He intended to change that. This land misled him, distracted him, and sent him wandering in circles. If he were remembered here, it would be for the ease with which he was manipulated.  
 
    No more. 
 
    "I am Logan Fel'Mekrin," he called out to the departing si'ru. "I am leaving this place." 
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 The Lost Guard 
 
    Logan approached the lighted cave quicker than expected. The terrain rose, and now he moved uphill. There were no illusions, no overgrown insects, and no reanimated corpses. But still he set a fast pace, chased by his flayed emotions. Sounds of beasts echoed from the cave's opening. The ground grew rocky and cluttered.  
 
    Shrulks hunted his people by the scent of their sin'dels, he reminded himself. He concentrated on his breathing, and drew his sin'del tight against himself. He was not yet able to perform the satyagraha, where his life force became an impenetrable armor, but he did his best approximation. 
 
    He left the path and crept to the nearest boulder. By painful, silent increments he made his way closer to the ledge. With a careful, slow progression he raised his head to ascertain his current situation.  
 
    The light of creation showed the way. Just as Dugal predicted. 
 
    What appeared to be sunlight shone from the interior, shadows filtered and shifted with the movement of bodies. Numerous other caverns dotted the cliff face, each aglow with their own radiance. At the entrances shrulks and skretch cavorted. They nipped and slashed at one another in their quest to gain admittance. It reminded him of a bee hive assailed by wasps and hornets. 
 
    Logan was horrified by what he saw.  
 
    There was not a single Bore, but many. This was intelligence the council was desperate to know. Their dilemma was more profound than they realized. 
 
    Logan slid back down the stone and propped his back against it. He activated the tactical display, willing its light to shift from blue to red so as not to reveal his position. He minimized the screen, and prayed the device was quick about its business. The space between his thumb and forefinger registered his location, and marked it with a silver star. Behind him the sounds of the beasts rose in intensity. He reminded himself to be quick; the display tended to draw their attention.  
 
    The rings grew warm against his flesh, and he knew they mapped the territory.  
 
    He was done here. He did what the council asked. Now, it was time to leave. A quick click of the rings deactivated the display. 
 
    The skitter of rock above forced him back into position, and he eased his sword from its scabbard.  
 
    Logan pressed himself deeper into the shadow of the ledge. A snuffling sounded above. A crouping cough, closer than the others pierced the air above him. Another answered it to the left, and a moment later, from the right.  
 
    He was surrounded by shrulks.  
 
    He tightened his grip on his sword and stilled his breathing. His hearing, while acute, was a poor substitute for a visual on his enemy. It was too easy for his mind to fill in the absent information and jump to a false assessment of the situation. So instead, he held still, and waited for them to move into range. 
 
    I can do this, he thought. I held for twelve rounds alone in the Menace.   
 
    The shrulks pulled away from the ledge, though by the sounds they made, he knew they were still in close proximity.  
 
    He was content to wait. He needed the respite, tired from his long trek. He had limited opportunity to rest since his arrival. He allowed his breathing to slow, and entered a trance-like state that was halfway between asleep and awake, being mindful to keep his sin'del close. It was a skill the Elc’atar insisted the Yearlings learn, purportedly for situations just like this.  
 
    A grinding of stone on stone pulled him alert in less than the span of a heartbeat.  
 
    El'Cain sends his regards, a voice sent, soft and reassuring. Help comes. Make your way toward the mountain. We will meet you there.  
 
    Logan flinched and grasped his head. He almost lost his grip on his sin'del. The agony caused by the telepathic sending drove a spike of pain into his forehead and caused his stomach to churn. It passed in a moment, and he fought against gasping for breath.  
 
    He focused on the words and willed his pulse to slow. 
 
    "El'Cain sends his regards." That was one of the most common codes amongst the Areth'kon, a favorite to relieve a graduate on duty at the Ledge. It was used to indicate the presence of an ally. Hearing the familiar phrase gave him hope. It was too simple for a code, more of a colloquialism, for the enemy to know and use against him. Only someone trained at the Vaults and the Gates knew it.  
 
    "Make your way to the mountain," the voice said. He glanced to his right, where the ledge abutted the towering granite face.  
 
    His decision made, he crept along the base of the wall and cast the occasional glance to the ledge above. It appeared that his transit was unnoticed.  
 
    He stopped close to where the ledge met the swell of the mountain, his sword raised to the first guard position. A figure stepped from the shadowed recess in the wall and beckoned him forward. Logan saw their sin'del clear, though it was held close to their bodies. He did not question the apparition, and darted into the opening.  
 
    The passage opened up several steps in, and Logan had the impression of numerous bodies in the space around him. He sensed their sin’dels, though they were subdued. The space darkened. A soft click indicated that the entrance was sealed.  
 
    He was trapped. 
 
    He tensed his muscles, ready to defend against the coming attack.  
 
    Several soul lamps blossomed to life near the ceiling, and the room brightened. He stood in a large, hewn cavern reminiscent of the House barracks back at the Gates complex. There were several different terraced levels, with numerous openings leading off in different directions.  
 
    About him stood an array of Lethen’al. They were battered and grim, their clothing and visages well-worn and often mended. Nevertheless, there was an air of military precision and cleanliness about them and the way they stood. In less than a heartbeat, he ascertained that they commanded the fields of fire within this space.  
 
    Logan remained in the waiting stance, his blade at the ready. One of the Lethen’al saluted him, her fist pressed over her heart.  
 
    “Well met, Yearling,” one of the females said. "You have wandered far."  
 
    She was not as tall as he was, but held herself with an air of authority. Her strawberry blonde hair was held in an elaborate braid.  
 
    Their weapons and armor, he noted, looked well cared for.  
 
    Now that the welcome was made, they released the hold on their sin’dels, and the room brightened further.  
 
    Logan did not respond, nor drop his guard. 
 
    "It is customary to offer thanks after a rescue," she said, her countenance darkening. "Or at least a name." 
 
    “My thanks for your assistance. I am Logan Fel’Mekrin, son to Lucien and Endeara Fel'Mekrin, and heir to my House." 
 
    Several of the Lethen’al snapped to attention, crossed both arms over their chests and bowed from the waist. Each of them had the dark hair prominent in his family.  
 
    She offered him a nod and studied him a moment longer. “Have you missed the extraction, Logan?”  
 
    With a well-practiced flourish, he switched his sword to his other hand. He then activated his display, which caused the Lethen’al to exchange speculative glances. The path was illuminated by a purple line. The numeric counter still descended, and the seconds fell away. The gate had not yet opened, but his time was running out.  
 
    "No," he said, "I am still on target."  
 
     Best he kept his true state of affairs to himself. 
 
    “Who might you be?” He had yet to sheath his sword, and he had no intention of doing so. For now, it was enough to keep the naked blade in plain view. By his count, it was possible to cut down at least three of them before the others were able to draw. The archers in the galleries above poised a different problem. He reassessed his chances here. It was possible to cut two down before the arrows felled him. 
 
    The female watched him, her brow furrowed, as if she guessed his intention. He stopped his appraisal of their position, and returned his attention to her. Her chin lifted a trifle, and he had the definite sense that she weighed the costs and benefits of her assistance. 
 
    "I am Brigit, formerly of House Kal'Parev," she said with the conclusion of her scrutiny. She spread her hands out to indicate the others. “We are the Lost Guard,” 
 
    Logan raised an eyebrow and tried to place the title. He knew every corps and division within the Areth’kon and was able to recite them by rote. He never heard of such a group. 
 
    His thoughts must have shown in his sin’del, and Brigit smiled at his confusion. 
 
    “We are the remnants of those who were lost to the Sur,” she said. “Unable to return home, we have survived here, and made this place our home.” 
 
    The revelation made Logan wary, and he lifted his sword a fraction.  
 
    “I have met others of your kind,” he said. Now, at last, the truth was revealed. They were unable to hide what they were any longer. They too would vanish into the earth once he struck them down.  
 
    Brigit’s face turned sad, and she shook her head. “That was not us you met. Our company has not separated nor left our sanctuary in days. I am guessing that you encountered others in your travels? Those, then, were creatures of the Sur.” 
 
    “So you would have me believe.” 
 
    Her jaw tightened. 
 
    “Did you note their sin’del?” another Lethen’al asked. This speaker wore no weapon, and had the stance and bearing of a Mala'kar, but was so thin as to appear a weakling. Logan knew better. He encountered fighters like this before. He suspected that he was plenty strong, and frightfully fast. His appraisal finished, he considered the question. He too, had the look of a Fel’Mekrin about him. 
 
    “They hid them,” he said. 
 
    “No one can hide a sin'del that well. They simply did not have one,” Brigit corrected. “Those are called the Lifeless. It is a favorite trick of the Sur. The bodies of fallen Lethen’al are prized vessels here. They are possessed by the spirits that dwell in this place, binding any si'ru that are trapped here. They are half formed beings that can neither talk nor think, but can mimic that which they are shown. Be glad it was not a Lo’ademn that possessed them. The first is quickly dispatched, but the others watch and learn. They are harder to beat. Most Lethen'al that encounter them do not survive.”  
 
    "I did."  
 
    “Heir to House Fel’Mekrin, indeed,” the thin one said. His sin’del shone with satisfaction. 
 
    Brigit shrugged. “We do not hold to the old allegiances too tightly here."  
 
    That would explain why the last two he faced pushed him harder than the others, Logan thought. The Lifeless did not talk. He allowed himself to relax. 
 
    “Have you eaten?” Brigit said. “We have provisions, though our fare is not the best. Shrulk is an acquired taste. They decompose slower here than in the Patresilen, and hunger makes them palatable.” 
 
    "I still have my own rations." Logan recused himself from the feast. "I do not wish to take what little you have."  
 
    They are real, he thought. It struck him as odd. He already accepted them for who they claimed to be.  
 
    “I would love to sit and get warm, if even for a moment,” he continued.  
 
    “Then let us sit.” Brigit led him down the steps formed in the stone. “You can tell us of the world we have lost.” 
 
    Logan sat before the fire, but kept close to the wall so as to face them all and protect his flank.  
 
    Just in case. 
 
    "Are the Lifeless common?" he said once Brigit was seated.  
 
    "Far too common." She tossed a hunk of wood onto the fire.  
 
    “The Sur is a place of lies,” the thin Yearling said. “Getting careless gets you dead.” 
 
    “Relax Garrett,” Brigit said. “You’re getting all maudlin again, and we haven’t even started drinking.” 
 
    “You drink?” 
 
    “We wish,” another said from the back of the group. 
 
    “It is a joke of sorts,” Garrett added. “Helps remind us of home. Gives us a moment of normalcy.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” Logan laid his sword across his knees. 
 
    Garrett shrugged. Brigit shook her head. Some hung their heads, while others spread their hands.  
 
    “Time is… different here,” Brigit said. “There’s no real way of knowing.” 
 
    “Let’s start simple,” Logan said. “Who was Commandant when you left?” 
 
    Brigit cut a slice of meat from the roasting leg with her belt knife and tore a chunk with her teeth. “Thoreau,” she said while she chewed. Logan tried not to frown at the lack of manners.  
 
    Many of the Lost Guard agreed with Brigit and repeated the name. 
 
    “Ellina,” Garrett said. “Davin’s daughter, herself.”  
 
    “Cillias,” another said from further back. “Only Thoreau I’ve heard of was a whelp at the Vaults.” 
 
    "We hold the lineage of House Rhen'val sacred here," Brigit said. She touched the broach on her chest, as if in reverence. "It reminds us of who we are, where we are from, and what we have sacrificed."  
 
    Logan looked about, studying the Lethen'al. 
 
    Perhaps they were who they claimed to be. 
 
    "I know the Field Marshal's daughter," he said, his words tentative. "Her mother's name is Arrolyn, and her grandfather is Thoreau, the current Commandant. His mother was Catalan, and her father was Cillias. His mother in turn was Ellina. She in turn was the daughter of Davin, the son of Sui Rhen'val." 
 
    "Seems you know her well," Garrett dropped down near him. 
 
    "I intended to marry her," Logan said. The statement brought a grim turn to his thoughts. The memory of Arielle's face, the pity that thinned her lips when she looked at him reminded him of her defection.   
 
    Logan stared at the glowing embers, watching as drips of fat slid off the meat to flare against the coals. No one spoke in response to his comment.  
 
    Not knowing what else to say, he pointed to the broach Brigit wore pinned to the weapons belt that crossed her chest. It was a representation of the arch that formed the Gates of Golorath, framed by a pair of angelic wings.  
 
    “That's the crest of Noble House Rhen'val,” he said. “Why do you wear it?”  
 
    Brigit smiled.  
 
    “It was a gift." Brigit wiped her fingers on the leg of her trousers. "And I am proud to wear it."  
 
    "A gift?" Logan said, looking up at her. "From whom?" 
 
    Brigit smiled and leaned closer. 
 
    "There is a woman who comes here often. She brings us provisions from time to time. Weapons, armor, sundry items that make our lives easier."   
 
    "Someone from the Patresilen knows you are here?" Logan said. "They know you are all alive?" 
 
    "She keeps our secret," Brigit said. "At our request."  
 
    "Who is she," Logan asked, though he already knew the answer. 
 
    "A Mala'kar of tremendous power," Brigit said. "She rescues the si'ru that are lost in this place. She has been coming for years. She has rescued many, many si'ru." 
 
    Logan started at the news. If it was her, if it was Arielle, why was she collecting si'ru? And why here? He gave Brigit a dismissive glance. She must be speaking of someone else.  
 
    "And she gave you this broach?" Logan said. "How did she come by it? Why did she give it to you?" 
 
    "It was hers to give." Brigit said. "She offered it in exchange for the one I once wore, the crest of House Kal'Parev I received from my mentor. We pledged each other aid and comfort, with the broaches evidence of our fealty." 
 
    A chill crept across Logan's chest. Brigit's words played across his mind.  
 
    "What was her name?" he said, afraid of the answer. 
 
    "The woman you intended to marry it seems, Arielle Rhen'val," Brigit said, and Logan heard the pride in her voice. "A more noble Blade I have never met. There is a sadness that envelopes her, surrounds her, is part of her sin'del, but she bears her sorrows without a word. She comes often and stays with us awhile, telling us news of the world we once knew." 
 
    Logan stood, his movement sudden, and the Lost Guard started.  
 
    "Arielle is a graduate at the Gates," Logan said. He cast his gaze around the room, gripping his sword and holding it in the first position.  
 
    Garrett did not move, but kept a wary eye on Logan's blade.  
 
    "Just because Arielle Rhen'val was a Graduate when you left, does not mean that she still is when she finds her way to us." Brigit sliced another chunk of meat from the leg and handed it over to a friend. 
 
    "There are many paths through the Bore," the Lethen'al said. Brigit shook her head, and the younger Blade bowed out of the conversation. 
 
    "We still have yet to meet her as a Yearling," Garrett added. "It is always her older, sadder self we encounter."  
 
    "Why is she so sad?" Logan demanded. 
 
    "She will not say," Brigit said. "It is a private grief, and she will not share."  
 
    Logan turned from them, struggling to retain his composure. Is it Kal'Parev's doing? He wondered. Did he do something to bring this grief upon her? His teeth ground together at the thought.  
 
    "Be at peace, Logan," Brigit said. "You will do yourself injury." 
 
    "You can ask her yourself when next she comes," Garrett said.  
 
    Logan looked up, and Brigit made a patting gesture to Suresh, as if to urge him from his train of thought.  
 
    What are they not telling me? Logan thought. 
 
    "The broach I traded for this one was given to me by my mentor when he accepted me as his Yearling,” Brigit said, changing the subject. “He told me he was proud of how far I’d come. I was staring at it, wrapped up in my own thoughts, and I didn’t respond fast enough for him. In his next breath he told me he’d cut my feckin' legs off at the knee if he had to tell me to move again.” 
 
    Logan nodded, though not really interested in what she was saying. 
 
     “Sounds like an Elc’atar,” he said. 
 
    “Mala'kar,” Brigit corrected. “There was no way to mistake the bald bruiser for an Elc’atar.”  
 
    Logan focused on her, replaying her words through his memory.  
 
    “You’re Hammer’s Brigit,” he said after a moment of scrutiny. Brigit started at the name and left her seat. 
 
    “You know Hammer?” 
 
    Logan nodded. “He's the Master of Cadets at the Gates. Rumor has it he wouldn’t take another apprentice after you. He claims he has no luck with Yearlings.” 
 
    Brigit moved closer and placed her hand on Logan's shoulder.  
 
    “No luck with Yearlings?" she said. "His tutelage has kept me alive. Because of him I can still scream my defiance in the Apostate’s face.” 
 
    Logan drew away and faced the fire.  
 
    She was so long lost, and none of her House were aware that she lived. If only they knew, he thought, they would mount a rescue chanting that silly war cry of theirs. Fight one, fight all. His own House would mourn him, but see his plight as a failure, leaving him to his fate, even if they knew.  
 
    “Why do you not leave?” Logan said, the thought having only occurred to him as he spoke it. 
 
    “We guard the Bore,” the Yearling who remembered Davin’s daughter said. “We prevent the spawn of this place from entering the Patresilen.” 
 
    “Garret speaks true,” Brigit said. “We have made ourselves useful in our exile.” 
 
    “The Lost Guard,” Logan said, finally understanding their use of the term. “I cannot think of a more honorable post to hold.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   
 
  

 An Offer 
 
    The Lo'ademn are a special problem," Garrett said. He offered Logan a slice of meat. Logan shook his head and held up his hands. 
 
    "How are they a problem?" Logan said. "They're bound, in the Patresilen, and on the Quain." 
 
    "Not all of them," Garrett said. "Many never entered the Patresilen. They're still here in the Sur." 
 
    "Is that what you do?" Logan said, not quite believing his ears. "You hunt Lo'ademn?"  
 
    "We harry them," Brigit said. "We thin the herds of shrulks. No one hunts Lo'ademn." 
 
    "Not if they want to live long," Garrett added. 
 
    "But how are you able to hide from them?" Logan said. "Surely they must know where you are." 
 
    Garrett rolled up his sleeve and presented his forearm for examination. A glyph, one of the runes the Magi used was etched into his skin. It was shaped like a "T," with hooks on the ends of the upper horizontal arm, and an anchor on the bottom. 
 
    "These hide us from them," he said. "The shrulks can sense us when we're close enough, but a Lo'ademn will look right past us." 
 
    "The sanctum is similarly warded," Brigit said. "You are safe here."  
 
    "Why do you not return home?" Logan said. "Why remain here?" 
 
    Brigit gave him an odd expression and seemed to study him before she answered. 
 
    "We're bound here," she said. "We can't pass through the Gate of Fang and Thorn. We've tried. We've waited for it to open and tried to enter when other cohorts passed through. We physically cannot pass, whether we go in first or last. We cannot get through. It's as if the gate is not open for us." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "We do not know," she said, a touch irate. "But we cannot."  
 
    "If you could get through, would you return?" Logan said.  
 
    The Guard exchanged uneasy glances. 
 
    "Some would," Brigit said. "But for others, if they returned to your time, everyone they knew would be long dead."  
 
    "I bloody well knew Davin's daughter," Garrett said. "Who's living that can make the same claim?" 
 
    "The Matriarch," Logan said. "She fought against the Apostate himself." 
 
    "True." Garrett shrugged. "But what would I say to the likes of her? Hey, remember when your daughter died? I think I'll pass on that." 
 
    "Even if we returned to our own time," Brigit said, "we are different than we were. We are separate, aside." 
 
    "But, how is that even possible?" Logan said. "I am not saying I do not believe you, but this is very difficult to accept." 
 
    "The sanctum rejuvenates us every night," Garrett said. "If nothing else, we retain our youth and our vitality. It clears us of our taint, for sure as sin, the Sur taints you. Our leader, Obsidian created this so we could fulfill our purpose. It's not a naturally occurring thing." 
 
    Brigit motioned at him, and Garrett tapped his forehead with a finger and fell silent. 
 
    The idea of never again seeing his home or the people he knew and loved made Logan's stomach clench. But, then again, he realized, there was nothing left for him back home, was there? For Heaven's sake, he kept himself aloof and alone for so long that he did not even have a Pride to return to. He had duty. He had other people's expectations of him.  
 
    He thought he had two options available to him; to return, or to die here. What if there was a third option available; to live, but chose his own path in this life? Would that be so untoward? His father did so; Lucien Fel'Mekrin walked away from his title, his wife, and his two children. Was it so wrong for Logan to do the same?  
 
    Yes, yes it was. Look at what that did to him. His father's absence created a vacuum in his life. It was one of the reasons he pushed himself so hard. He blamed himself for Lucien's departure. If he had been a better son, more accomplished, perhaps he would have stayed.  
 
    Brigit studied him, her head cocked to one side. 
 
    "Will you join us?" she said.  
 
    He considered the question before answering. He was intrigued by them and their purpose. He was tempted by the offer. There was nothing left for him at the Gates save a heartache and a life he did not want anymore. If he returned, he did not know if he possessed the strength to turn from the course his House planned for him. It was easier to stay. But then again, a gaze around the room dispelled anything romantic about the notion. They lived rough, a hand to mouth existence at best. If he was able to choose a third path here, he was capable of doing so back at home just as well. 
 
    He gave her his best smile. 
 
    "I have a mission to complete," he said. Thoughts of his missing cohort intruded, and sobered his expression. "And there are… obligations I have at home." 
 
    "You are far from your path," she said. "It is doubtful that you can return in time to find the gate." 
 
    His cohort needed him.  
 
    Arielle… he was not content to just walk away from her, even though his hopes were destroyed.   
 
    They offered him a new life, one filled with eternal youth, a grand purpose and a higher calling.  
 
    Would those at home fault him for accepting?  
 
    Would they even know?  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   
 
  

 The Bore 
 
    "I cannot join you," Logan said from behind the protection of his closed eyes. 
 
    Brigit sighed. 
 
    "If you would attempt to reach the gate, time is no longer a luxury you possess. If it has not closed for you, and you can make it, you can return to your life.” 
 
    "My cohort," Logan said. He wanted them to understand and accept his decision. "I promised to see them home. We were separated in the greensward."  
 
    "So be it," she said. “You have already experienced more than any other who has walked the Sur. Should you return home, your report of what happened here will have reverberations for centuries to come.” 
 
    "My mission…" Logan began. He fell silent, unsure of how to continue past the turmoil in his soul.  
 
    "What mission do you have other than passing through the Sur and returning?" Suresh said.  
 
    "The San Hedram charged me with mapping the Bore," Logan said. "I cannot return without seeing the task done." 
 
    “Garret, please show Logan the maps,” she said.  
 
    “I wish you'd reconsider.” Garrett pitched his voice low and gathered several vellum parchments from a cubbyhole in a nearby wall. He laid them atop a massive stalagmite that was broken off and leveled to form a table of sorts. “You would be a tremendous addition. None of us can claim to have slain numerous Lifeless in one assault." 
 
    Logan shook his head. "I must get back to my cohort."   
 
    “Then let us find them.” Garrett unfurled a map. The parchment was heavy, with a sturdy look to it. Garrett slapped it and grinned. “Shrulks are not good for much, but their hides make a wonderful vellum. Lasts forever.” 
 
    He searched the map. He leaned in and traced his finger across lines and designs Logan had difficulty following. What appeared to be paths or roads intersected and overlapped one another. To his eyes they created a twisted confusion. Some were illuminated and glowed with an internal light he was unable to identify.  
 
    "Are there any Magi here?" Logan said. It was the only explanation he had for what he saw.  
 
    Garret nodded and raised a finger without looking up.  
 
    "Several," he said. "Myself included. Mala'kar, to be precise. Or rather, potential Mala'kar. We would have tested had we returned."  
 
    “How can you read this?” Logan's lack of comprehension became too much to bear.  
 
    Garrett glanced up and shrugged. “You get used to it, after a time. Here, this might help.” 
 
    He tapped his finger against a glowing line and the entire image lifted off the page, creating a three dimensional, ethereal display. The coinciding lines separated, and revealed multiple layers of direction, each nestled beneath the other.  
 
    The rings on Logan’s hand warmed, causing his flesh to tingle. A glance showed him a golden light emanating from them. He chastised himself for not paying attention, and clicked the rings together to activate the display. This was precisely what he came here to find, and the device had to remind him of his purpose. The bluish image between his digits expanded, and he moved it to cover the chart. The two models merged and combined. The different levels activated one after the other. Garrett’s map duplicated itself on Logan’s display.  
 
    This was another responsibility he carried. He accepted the task of the San Hedram. They awaited the return of the display.  
 
    “Do you know why breaches open into the Patresilen?” Logan said.   
 
    Garrett shrugged. 
 
    “A breach is not an easy thing to explain," he said. “Consider that the Sur is like an insect nest. Termites in a wall, if you will. Oftentimes, when a nest gets too full, the inhabitants will push others out. That happens here, too. Shrulks breed like a cancer. Their numbers swell, even with us culling the herds. Now, you know they can sense our sin'dels, right?" He did not wait for an answer. "Well, they can also smell the energy of a breach. When one is about to occur, they mass near it. So that accounts for their presence. As for the breach itself, I personally think it's a buildup of energy within a node, like the plates of the earth slipping against one another that finally gets released." 
 
    "So," Logan studied the layout in greater detail. "They wait for an aperture to open, a chance to push through." 
 
    "Exactly. Can you show me where the breaches occur?" Garrett produced a map of the Patresilen, and overlaid it atop the other.  
 
    "Sure," he said. "The Magi detected a pattern." 
 
    "A pattern," Garrett gasped. "Really? We haven't been able to do so, and we've been at this a long time." 
 
    With his finger, Logan inscribed an arc running from lake Antaeus in the west, all the way to the great tree of Reven Marthal itself.  
 
    "The Magi's current operating theory is orbital drift," he said. "With one tether of the Sur cut –" 
 
    "Both tethers are intact." Garrett pointed to two lines on the topography of the Sur. One was bright white, the other dark and smoky. "These indicate the two Temples." 
 
    "But the Temple of Shadows was destroyed over six thousand years ago," Logan said. 
 
    Garrett chuckled.  
 
    "The physical temple maybe, but not the fount it guarded," he said. "That's whole and hale. I'm afraid your Magi are wrong."  
 
    Logan was stunned with the announcement. He never entertained the idea that the Magi were wrong, that they were capable of being wrong. The very thought seemed to be… heresy.  
 
    "There are other explanations," Garrett said. He pointed to several of the brightest contours on the map. Numerous lines jumbled at those points, forming intersected, knotted jumbles. "These sections here are anomalies. There are nine such courses that we've identified thus far, and each runs parallel to a particular node of energy. As I said, we have a few potential Mala'kar among our number, and our leader is an E’ine. Not Brigit. She commands the Company. Obsidian leads the Lost Guard. We think these nodes relate to certain areas of creation, but we haven't been able to get close enough to map them." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Lo'ademn," Garrett said. "We don't know if they form the tangles, drawing the courses toward themselves, or if the tangles draw the Lo'ademn, but we do know they are there, fortifying the nodes." He pointed at several of them in turn, naming the being existing within each anomaly. "Thelas. Beleth. Aenir. Kalka'il. Djall. Mashish. Rhabad. Forcas. Dumah."  
 
    "What about these areas to the north?" Logan pointed to other sections of the map that were obscured, as if covered in fog and mists. 
 
    "Also Unmapped," Garrett said. He indicated the concentration of Lo'ademn nodes that formed almost a straight line across the map. "We call it the Apostate's Citadel. We know Tarek is out there, we just don't know where. Seeing as that area holds such a heavy Lo'ademn presence, we surmised that the Apostate hides behind it." 
 
    "Sounds reasonable." Logan leaned on his elbows to get a closer look at the interplay between the differing images. Half of the arc he scribed to represent the breaches resided in the obscured region. Someone would need to penetrate its depths to secure a definitive answer.  
 
    Logan considered the information. This was invaluable to those back home. The explanation, along with the data now housed in his display held the potential to save countless lives.  
 
    “And what of my cohort?” 
 
    Garrett returned to his inspection of the original parchment. Layers disappeared as he swiped them out of his way, working his way down through the strata. At last, he found the path, and Logan saw six red dots that moved along its route.  
 
    “This is them,” Garrett said. “They still have a distance to go to the gate.” 
 
    "Brigit said I do not have the luxury of time," Logan said. 
 
    "You don't," Garrett said. "But they do." 
 
    "How does that work?" 
 
    "It's a time thing. You need to sync up with them," Garrett said. "But your possible junctures diminish the further they progress. Don't try to understand it. It will take you years of study. From the looks of it, if they keep to their current progress, they'll arrive early." 
 
    He looked at Logan, an expression of concern on his face.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Arriving early is always hazardous,” Garrett said. “It causes them to be static, held to a single area. Shrulks are drawn to Lethen’al. Always. By staying in one place, they will be swarmed." 
 
    "I see." Logan glanced back to the markers representing his team. "So the longer they hold position, the greater number will fall upon them.” 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    Logan met Garrett's stare. His own resolve firmed when he beheld the look of sympathy on the other's face. 
 
    “How do I get to them?” 
 
    Garrett expanded the view and brought discarded layers back atop the cohort’s route.  
 
    “We take this juncture.” He stabbed his finger at a particular intersection. Logan bent to examine it, and noticed for the first time that different conduits connected the separate layers.  
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “As long as it does,” Garrett said with a chuckle. “If we walk this path, we will overtake your companions at this juncture, here.” 
 
    “You are coming with me?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Garrett said. “We're the protectors here. We watch over the pilgrims, as well as the Bore. We always have. I may not be with you, but I will be watching.”  
 
    “You guard every set of travelers?” 
 
    “No." A look of sadness overtook Garrett's countenance, and his eyes wandered back toward the maps. "Every cohort that walks the Sur is monitored, but we do not intervene. It would not be a true testament of their prowess if we did. The Blades stand or fall by their own merit. It is a… heartbreaking endeavor." 
 
    "Then why watch?" 
 
    "There are times when someone gets lost, as you did,” he said, "or misses their extraction like I did. At those moments we collect our own and bring them home."  
 
    “There have been years where no Yearlings returned.” Logan returned his attention to the parchment. “Did they join you, or did they die?” 
 
    Garrett brushed the question aside with a wave, as if it were unimportant. “Depends on which year you’re referencing. Some years, entire cohorts have joined us and we become a beacon for every shrulk in the land. Other years there are none. We watch them pass through the gate and wish them well. In terms of deaths, it all depends on how well they face their own demons. Some can see true, and others can’t. Those who can’t become fodder for the Lifeless.” 
 
    “The truth is almost as disorienting as the Sur's directional changes," Logan said. "Still, now that I am here and I have taken its measure, I am surprised so many fall victims to it." 
 
    Garrett chuckled, but there was a menacing, dark edge to the humor. Logan shot him a wary look. 
 
    “Don’t be so dismissive, Fel'Mekrin, your defining moment hasn't happened yet. But don't worry; something feckin' awful is gonna occur, and sure as sin, it will change you." 
 
    “I have spent days fighting my way through the Sur,” Logan said, stung by the innuendo that he had somehow took an easy way through.  
 
    “But you have not been tested by it,” Garrett said. He pointed at him to drive his argument home. “By deviating as early as you did, you were spared the worst it had to offer. Things will be different when you rejoin your cohort, believe me.”  
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Garrett grinned and raised his hands with a shrug.  “That has yet to be determined. It’s different for everyone. You never know until you experience it. The test is what changes folks. Consider it a rebirth. I’d wager that you are the same as when you entered. Mayhap a trifle wiser, but fundamentally the same.” 
 
    “Of course I am.” 
 
    Garrett pointed at him again. “There you have it.” 
 
    Logan looked away.  
 
    "Some things are different," he muttered. He hated cryptic responses. It was one of the things that infuriated him with his mentor. Whenever he probed for information regarding the trials, Mason teased him with enigmatic responses that revealed nothing. He doubted Garrett was any better. 
 
    “When do we leave?” Logan said at length. He had no more time to waste with these games.  
 
    “When you tell us you are ready to go.” Garret pointed to Brigit, who watched them from across the chamber. Other members of the Lost Guard milled about; some slept, some tended to their weaponry or clothing, some ate, some read. Typical soldier behavior, Logan concluded. Waiting was a part of a Blade’s life, and they learned early to make the best of it.  
 
    A Blade approached Brigit and whispered in her ear.  
 
    She seemed disturbed by the information, and turned her gaze on Logan.  
 
    "If you are going," she said when she noticed him watching her, "it is time to leave." 
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 Logan's Personal Journal 
 
    Final Entry Before Entering the Sur 
 
    The universe blocks my every move, and mocks me for the attempt.  
 
    Others see honor and glory.  
 
    I see despair and incompetence.  
 
    I fail. The vision others have of me is far removed from the truth of who I truly am. They see a hero, imbued with skill and precision. My reality is closer to a slipshod and disorganized blind man stumbling about in the dark.  
 
    I have given this tremendous thought of late, and I know I have not been happy for a very long time. Whether it is my vision of myself that I am unable to live up to, or the life I aspire to; My existence stagnates and festers. This is the constant throughout my existence. Despite my numerous victories on the field of battle, my every attempt to live my life as I see fit is stillborn, and defeated before I begin. There is no progress, and I can see no better day ahead. There is abject failure and discontent.  
 
    I grow weary from the effort of picking myself up.  
 
    I tire of pushing on.  
 
    There is a comforting thought that came to me just now, while I contemplate the course my life has taken, and what it is about to become.  
 
    I can die.  
 
    This life will not go on forever; it its finite. The idea that I can die whenever I want, that I can chose the moment of my own destruction is liberating. Even if I have no control over any other part of my life, if I am ineffectual in effecting any type of positive change, I know that I can still end it all, and through that one action take control of my life. Some methods may be quick and messy, others long and protracted. There is an infinite choice here. I will be the architect of my own demise; an accident, a blatant suicide, a slow meandering death. The choice is mine, to be made within the confines of the Sur.  
 
      
 
    I must remember this. 
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 Juncture 
 
    Logan hoisted his pack and settled it about his shoulders and hips.  
 
    Garrett swatted Logan's hands out of the way and secured the straps for him. "You're about to reenter the Sur; your test is starting again. You need to focus." 
 
    The admonition brought Logan up short. Those very words were his mentor's mantra. And they spoke the truth, even while they stung. 
 
    Logan chanced a glance behind him. Brigit offered him a nod, and she touched her fist to her heart in salute. Logan returned the gesture.  
 
    He and Garrett passed through the tunnels. Neither of them spoke. At length, they entered the grand foyer and stopped before the exit.  
 
    "Remember what I told you. We'll be watching, but we won't interfere. Your trials are your own." Garrett patted Logan on the shoulder. 
 
    "I understand." Logan stepped toward the exit. "Thank you for your assistance."  
 
    "Don't tell the world about us, Logan," Garrett said. "They have already grieved for our loss. Please do not reopen those wounds."  
 
    Logan considered the request before nodding his consent.  
 
    The stone doorway slid aside, and he stepped out into the Sur. 
 
    He paused on occasion to check the tactical display to resolve his direction and keep his course. By his reckoning, he should be approaching the corridor between levels. According to Garrett, this would lead him to the appropriate juncture to reacquaint with his cohort. The periods of rest never lasted long enough.  
 
    Besides, there were creatures lurking behind the trees, half seen forms that watched from the shadows. With the amount of effort expended just on travelling, he did not want to test his fortitude against a foe right now. He pushed onward, slashing through the briars, always watchful of where he was and where he placed his feet.  
 
    He held the projection before him, he scanned the world through the transparent haze of its screen. He was off the path by several feet. He adjusted his course and continued to carve his way.  
 
    Before him reared an enormous tree, its trunk too wide for even ten Lethen’al to wrap their arms around. It was split in two from its base to a quarter of the way up its height, forming an opening to the innards of the plant.  
 
    Logan consulted the display. He walked around the tree. The path disappeared from his view. He walked back to the entrance, and the path reappeared. 
 
    This was the juncture.  
 
    It was inside the tree. He needed to pass beneath the arch.  
 
    He approached it, gauged the size of the passage and tried to ascertain what lay beyond. It was just big enough for him to squeeze through, but he would have to do so sideways. Chancing a glance behind him, he caught the shadow of his unseen pursuers slip behind the undergrowth.  
 
    He really did not have much choice.  
 
    With his sword leading, Logan wedged himself into the tight space. He dragged his pack behind him, and cursed its size. It was more constricting that he surmised, and he had to exhale to force his way through. The rough edges of the bark tore his clothes and ripped across his scalp. Each laceration left an impression on his psyche, bursts of anger and hatred that permeated the Sur. But he pushed the clairvoyant images aside and pressed on. The path contracted with each step, and before long his advance slowed to a painful wiggle. His chest was constricted, and he was unable to fill his lungs. The need for a deep breath was an aching plea, and his head started to pound. He drew shallow, gasping breaths as best he could, but it was nowhere near enough. Panic lapped at the edges of his consciousness, forcing him to draw upon his decades of training to still his mind.  
 
    And then he was unable to move any further.  
 
    The walls pressed in upon him and crushed him in their embrace.  
 
    He wanted to scream when he felt his ribs compress, but he lacked the air in his lungs to do so. His vision tunneled and darkness pressed in around him. The constriction rolled across him, from his left to his right. It lessened and then began again. When it passed, he sucked in a lungful of moist air. His body shifted and turned when the contraction embraced him once more.  
 
    Images raced across his vision, memories from so long ago that they were buried in the folds of his mind. With them came the attendant emotions. Embarrassment. Humiliation. Anger. Hatred. Jealousy. Pity. Fear. The darkest moments of his life rose to the surface between one gasping breath and the next, only to be forced from him with each squeeze. 
 
    He fought against it, wiggling his shoulders by what degrees he was able. A warm wetness saturated him, and when he gasped for another breath, more liquid filled his lungs.  
 
    His body shifted with each spasm, jerking and twisting in its fight to expel the foreign liquid. The pressure moved from his feet toward his head now, and pushed him forward. 
 
     His desperation lessened.  
 
    Awareness slipped away, replaced by a strange serenity.  
 
    He resigned himself to his fate.  
 
    The Lost Guard was an illusion borne of the Sur. He took the word of a liar as truth.  
 
    A hand grasped his shoulder and pulled him forward. Another latched under his arm.  
 
    Logan’s mind seized upon the event, and he resumed his fight. Desperation gave him strength, though he was as yet unable to move beyond the occasional jerking twitch. A loud popping sound filled the air, and a dull red light, murky through the haze of liquid covering his eyes greeted him. Figures moved across his vision, and he felt himself dragged across the ground. He heard sounds, though they came from far away. He was flipped to his side, and something impacted with his back. A tremor ran through him and the darkness threatened to return. Another strike landed against him, and then another. He felt something push into his mouth, but he was unable to respond to the sensation. A fourth hit expelled the fluid from his lungs, and he panted for air. Powerful coughs wracked him, and he writhed in pain before he clawed for his next breath.  
 
    His head was turned, and he felt something warm holding him by the back of his head. His sight returned in slow, creeping increments. 
 
    “Logan?” a voice said when he lifted his head. “Take it easy. Not so fast.”  
 
    He knew that voice.  
 
    He reached out, grasped the arm of the speaker and levered himself upright. Cormac helped him up and braced him until he steadied himself. As usual, he wore his idiot grin.  
 
    “We thought we lost you, brother.” Cormac continued to pat Logan's back, though the need was past.  
 
    McAlister stood behind Cormac, his thick arms crossed over his chest, with Bryan next to him, his slight frame overshadowed by his companion. As usual, the females Sionid and Alis stood off to one side, their dark hair and clothing making them hard to see in the reddish light. Vadin and Senet held position a little to the right, their blonde hair almost glowing. Each was filthy, battered and bruised, with numerous lacerations decorating their faces and forms, but each wore similar expressions of joy at his presence. Their sin’dels shone in the gloom. 
 
    His cohort.  
 
    He found them. 
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 Brother 
 
    Logan stared in wonder at his cohort gathered around him.  
 
    Cormac patted his shoulder, while Bryan clutched at his hands. Sionid went so far as to embrace him. Vadin offered him a slight bow, and Senet kissed his check. 
 
    "So," McAlister said after embracing him, "you were just birthed by a tree. Does that make you a Sapling instead of a Yearling?" 
 
    He burst out laughing at his own joke. The cohort let out multiple groans in response.  
 
    "You forget the forms," Bryan punched him on the arm. "Etiquette!" 
 
    "Oh please," McAlister thundered. "I don't feckin' care about etiquette any more. Seven Hells, we've almost died a hundred times. I for one am gonna say whatever the feck I want, when I want." 
 
     "Your sword, sir," Vadin said, ignoring McAlister. He wiped the strange liquid off on his sleeve before he presented the weapon to Logan, hilt first.   
 
    Logan nodded his thanks. They stepped away, and gave him the space he always demanded of them.  
 
    Their movement made his heart swell with grief, and he regretted the habit. He wondered at the change in his emotions. His joy at finding them was indeed genuine, but it was more than just that.  
 
    These were his friends.  
 
    Cormac and McAlister were part of his squad. He trained with them as Yearlings under Mason. Bryan, Alis, and Sionid were from a rival squad during his tour at the Gates, as were Vadin and Senet. The seven of them were a part of his life, a part of him. He missed them more than he expected to, and the strength of his elation surprised him. 
 
    Grabbing Cormac, he pulled his friend into an embrace, thumping him on the back. He repeated the gesture with each of them. Vadin and Senet were the most surprised, but also the ones to return the fiercest hugs.  
 
    “I did not think I would see any of you again.” Logan cleared his throat, his voice raw from the continued coughing. “I am so incredibly proud of you all for making it so far.”  
 
    “Barely,” McAlister said with his usual glum tones. “The things we’ve seen…” 
 
    “The things we’ve done…” Bryan continued, he grew quiet with the memory. 
 
    “Were all done out of necessity.” Logan placed his hand on McAlister’s shoulder, his emotion displayed in his grip. “And they were done against the agents of the Apostate. Whatever form your demons took, remember who they really were.” 
 
    His words seemed to soothe them, and one by one their sin'dels shifted when they accepted his interpretation. He still saw the remnants of their trials lingering in their energy fields, and he was sure his own were reflected in his. He held up the display, the rings glittering in the darkness. 
 
    “We have accomplished one part of our mission,” he said to them. “I have located the Bore, and we now possess the most detailed map of the Sur in all of existence. It is a treasure, and beyond what I expected. Now, we must return it.” 
 
    They exchanged excited looks. The news of such a spectacular success rejuvenated them.  
 
    “I knew it.” Cormac pumped his fist in the air. “I knew there was a reason you were separated from us.” 
 
    Logan confirmed the assumption, and regained some of his composure now that the moment of elation passed him by.  
 
    “I was…" he paused and frowned at the ground. The way he was about to frame his words was inaccurate and inadequate now. This was not about him. It was about all of them. "We were tasked by the San Hedram to locate the source of the breaches,” he said at length. “But we have yet to complete our mission, it will not be easy.” 
 
    They exchanged glances, their sin'dels marked with surprise. Logan smiled, pleased with his choice. He activated the display and held it aloft for them all to see. Their route was marked with a green line. 
 
    “This is our path to the Gate,” he paused for the others to absorb the information. “You have made terrific time, and should be proud of yourselves. But, we will arrive early.” 
 
    That one single statement sobered them all and drove away the last of their elation. Dread tinged the edges of their energy fields, and one by one, he met their eyes to confirm their fears. 
 
    “We will be stationary,” Sionid said. He saw the sides of her jaw bulge while she clenched her teeth.  
 
    ‘They’ll be drawn to us,” Vadin added. 
 
    “For how feckin' long?” McAlister said. If it were possible, his mood darkened more than usual.  
 
    Logan shrugged.  
 
    “Perhaps half an hour by my count.” 
 
    “We’ll be swarmed,” Senet said. “We’ll have to hold until they open the Gate.” 
 
    “And then afterward to assure none follow us through,” Logan said. “This will be where we earn the title of Elc’atar. Like El’Cain before us, we will stand united against the Apostate with no hope or possibility of aid.”  
 
    "So this is the real test of our mettle," Cormac said. Fear tinged his sin'del, and was echoed in his eyes. 
 
    Logan clapped Cormac on the shoulder and grinned. He stepped back, faced them all, and drew his sword. He held the blade face down in the ritualistic manner. 
 
    “Through trial and terror,” he said, and included the all of them in his gaze. “I, Logan of House Fel'Mekrin, pledge to stand by your side. Through joy and despair, my heart is yours. Together, we stand against the Apostate, screaming our defiance into the face of the enemy. Till the end of my days, my honor and pride are in your hands. Thus do I swear." 
 
    He bowed to them.  
 
    The cohort gasped.  
 
    Logan's vow of fidelity was reserved for members of a Pride. By doing so, he named them more than a squad of cadets, more than a cohort of Yearlings. A Pride was pledged for life, for all time, and was the most enduring vow possible in the Areth'kon. 
 
    Cormac drew his sword, his sin'del a blaze of honor and sheer joy. He repeated the incantation. His voice boomed with an unusual confidence. Each member of the cohort in turn drew their weapon and swore their lives to one another.  
 
    There was no pause.  
 
    There was no hesitation.  
 
    Their spirits firmed with fatalistic resolve.  
 
    “What are we waiting for?” McAlister said. “We know what awaits us. Let us meet it.” 
 
    “Can you run, brother?” Cormac touched Logan's arm. 
 
     Logan regarded him a moment, pleased with his adoption of the new term of endearment. There was a moment of irritation at the presumption, but it was a trifling thing, born more of past habits than any true disdain. He did not mind it in the slightest.  
 
    “See if you can keep up.” Logan offered a rare smile. “Brother.” 
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 The Gate of Fang 
and Thorn 
 
    The Pride departed in the easterly direction Logan indicated. 
 
    The landscape was different on this side of the junction. Instead of the thick jungle foliage, the terrain was rolling hills with short grasses and moss covered outcroppings. Copses of trees created small havens of refuge, but they were few and far between. The Pride ran just below the ridgelines, careful not to let their silhouettes appear over the summits, lest they stand out in sharp relief against the horizon. The sightlines were tremendous here, and a moving figure held the potential to be seen for miles. They needed to keep a low profile to avoid unwanted attention.  
 
    Everything here was intent on killing them. 
 
    It was not long until the first crouping cough echoed through the highlands. They paused, and listened in an attempt to gauge the distance. Logan consulted the display, and calculated the time to their destination. Shrulks were known to run at a speed of just above forty miles an hour, and held that for a disheartening duration. He knew the abilities of his companions, and estimated that they were able to run a fraction of that pace until they reached their destination.  
 
    They would be overcome before they reached the gate.  
 
    “McAlister, Vadin.” Logan called out the two strongest of their members while he disengaged the display. “Take the rearguard.”  
 
    He waited until they had rearranged themselves and all eyes were upon him before he continued.  
 
    “I need you all to listen to me very carefully. Our priority is the return of the tactical display. It holds the potential to prevent future breaches into the Patresilen and can save countless lives. This is greater than all of us. We need to ensure its return.” 
 
    One by one, the sin’dels of his cohort dimmed just a bit. It took him a moment to realize why.  
 
    They misinterpreted the intention of his words.  
 
    Tendrils of jealousy and envy laced their energy fields. He wore the display, and as such, it followed that he placed his life above all of theirs, despite his pledge. He gave them all just cause to make such an assumption over the years. As heir to House Fel’Mekrin, he was accustomed to a certain amount of assumed privilege in his life. His prowess with the sword only served to heighten that expectation, and he never shied away from an opportunity to claim it. His mother made sure that he understood that key lesson about her view of leadership. 
 
    But, he realized, there was another way to lead.  
 
    It was time for his Pride to understand it as well.  
 
    The crouping calls of their pursuers were closer now.  
 
    “Sionid.” Logan beckoned her forward. He slipped the rings from his fingers and held them out to her in a closed fist. She watched him, confused by the action and did not grasp his intent. “You are the fastest among us, and most likely to outrun any pursuit. You need to carry the display. The rest of us will be your guard. We will ensure your passage.” 
 
    “But…” she said, before her evident emotion constricted her words. “You are the heir to House Fel’Mekrin. The honor is yours.”  
 
    “House Fel’Mekrin is the sword against the Apostate.” Logan gestured with his fist for her to take the rings. “It is my honor, and my privilege, to ensure your passage to complete our mission.”  
 
    He saw their disbelief clear in their sin’dels, as well as the beginning of something else he was unable to identify. He took Sionid's hand from where it hung by her side and placed the rings in her palm. He folded her fingers over it, and tried to ignore the tears that welled in her eyes.  
 
    “We will form a ring with you in the center," he said. "You carry our honor now.” 
 
    Pride.  
 
    A new emotion colored their energy. They were proud of his actions.  
 
    “From this point forward,” he stepped away from Sionid and saluted her, “we are the Elc’atar Guard. If it is our fate to die this day, we will do so holding true to our rank.”  
 
    He saluted each of the Pride in turn, both fists crossed over his heart. Each took a moment to overcome their surprise, but returned the gesture. 
 
    Without another word they resumed their course. The calls of the shrulks gave fuel to their flight. They held to the ridgeline now, as they no longer needed to hide their movements. The beasts of the Sur had their scent, and they were incapable of giving over the chase.  
 
    A dark formation ahead of them grew in size with their approach. Mist and fog obscured its base. Logan was reminded of the hidden areas on Garrett's maps, but he pushed the thought aside. If this was a node controlled by a Lo'ademn, then so be it. They would do what they must.  
 
    They were unable to make out the details at this distance, but it was obvious that there was a significant obstacle in their path. It expanded as they neared, and their steps faltered.  
 
    A tangled maze of interwoven rose bushes loomed ahead of them, but the dimensions were wrong. They were too large, the branches as thick as tree trunks, and the thorns longer than spears. The flowers themselves were the size of shields, a speckled, bulging fungus marring the beauty of the enormous petals.  
 
    McAlister ran beneath an overhang of branches and waved the others forward. Their formation thinned into a single file, with Sionid the fifth in line. 
 
    Logan paused at the entrance of the labyrinth, and motioned for McAlister to take his place in file. 
 
    “We need to delay them,” Logan said. McAlister considered the statement before nodding his agreement. Out of their company, he was the most devious when it came to anti-personnel traps and snares.   
 
    A glance down their path revealed the ghosting silhouettes of the shrulks in stark relief along the top of the ridge.  
 
    "These are all interconnected," McAlister said. He punctuated his word with a few well-placed slashes of his sword. He brought a huge swath down, and blocked the entrance. His sin'del flared while he adjusted specific branches. The spikes grew even more, and the stalks held to their place. A tendril of energy remained across the path just beyond the barrier.  
 
    "I'm satisfied that will delay our enemy," he said. "If even for a little while." 
 
    Logan clapped him on the shoulder, and they ran to regain their Pride.  
 
    The world pressed in against them when they slipped beneath the enfolding embrace of the branches. He was thankful that the thorns were so large; if they were smaller, he had no doubt they'd be lodged beneath the skin when they grabbed at him.  
 
    The sound of his Pride's voices made him redouble his efforts.  
 
    Logan stood atop a stalk, and it moved beneath his feet, casting him forward. He stumbled and fell.  
 
    A thorn, the size of a small dagger punched into the side of his abdomen, just above his pelvis, and another raked along the edge of his jaw.  
 
    Had he really thought the size of the thorns a good thing?  
 
    Without his perch, he dropped a foot to the floor, snapping half the spike off when his body pulled against it.  
 
    He cried out when he landed, his core aflame with the puncture. The pain radiated across his belly, up his torso and down his leg. Frantic, he clawed at his body, searching for the fragment. Brushing the edge of it, he screamed out. 
 
    McAlister was there, and with a hand on Logan's shoulder, he gripped the thorn.  
 
    "This is going to hurt, brother," McAlister said.  
 
    "Just do it," Logan panted.  
 
    McAlister nodded and pulled.  
 
    Logan cried out again, his back arched when the barb slid out. In the distance the shrulks called out, voicing their distress at not having reached their prey. The thorn was barbed and it pulled and pinched his flesh when removed. McAlister cast it away and pressed a cloth against the puncture. The blood seeped around his fingers while he sought to staunch the flow.  
 
    "Hold this." McAlister positioned Logan's hands over the compress, and hefted him to his feet. "We can't stay here."  
 
    Hunched over his wound, Logan motioned his friend on with a nod of his head. 
 
    "We'll tend it later," he said.  
 
    "Of course we will." McAlister slipped his arm around Logan's waist to help him stand. 
 
    The branches parted, and gave way to an opening broad enough for them to pass beneath without too much effort. Logan winced with each step, and having to bend was torture. A dozen yards brought him abreast with the rest of his company.  
 
    His companions stood within a spacious courtyard, before a solid wall of yellowed, unbroken limestone. Glyphs were scratched into the surface, forming the outline of an arched gate. Several of the Lethen’al studied the structure, their sin'dels condensed into soul lights and held within their palms to give them light in the darkness.  
 
    Vadin used the tip of his knife blade to scratch something new into the collection. 
 
    "Need help here," McAlister called when they passed the last of the thorns. 
 
    Cormac rushed over and examined the wound. He hissed when he revealed the damage. Logan waved him off. He already felt a flush of warmth radiating outwards, across his abdomen and sliding around his back.  
 
    The thorn was poisoned. 
 
    And it spread fast.  
 
    Logan blinked to clear his vision. He was glad he passed the responsibility of returning the tactical display to Sionid. Now, he hoped that she possessed the wherewithal to see the mission through to its completion. He shook his head. No, he told himself. She was capable of doing this. He had faith in his Pride.  
 
    He grasped Cormac’s shoulder to steady himself, despite McAlister's hold on him. 
 
    “This needs tending,” Cormac said, his voice pitched low.  
 
    Logan shook his head.  
 
    “It’s too late,” he said, slurring his words together like some debased commoner. “And we don’t have the time.” 
 
    Cormac ignored him, and dropped his pack to the ground. From one of the side pockets, he produced a bandage and a pair of small pouches. Pulling open the drawstring of the first, he extracted a wad of leaves, and without waiting for Logan’s permission, shoved them into his mouth.  
 
    “Chew these.” He opened the second. Logan complied, and a bitter taste spread across his tongue. “They taste like shit, but they’ll dull the pain. Now to stop the bleeding.”  
 
    “The thorn was poisoned,” Logan muttered, his lips numb from the juices.  
 
    Cormac nodded, but continued his work.  
 
    “We know," McAlister said. 
 
    Cormac wet a piece of cloth from his canteen and sprinkled a generous helping of powder from the second pouch.  
 
    “We’ve all been scratched," he said. "This will sting a bit.” 
 
    Logan failed to stifle a scream and tried to pull away. McAlister held him fast, and Cormac followed him, keeping the cloth pressed tight to his side. It seared into his skin, seeming to fill the wound with tongues of flame.  
 
    “Just breathe.” Cormac held Logan’s gaze. “It passes. Just breathe.” 
 
    Logan followed the instructions, and with each breath, the pain retreated a little further away. After a minute, he nodded, indicating that he was good. Cormac patted his shoulder and went back to his pack. He returned with a rolled bandage he used to secure the cloth. After a moment, McAlister let him go.  
 
    He was able to stand on his own and took a few tentative steps toward the others. 
 
    “You alright?” Vadin stepped back and spread his arms wide to indicate the scribbled gate. "So, what do you think?" 
 
    Logan hobbled over with cautious steps.  
 
    Vadin scratched their names along the outer edge of the gate, just beneath eye level. Logan examined the others marks, and sure enough, it was a catalogue of names. These were the inscriptions of the Yearlings who came before them.  
 
    He traced his fingers over them and smiled.  
 
    A suitable gesture, he thought. They began their tenure as Yearlings by carving their names into the walls of the Azdaha cave. They ended by carving their names in the Sur.  
 
    Fitting.  
 
    His finger paused in its cursory progress, pressing against one name in particular. 
 
    Lucien Fel'Mekrin. 
 
    His father’s name.  
 
    He drew off his glove, and exposed his bare skin to the stone. A flash of images flooded his mind. His father and his cohort, battered and bruised while they carved their names into the stone. They were filled with pride, with fear, with a joy that their trial was ending. 
 
    "Who are they?" Sionid said, her voice filled with awe. 
 
    Logan turned to her.  
 
    Between them stood an array of phantom figures, gossamer and ethereal. His father and his Pride. Logan was stunned.  
 
    "My clairvoyance," Logan said. 
 
    "This is new," McAlister said. "You've never projected what you saw before." 
 
    "I didn't know I could," Logan said. His shoulders straightened. He knew such things were possible, and his tutors explained it to him on numerous occasions. But to see it happen, to take that step.  
 
    It was more than he ever hoped for. 
 
    His father's simulacrum stood here, an echo of the past. Like his Pride did now, he waited for this gate to open and bring him home.  
 
    "Logan, this is such a blessing to see," Alis said. "Thank you." 
 
    A whirlwind of conflicting emotions collided within Logan. A quick scan of the surface produced his grandfather’s name, and his great-grandfather’s as well. There was a long, distinguished line of Fel’Merkrins who walked the Sur and returned.  
 
    Each ghost came to life before them. 
 
    At the same time he resented the reminder of his father. There would be no shared celebration, no mutual commiseration. His father would not be there to witness his return.  
 
    Lucien left their family a long, long time ago.  
 
    Logan removed his hand and replaced his glove. 
 
    A crouping cough ended his reverie and pulled him back to the moment.  
 
    A chorus of coughs and howls replied in unison, the cacophony disconcertedly close. Everyone’s attention was affixed to the pathway through the thorns.  
 
    The calls increased in volume.  
 
    They knew their prey was close at hand. From what he knew of shrulk behavior, they would be tearing at the branches that barred their path, ripping through other members of their pack if need be.  
 
    “Sounds like a great many,” Bryan said. With a shrug he readied his shield, swinging it off his shoulder. “Who’s in the lead again?” 
 
    “Alis,” McAlister said. Logan looked his question at him, and in an unusual display, McAlister grinned back at him. “She has you beat by one. We had ourselves an adventure while you were away.” 
 
    Logan looked back at her. He forgot to keep count. The tallies granted them bragging rights back home. Good for her. She grinned, her head held high.  
 
    “Well done, sister,” Logan said with a wink. “Think you can hold your lead?” 
 
    Alis drew her sword. “Watch me.” 
 
    An explosion ripped through the rose bushes, making the ground tremble beneath them. 
 
    “How long till apogee?” Bryan said, referring to the opening of the gate. 
 
    Sionid consulted the display. “Maybe half of an hour, if I'm reading this right.” Logan glanced at their position, and nodded his agreement.  
 
    “Why?” Senet said. "You have plans?" 
 
    “Well,” Bryan said, “there is this Elc’atar I fancied to ask for a drink.” 
 
    “Deidra doesn’t have two words for you,” Vadin said.  
 
    “She didn’t have two words for me when I was a Yearling,” Bryan said. “Things are different now.” 
 
    The banter was good, Logan knew. It kept their minds from dwelling on what was to come. They were well aware of what awaited them, and chose instead to focus their attention on more pleasant thoughts.  
 
    “Our lives before Sionid’s,” Logan said, reminding them of their objective. They had to keep her alive. She had to escape the Sur. 
 
    Another explosion tore through.  
 
    “You’ve outdone yourself McAlister,” Senet said. “I take it you're responsible for the anti-personnel tactics? Well done.” 
 
    “Thank you. What can I say? It’s a gift.” 
 
    No one replied. Death was approaching. From the shadows of the branches a shrulk raced, the wind of its passage ruffling its feathers. Alis was closest, and dispatched it with a quick lunge to its breast.  
 
    Shrulks exploded from every direction before the corpse hit the ground.  
 
    Logan charged ahead, swinging his sword to meet his foe. A spray of dark blood filled the air where his blade passed. He pivoted, redirected his sword and danced between the attackers. His movements were slow, dulled by the weight of the poison in his system.  
 
    He was still fast enough to hold the line.  
 
    Cormac fought to his left, with Bryan and Alis further out. McAlister stood to his right, Vadin and Senet further down the line on his side. Their positon was fluid, their movements timed to that of the others through harsh experience.  
 
    Normally, he would have ventured out into the heart of the enemy, trusting his life to the skill of his arms and wrists. Now, however, he held position with his comrades and his attacks blended with theirs.  
 
    The jaws of a shrulk clamped down on his left wrist while he backhanded another. Its alternating rows of teeth bit deep, acting like a saw against his flesh. He pulled his arm closer, and skewered the beast through the throat. Cormac’s blade flashed, severing the creature’s head from its body before it drew him down. Logan thrust his arm behind him, with the head still attached. The pressure of the teeth disappeared when Sionid pried the lifeless jaws open. Focusing his sin’del, Logan did what he could to staunch the bleeding. 
 
    The onslaught did not stop. They did not pause. There was no respite, no time to draw a breath and regroup. Each member of the Pride fought to keep the line solid and protect Sionid.  
 
    The courtyard filled with a pearlescent light, and the shrulks paused their advance, stunned by the brightness. Their astonishment did not last for long; those at the rear pushed their way forward and the assault renewed.  
 
    Logan chanced a glance behind him to confirm his suspicions. 
 
    The gate was open.  
 
    It appeared within the carved outline, the yellow limestone giving way to a swirling arch of blue light.  
 
    “Sionid! Go!” Logan commanded.  
 
    She looked at him, her sin'del revealing her hesitation. She did not want to leave them.  
 
    "Return the display, soldier!" He commanded, his tone brooking no disobedience.  
 
    Sionid saluted, and charged through the opening. She was swallowed by the light. 
 
    The display was returned.  
 
    His mission was complete.  
 
    Logan wanted to turn, to run through the crack between the worlds. His companions, however, held the line and bought time for the next to escape.  
 
    “Fall back!” he ordered. “Through the gate. All of you, go! Now!” 
 
    He had to make sure the others passed through. He would hold the line for as long as he could. He was heir to House Fel’Mekrin, and there was no less he could do. 
 
    This was what he wanted all along, a death to be proud of.  
 
    Vadin and Senet broke away and dove through the portal. The gate dimmed by the slightest degree. Bryan hesitated before he joined them. Alis followed behind him.  
 
    “We trying to see who can hold the longest?” McAlister yelled to be heard over the din.  
 
    “I gave you an order, soldier,” Logan replied. “We’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    The light from the gate lessened yet again. McAlister saluted with his hand to his chest and made for the gate. A shrulk leapt in front of him, and without breaking his stride, he lopped its head off. It bounced through the opening seconds before he charged into the light.  
 
    Cormac inched backward, hard pressed by the shrulks before him. Logan dispatched his opponent and moved to assist.  
 
    “Just go!” Cormac yelled. “Go home, brother! Lead our House to glory!” 
 
    Logan shifted toward the gate without thinking. He took a pair of steps before Cormac’s shout brought him back around.  
 
    The opening dimmed further, and cast waves of illumination across the horde like sunlight reflected off water.  
 
    A shrulk came up behind Cormac, through the gap Logan left exposed. It latched its jaws onto his shoulder and yanked him to the side.  
 
    The gate forgotten, Logan charged forward and swung his sword.  
 
    He severed the head from the beast and pushed Cormac behind him toward the exit.  
 
    Logan positioned himself between his friend and the horde, his ears laid back against the sides of his head. 
 
    The glow of the gate disappeared. 
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 The Wayward 
 
    The Gate was closed. 
 
    Their way home was gone. 
 
    They were trapped in the Sur. 
 
    These thoughts flitted through Logan’s mind, but he ignored them and took the fight to his enemy. The shrulks pressed around him, desperate to reach and tear at him.  
 
    His sword dispatched them first.  
 
    “Open it!” Cormac screamed. His pommel pounded on the granite, and the sound was tiny against the rage of the shrulks. “Let us out!” 
 
    “Cormac!” Logan took the head off another beast and changed his position to see his friend. “We will find another way out. But I need your help here now.”  
 
    Cormac looked to him, his sin’del awash with panic.  
 
    “Help me, brother!” Logan called.  
 
    Cormac’s sin’del surged with the usage of the new term. It settled around him and firmed. He raised his sword and rushed to join the fray.  
 
    Logan shouldered a beast aside and thrust his blade into the heart of the one behind it. He withdrew the weapon and slashed open the belly of the first. Cormac slammed into the line sword first and cleaved a shrulk in two.  
 
    For decades they fought side by side; as Cadets at the Vaults, as Graduates at the Gates, and then as Yearlings travelling the Patresilen. The patterns of combat were well ingrained in them, and they fell into a long practiced rhythm. With their backs protected by the other, they held their ground. They chopped down each monster that came their way. They worked their blades with quick, precise strikes and sent arcs of blood and gore through the air. The now dormant gate was covered with crimson splatters.  
 
    Shrulks snapped and howled at them. They reached in with talons and questing jaws. The two forsaken Elc’atar made no sound, save for the grunts of their exertions. They cut and slashed at their foes, they punched them and kicked them. And still more took the place of the fallen. A grin crept across Logan's visage, and a quick glance behind him showed its twin on Cormac's. 
 
    This was the end they dreamed of as cadets.   
 
    Horns sounded through the din, and at first, Logan failed to take note. They sounded again and whipped the shrulks into a greater fury. Their heads sought for the source and their onslaught slowed. Logan and Cormac did not pause, but cut them down where they stood.  
 
    An arrow punched through the throat of the shrulk that stood before Logan, and it fell to the side lifeless.  
 
    “Bathe the Blades!” A war cry, familiar in its intonation and meaning followed the horns. 
 
    The Lost Guard erupted from within the underbrush of thorns.  
 
    Cormac was stunned by the arrival, and Logan pushed in front of him. Better to be safe, he thought. No need for a friendly fire incident.  
 
    The Lost Guard cut their way into the horde and surrounded the two Elc’atar.  
 
    “This way.” Brigit offered them a brief salute before she repositioned to face the enemy. “Stay in the center of the formation.” 
 
    To the Guard, she shouted, "Company, forward!" 
 
    The soldiers snapped their shields into position with a familiar cry of "Oohrah!". They formed two rows, shoulder to shoulder, and stepped off. They pressed their way back into the throng of shrulks. The Blades of the defensive row were incorporated back into the lines, and interlocked their shields to create a wall. Behind them, the second row of pikes, swords and bows cut the enemy down. Magics lashed out from the periphery, from several different sources, and shrulks blew apart or burst into flame.  
 
    The company hugged the cliff face, just beyond the reach of the thorns and progressed into a narrow gulley. The defenders adjusted their positions, as the enemy was now behind them. The corridor of stone was wide enough for three to run side by side. They held formation and increased their speed. The Mala’kar amongst them held to the rear guard and ensured the retreat.  
 
    “Don’t worry.” Logan ran with his hand on Cormac’s shoulder, to give him what encouragement he was able. “They’re friends. I’ll explain later. But we’re safe with them.”  
 
    Cormac nodded, though his sin’del showed that he did not understand.  
 
    At length, the sounds of battle faded, and the company slowed. Brigit fell into step beside them. 
 
    “That was impressive.” She saluted the pair of them and graced them with a smile. “You both carry the honor of House Fel’Mekrin.” 
 
    “Thank you for your aid.” Logan returned the salute, and added a truncated bow for good measure. “This is my fellow, Cormac, also of my House.”  
 
    “Well met, Cormac,” Brigit said. “You both make a superb team.” 
 
    Cormac nodded in acceptance of the compliment, but did not speak.  
 
    “They are the Lost Guard,” Logan said to him. “They are the Yearlings who were unable to return through the gate when they passed through the Sur.” 
 
    “We like to think that our walkabout was extended,” Garrett said behind them. “Less judgmental, don’t you think.” 
 
    "Cormac, this is Mala'kar Garrett," Logan said. 
 
    "I'm honored, sir," Cormac said. 
 
    "Hardly a Mala'kar," Garrett said, "but thank you. The honor is mine."  
 
    The gorge they were in deepened, and several soul lights sprang to life illuminating the way. 
 
    “Did you return the display,” Garrett asked. “You no longer wear the rings.”  
 
    “Yes we did,” Logan said. “I gave them to Sionid and sent her through the portal first.” Turning to Brigit, Logan said, “Weren’t you watching us?”  
 
    “We were not.” Brigit kept her gaze mobile and searched her surroundings. Logan fell silent, disappointed by the admission. He felt they had comported themselves rather well against the shrulks.  
 
    “My apologies for the breach in protocol,” she said. “Our company was otherwise engaged. We had an intruder to contend with, and it reduced our response time. Thankfully, you were able to hold until we arrived.”   
 
    “What kind of intruder?” Cormac said.  
 
    “A most unexpected kind,” Garrett said behind them.  
 
    “How so?” Logan noted the grim cast to the Guard’s visage.  
 
    “Someone entered the Sur that should not be here,” Brigit said.  
 
    “Is such a thing even possible?”  
 
    “We did not think so,” Garrett said. “But now, after what he said, we are not so sure.”  
 
    “Who is this intruder?” 
 
    “He calls himself Angus Tu’renthien.”  
 
    Logan stopped walking.  
 
    “There is now possible way he could be here. He’s a scrub. A graduate at the Gates.”  
 
    “The individual we have under guard is no graduate.” Brigit shook her head. “We do not know what to make of him.” 
 
    “Wait,” Cormac said and looked to Logan. “Do you mean Angus Kal’Parev? The one who’s been messing around with your Arielle?” 
 
    Logan glared at Cormac for using such an indelicate turn of phrase.  
 
    “The same,” he said.  
 
    “That was the other name he gave us.” Brigit resumed walking, and they fell into step behind her.  
 
    “It is a trick of the Sur then,” Logan said. “There is no conceivable way he could be here.”  
 
    “You forget,” Garrett said. “All timelines may enter here. The man you knew need not be the same incarnation we have here.”  
 
    The gulley widened further, and the glow of the sanctum appeared before them.  
 
    The company divided, some taking a defensive position while others passed through the opening in the rock face. Once they were clear, the rear guard joined them and the doors closed. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” Garrett said.  
 
    “I will be along shortly.” Brigit motioned to them. “Garrett, please take them to meet our guest.” 
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 The Keeper of the Temple 
 
    "Fel'Mekrin?” A voice boomed out when Logan walked into the chamber. It was a voice he knew well, and it set his blood to boil.  
 
    Not here. His fist tightened against the leather wrap of his sword's hilt. 
 
    It was impossible that he was here. Not him! 
 
    With the tip of his sword held out before him he gazed upon Angus. He did not remember drawing his weapon.  
 
    Angus Kal'Parev sat on a stone bench toward the back of the room. His sin’del was a blaze of light. It drove back the darkness, and made Logan feel small and insignificant. A contingent of guards faced him, their bows half drawn and aimed at his heart. They were nervous, and did a poor job disguising the fact in their sin'dels. 
 
    “It must be a shade.” Logan snarled, but then paused, struck by the figure before him.  
 
    It looked like Angus, but he was different than Logan remembered. His face was heavily scarred, and his shoulders were broader, the muscles heavier. His grey eyes held a coldness in them, a sense of detachment that did not seem natural and warred with Logan's memory.  
 
    The Kal'Parev he remembered always wore that infuriating grin, like the world was there for his amusement. That smile was nowhere to be seen. A momentary sense of concern for the change of character flashed through Logan, but he tamped it down, annoyed with the sentiment.  
 
    Logan lifted his sword to a higher position.  
 
    “Rethink your intention, Fel'Mekrin,” Angus said, and Logan heard the casual confidence in his voice. He studied them, paying special attention to their arms and hands. “It will not end well for you. Though this place has corrupted you already.” 
 
    "The sanctum will tend to that," Garrett said, as though to alleviate Logan and Cormac's fears. 
 
    Logan did not respond. Of all the things he witnessed here in the Sur, this was the most preposterous.  
 
    “Is this a joke?” Cormac pointed at Angus. “This is not the scrub I remember. Who is this?” 
 
    "Who are you?" Angus appraised Cormac with a puzzled expression. "You seem familiar, but you're not marked like the others." 
 
    "I am Cormac of House Fel'Mekrin," he said.  
 
    Angus grimaced at the mention of the name. He returned his gaze to Logan. 
 
    "How do we know he's who he says he is?" Cormac waved in Angus' direction. "This could be a trap of some kind." 
 
    Logan stepped forward. 
 
    “Three nights before I entered the Sur,” he said to Angus, “we had a conversation in the mess hall. What did you say to me that no one else overheard?”  
 
    “We both said a great many things, most of them threats.” Angus shrugged. "Can you be more specific?”   
 
    “You… gave me something,” Logan prompted. 
 
    “A fealty gift.” Angus pointed at the belt buckle Logan wore. “Sworn from the heir of House Fel’Mekrin to the heir of House Tu'renthien. I also told you to leave Arielle alone.” 
 
    Logan nodded and acknowledged the accuracy of the memory. A smile curled the edges of his lips, and he was unable to resist the urge to take a poke at his tormentor. 
 
    “She came to me anyway,” Logan said. “The night before I left. She came to my rooms.” 
 
    Angus stood and moved closer, his eyes narrowed.  
 
    “I know,” he said. “I told her to go.” 
 
    Logan’s smile deepened.  
 
    “I haven’t given up,” Logan said, his voice low, confidential. “You have Arielle for the time being, but I’m persistent.” 
 
    There was a sad cast to Angus’ eyes, the scars that decorated his face pulled at his frown.  
 
    “I know,” he said. “And that makes your presence here all the harder.” 
 
    Angus stepped away. 
 
    "This is your first time in the Sur," he said, as though the realization just struck him. “None of this makes any sense to you yet.” 
 
    Logan nodded.  
 
    "That cannot be.” Angus sat down, his arms across his knees. "My calculations were exact. I left no margin for error, especially of this magnitude." 
 
    “What structure did you use?” Garrett, like the rest of the Lost Guard, studied the newcomer. Each had their sin’dels pulled tight, like when Logan first met them. He did not know them well enough yet to determine what they thought. “I would have gone with Lansko, myself.” 
 
     Angus lifted his head and regarded Garrett in silence. 
 
    “Orotund,” he said after a moment. “And I cross checked with Tanard’s Conjecture.” 
 
    Garrett chuckled.  
 
    “It’s no wonder why you’re stuck here.” Angus looked away with a derisive roll of his eyes. 
 
    “As arrogant as ever.” Logan stepped forward. “You have no conception of what it is -” 
 
    “Peace.” Garrett held up his hand and halted Logan’s outburst. “He’s right. I was probing to determine the level of his knowledge. Lansko’s Omni-tide construction is the poorest choice of any predictive model; apprentice level at best. Orotund, now that is an exquisite choice. It’s very difficult to control, but it is precise. And to cross check it with Tanard? That’s feckin’ brilliant.” 
 
    “You’re not a Magi,” Angus said. “And not Mala’kar either.” 
 
    “It was my aspiration.” Garrett spread his arms. “But fate had different plans. I’m an Adherent at best.” 
 
    "Nice glyph on your arm," Angus said.  
 
    "Thank you." Garrett bowed.  
 
    “Adherent?” Logan was unfamiliar with the term, and had to ask. 
 
    “Magi levels,” Garrett said. “You start as an Applicant, then Apprentice, Individual, Adherent, Journeyman, Adept, and finally Magi.”  
 
    Logan considered the information and tested it against what he already knew. His sister told him Arielle reached the level of Apprentice just prior to his arrival at the Gates.  
 
    "You present me with a unique opportunity, Fel'Mekrin." Angus interrupted their conversation. He sat in the same position, but watched Logan with a sharp intensity. “I can undo years of suffering with but a blow." 
 
    “Then strike. Try your hand.” Logan moved away from Garrett and presented himself before Angus. "But understand this. I am leaving here, and I will take my place amongst the Elc’atar. Not you, nor any of the other phantasms this place devises will prevent my return.”  
 
    Angus stood. With a flourish an axe appeared in his hand, and his sin’del snapped into the satyagraha. One of the guards lost control and let their arrow fly. It bounced off his sin’del with a tiny plinking sound. Cormac stepped in front of Logan.  
 
    “Hold!” Garrett commanded.  
 
    Stepping around Cormac, Logan regarded his foe. The image made him doubt the veracity of his own words. There was something about this version of Kal'Parev that made him distrust his ability to stand against him.  
 
    The satyagraha vanished, and Angus' sin'del returned to its normal appearance. A look of resignation spread over his features.  
 
    Angus lowered his axe, and let it fall away. It disappeared before ever hitting the floor.  
 
    Logan felt the familiar tingle of magic wash over him.  
 
    A stir of compassion welled within him at the expression of distress.  
 
    “I can’t.” Angus looked at the ceiling. "Forgive me, Darlin', but I can't do it.” 
 
    Angus spread his hands.  
 
    "So here we are. If nothing else," Angus continued, "this will give me some of the understanding I crave. You never talked about your time in the Sur, and why you did… what you did after you returned.”  
 
    Logan was silent. He resisted the bait. This was the last person he wanted to hold a conversation with. Angus waited, and when Logan made no reply, he shrugged. 
 
    “They missed their extraction,” Garrett said. “You must be confusing him with someone else. They cannot return now.” 
 
    Angus regarded him before looking back at Logan. 
 
    “Oh, he returns,” he said. “Of that I have no doubt.”  
 
    “That is impossible.” Garrett placed his hand on Logan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Logan nodded, but he did not need comforting. There was nothing to be done for it. He made his choice and sent Sionid ahead with the display. Now, he only had to live with the consequences. Cormac, however, was crestfallen with the news. 
 
    “The Magi, Sillel, postulated that the Sur is a place beyond the constraints of time,” Angus said.  Sadness entered his sin’del and shone through his eyes while he spoke, his gaze locked on Logan’s face. “She claimed that time did not exist here. Your existence, right here and now proves that theorem. I left the Quain more than three hundred years after you stepped through the Gate in the Vale of Sorrows. My calculations were precise, and my arrival is congruent with my own time.” 
 
    “She’s wrong," Garrett said. "The Sur is not beyond time. But, all times do lead here. What time we started out from is irrelevant. All paths through the Sur are the same. Our longevity comes from the sanctum itself. It rejuvenates us when we return to it. It cleanses out taint and heals our wounds. How else could we have Blades from the birth of the Gates still here with us today?” 
 
    “That's a product of the wardings etched all about us,” Angus said. "They're similar to the one marking the edges of the Patresilen. And on your arm." 
 
    “Of course.” Garrett shrugged. “We’re Lethen’al. There’s no way we could stay in the Sur for any length of time without being overrun. By entering the sanctum, we are safe.”  
 
    “Then he can return,” Angus said. “They both can. You all can.” 
 
    “No.” Garrett shook his head and waved his hands to dispel the error. “The way back is shut. There’s no way any of us can return.” 
 
    “That is where you’re wrong.”  
 
    “We’ve tried!” Garrett threw up his arms and walked off several steps.  
 
    Logan did not join the conversation, though he did yearn for a deeper explanation, if only for Cormac’s sake. There was much here in the Sur that he did not understand. 
 
    “I would like to try,” Cormac said. His bluster from earlier was gone. He seemed smaller now, subdued. “If there is any way back, no matter how unlikely, I want to try for it.”  
 
    “We have to." He looked at Logan, his eyes and sin’del held a plaintive cast. Logan clasped his shoulder to reassure him. 
 
    “You’ve changed,” Angus said. “The Logan who entered the Sur didn’t give a damn about anyone but himself.”   
 
    Angus rubbed his chin with his left hand. On his thumb and index finger was a set of golden rings. Logan stared in surprise. 
 
    “You have the display!” Cormac raged. “How did you get that? We sent it back with Sionid.” 
 
    “And she returned it to the Commandant,” Angus said, “as per her orders. It was an impressive achievement. Your entire cohort are legends now.”  
 
    “But how did it come to your possession?” Logan narrowed his eyes, waiting for the lie. 
 
    “I stole it,” Angus said. There was no trace of mockery in his sin’del. 
 
    Cormac sputtered, trying to get several phrases out at the same time. Logan lifted a finger, and he fell silent.  
 
    “I expected you to say it was a gift, or something equally preposterous,” Logan said. “I never knew you to own up to your misdeeds.” 
 
    “Like I just pointed out, people change.” Angus activated the display and showed them all their current location.  
 
    “Not that much, it would appear.” Logan motioned toward the rings.  
 
    “I left them a copy,” Angus said.  
 
    “Why did you steal it?” Cormac said. “It wasn’t yours to take.” 
 
    “I needed it.” Angus deactivated the display. “It’s the most complete map of the Sur in existence.”  
 
    "Why are you here?" Logan said. “Where is your cohort?" 
 
    Angus shook his head. He gave them a considering look, though it lasted only a moment before he resumed his scan.  
 
    “I’ve come to seal the Bore,” he said at last. 
 
    “By yourself?” Cormac said, his voice incredulous. “He’s even more incorrigible than when he was a Scrub.”  
 
    “He's a Temple Keeper,” Garrett said. "His sin'del bears all the markings. Such a thing may well be within the abilities of one such as him." 
 
    Angus gave him a truncated bow.  
 
    "A Keeper." Logan was stunned by the revelation and was at a loss for words. It explained his sin'del, and the sheer sense of power he emanated. What events led to such an outcome, and why him? While Logan had to admit that Angus bore the mantle well, he doubted he was the obvious choice. 
 
    "My grandmother, Thenaria Tu'renthien, passed the post to me," Angus said.  
 
    "You're the Patriarch, too?" Cormac said, his tone aghast.  
 
    Angus shook his head. "One title is enough for me. I have no need for more."  
 
    "Proof.” Cormac spread his arms wide. He stepped between the two of them once more, blocking Logan’s line of attack. “What else, other than the display can you offer for who you are?” 
 
    "How can I prove what I say? By telling you what I know of your future?" Angus shook his head. "I'll not be doing that. It wouldn't do any good. You would take my truths for lies, and lies for truth." 
 
    "So you spout riddles instead," Logan said. "That makes me believe you are who you claim."  
 
    "Well, it’s a start," Angus said.  
 
    They lapsed into an uncomfortable silence. Logan glowered. Cormac fidgeted. Angus waited.  
 
     “You took the display to find and destroy the Bore,” Logan said. “Why?” 
 
    “To stop the breaches into the Patresilen, and into the Quain.” Angus spoke to them, but his attention was spread around the room.  
 
    “How so?” Logan said.  
 
    “I thought that if I could seal the Bore, I could close the breaches,” Angus said. “It appears that I was wrong. It's too bad. The shrulks cause great suffering on both sides of the Gates. They're massing in greater numbers than ever before” 
 
    “I hate to break up the reunion.” Garrett indicated the corridor behind him. “But Obsidian will see the three of you now.” 
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 Obsidian 
 
    A towering figure waited for them in the map room. The soul lights reflected off his dark shaven scalp, and he watched them enter with calm, patient eyes. His sin’del was enormous and opaque. Hundreds of si’ru darted about, passed from layer to layer as if unable to decide where to settle. 
 
    He spread his arms in welcome. A placid smile warmed his features.  
 
    Brigit stood behind him, along with five other Lethen’al. 
 
    The moisture left Logan’s mouth, and he felt very small in their presence.  
 
    “May I introduce Obsidian,” Brigit said. “One of the E’ine, the First Keeper, and leader of the Lost Guard.”  
 
    Logan and Cormac dropped to a knee, one fist pressed against their hearts.  
 
    Angus did not bow. 
 
    “Another feckin’ E’ine,” he said, as if to himself. The Lost Guard in the room drew insulted gasps.  
 
    “Welcome, Logan and Cormac of House Fel’Mekrin,” the E’ine said. His voice was deep and resonate.  “Welcome, Angus of House Tu’renthien, Keeper of the Temple of Mourning. Please, make yourselves comfortable. I am glad you could join us.”  
 
    Logan and Cormac stood and proceeded to the proffered chairs. Angus remained where he was.  
 
    “You can still show some respect for your betters,” Cormac hissed. "Even if you are Keeper." 
 
    “There is no need.” Obsidian made a placating gesture. “He may stand if he wishes.”  
 
    Obsidian claimed a chair opposite them and waited for his guests to sit before he took his seat. He laid his hands on his knees and regarded them.  
 
    “I have been informed of your valor at the gate, and I am told it was inspiring,” he said to Logan and Cormac. “The way you held position, guarding the rear and enabling your comrades to escape. It filled me with hope. Such is the marking of true Elc’atar Guards. Prince El’Cain would be proud. Sui Rhen’val would be proud. Your training honors their memory.” 
 
    Logan cocked his head to the side, but then bowed in his chair. Cormac followed a moment later.  
 
    “Please,” Obsidian said. “You honor yourselves further holding to the old customs, but they are unnecessary here. Speak as you would. What troubles you, Logan?”  
 
    “Thank you for your kind words, Elder,” Logan said. "How were you informed of our actions? Brigit said the Lost Guard was sidetracked with the intruder." 
 
    "An astute question," Obsidian said. "But, the two are not mutually exclusive. You will forgive me, I trust, if I do not reveal all of my secrets." 
 
    Logan saluted, not wanting to offer insult.   
 
    “And you, Angus,” Obsidian said. “You crafted a path through the Chora by yourself and entered the Sur from the Quain. No small feat that. You have lived up to the mantle you wear. Well done.” 
 
    Angus remained silent.  
 
    “Forgive him, Elder,” Logan said. “He has always spurned the rules of convention. I am sure he means no disrespect.”  
 
    “I mean every disrespect, Fel’Mekrin,” Angus said. His sin’del was awash with a purple anger just held in check. “I have nothing to say to the likes of him.”  
 
    “I am not Gamesh,” Obsidian said. “Nor do I sanction or approve his methods. While it is true I once attempted to mentor him, he chose a different path.”  
 
    “You can deny your involvement as much as you like.” Angus folded his arms across his chest. “Your kind has much to answer to.” 
 
    Obsidian inclined his head, accepting the critique. 
 
    “Indeed we do,” he said. “I more than most.” He indicated their surroundings with a wave. “This is my penance.” 
 
    “I do not understand, Elder,” Logan said. He needed to steer the conversation to a less antagonistic track.  
 
    Obsidian offered him a sad smile.  
 
    “I was the original Keeper of the Temple of Mourning,” he said. “I settled before most of the E’ine, and helped them return to sanity after the Time of Madness. I helped my people give birth to the Lethen’al, and led them through to the Quain. I held the post during the Apostate’s war, and much to my shame, I did little to oppose him, choosing instead to hide behind the shields in Sa’Doran. I watched my people suffer and die of starvation, hoping the threat would pass. When at last it became obvious that it would not, I assisted a clandestine group of Magi to reclaim the Patresilen.  
 
    “My compatriot, Gideon, was a Keeper as well, but he opposed my actions. He wished to return to Heaven by any means necessary. To further his ambitions, he sided with the Apostate. We fought, and I was instrumental in his death. But, not before he passed his mantle on to another; The King’s councilor, Gamesh. Ending my brother destroyed me. I had no will to fight any longer. But the Apostate pressed the assault against the Lethen'al, seeking to capture their si’ru in his great Soul Chambers. El'Cain and his guard died defending the pass, and the Lethen’al made it safely to the Patresilen. I entered later, and I too passed my mantle to another; the granddaughter of the Tu’renthien King, Thenaria.  
 
    “She did what I could not. She confronted the Apostate. She shattered his Soul Chambers, and drove him from the Quain, banishing him to the Sur. The cost to her, to all of our kind, was terrible. I was unable to live with myself and what I failed to do. It was my responsibility to safeguard creation, for such is the charge of the Keepers. Instead, I let fear guide my decisions.  
 
    “Unfortunately, I am E’ine, and we are immortal. Left alone, we will live forever, and I did not have the will to take my own life. Eventually, I left the Quain. I sought my death in the Sur. I wanted an end that was worthy of my former title. I wanted to redeem myself washed in the blood of my enemies. I did not prove easy to kill. I wandered the Sur, found my way here, and created the sanctum.  
 
    “I then saved a lost Lethen’al, pounding on the stone doorway of the gate. Her name was Asha,” Obsidian continued, “and she was part of the first cohort to enter here. As you both did, she held the rear guard to ensure her company’s safe passage home.” 
 
    A female stepped forward.  
 
    “Obsidian saved me from the shrulks. He brought me here and gave me a new life,” Asha said. She saluted Logan and Cormac with her free hand. “It is my honor to find kindred spirits within you both.”  
 
    “We noticed where the shrulks gathered,” Obsidian said once Logan and Cormac returned the salutes, “and we took it upon ourselves to end them. When she told me the new tradition among the Areth'kon of entering this place, we watched the paths through the Sur. Others fell by the wayside, either en route, or at the Gate and we offered them sanctuary.” 
 
    “Most wanted to go home,” Asha said, a pained expression on her face, “myself included.” 
 
    “But we discovered that once the gate has shut,” Obsidian said, “there is no way back.”  
 
    He paused, letting his words sink in.  
 
    The announcement struck a chord in Logan. He thought about those he loved - Arielle, Gwen, Mother. He imagined his life without ever seeing them again. He glanced behind him, at Kal’Parev. He noted the grim expression, the bruised sin’del and scarred face, and wondered what events shaped him. In his future time, was Arielle safe, was she happy? While the thought of the Lost Guard appealed to him, Arielle’s future caused him worry.  
 
    “I would like to offer you both a choice,” Obsidian said, his words drawing their attention back. “But unfortunately, I cannot. There is no way back to the lives you knew. The Gate of Fang and Thorn closed, and you were on the wrong side. You may not be Elc’atar, but I would like to welcome you to the Lost Guard, should you choose to join us.” 
 
    Logan and Cormac were silent, each absorbing the news. He gave Cormac his word. He promised he would find him a way home. But the task was impossible. Was this so bad? He was offered a chance to devote his life to something greater than himself. Why then was he conflicted? It was more than just the broken promise to his friend.  
 
    "You lie," Angus said to Obsidian. The Lost Guard hissed at him again. One drew a foot of steel from his scabbard before Obsidian held up a finger. 
 
    "What is wrong with you?" Logan jumped from his seat to face Angus. "Have you no shame?" 
 
    Angus ignored him and pushed on. 
 
    "You've warded them against their will and denied them their freedom." Angus turned his attention to the room. "He's been keeping you here, fighting his war, feeding you this shrulk shit so that he feels less lonely. Those glyphs tattooed on your arms don't just keep you hidden from the Lo'ademn. They keep you from passing through the gate and going home." 
 
    He focused on Obsidian, who sat silent and still. Angus' jaw was set and the tension accentuated the scars that adorned his face. The Lost Guard looked stricken. Logan looked back at the E'ine. 
 
    "But we haven't been marked." Cormac grabbed Logan's sleeve. "We can still get through the gate."  
 
    "Is this true?" Logan said to Angus, and then regarded Obsidian. "Is this true?" 
 
    "What would you have me say Tu'renthien?" Obsidian said.  
 
    “I came intending to seal the Bore,” Angus said. “I don't feckin' care what you say, or what they decide. I just thought they should know the truth about you. Exposing your fraud has been a highlight of the trip.”  
 
    To Logan, he said, “Do as you will.”  
 
    He left the chamber without another word. 
 
     “There is another way back,” Logan said. “There is another way, other than the gate?”  
 
    Obsidian watched him, his gaze betrayed nothing. He leaned back in his chair and drew a deep breath. 
 
    “There is,” he said. The Blades in the room burst out in a chorus of accusations and questions. Obsidian raised his voice. “But it is not a path we can take.” 
 
    “Why not?” Cormac said. “If it will get us home, why can we not take it?” 
 
    Obsidian’s gaze grew sad. 
 
    “Because,” he said, “you would need to walk beneath the eyes of the Lo’ademn. None survive that path.” 
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 The Node 
 
    The Lo’ademn.  
 
    Logan’s breath caught. Those who were known to the Lethen’al were bound for all time, trapped by the Magi. Were there others? If there were, it made sense that they existed in the Sur.  
 
    "You lied to us!" Brigit stepped around Obsidian's chair, her sin'del a thunderhead. The other four Lost Guard joined her.  
 
    Obsidian stood and fixed them all with a stern glare.  
 
    "Enough!" he shouted. The Blades stepped back in their silence. "We will discuss matters momentarily. This is a matter for the Lost Guard, and the Lost Guard alone." 
 
    He turned his attention to Logan and Cormac.  
 
    "Will you join us?" He fixed them with a stern gaze. "Decide. Now."  
 
    "I will not join you." Cormac stepped forward. "If there is a way for me to return, to my family, to my Pride, to my House, I have to take it."  
 
    "Very well," Obsidian said. "Logan? What say you?" 
 
    "As I told Brigit before," he said. "I cannot stay."  
 
    "Very well," Obsidian turned from them. "Garrett will show you the path you must take." 
 
    Logan and Cormac saluted and exited the room. 
 
    "Keep your head down," Logan said to Cormac in a whisper. He held his friend's elbow, and hurried him alone. "Our time is limited here. We need to get the information we need and get out." 
 
    Cormac nodded his agreement. 
 
    They found Garrett hunched over the maps, with Angus by his side, bent over the charts spread across the stone table. 
 
    “The Lo’ademn are bound,” Cormac said. "How do we walk the path beneath their eyes?"  
 
    Garrett regarded them and shrugged. 
 
    “They are,” he said. “And they are not. But I can show you that route. I guess you decided not to stay?”  
 
    “More riddles?” Logan said. “If you do not know the answer than just admit it. Talking in circles is infuriating.” 
 
    “It is no riddle,” Garrett said. “It is the way of things. You just don't understand them.”  
 
    Logan drew a breath to reclaim his calm. Losing his temper at this time did not serve his purpose.  
 
    “Please,” he said. “Just show us the route.”  
 
    “I thought you left, Keeper?” Cormac said, a note of distain in his voice. 
 
    “The display your cohort returned was incomplete.” Angus did not look up from his examination, and though his sin’del still roiled with an array of emotions, his voice remained calm. The distant sound of raised voices drifted from Obsidian's council chamber. “It appears to be a problem with their maps, however.”  
 
    “What's all the commotion?” Garrett said. He craned his neck in an attempt to see down the corridor. “Why are they yelling?”  
 
    Angus caught Logan's eye and shook his head. He pointed to the northern sections. As Logan noted on his earlier scan, it was an area obscured by a dense fog. The rendition was so lifelike that it seemed to move and shift in an imaginary breeze.  
 
    “The Lo’ademn dens,” Logan said. His statement caught Garrett's attention, and pulled him back to the conversation.  
 
    “Correct.” Garrett refocused and pointed at the various points of light on the map. “This is precisely the route you asked to see. Here are the locked locations of the Lo’ademn. The areas around them are under their influence.” 
 
    “So the Apostate gave them areas of the Sur to control?” Cormac bent of the image to get a better look.  
 
    “No,” Garrett said. “They are bound there, but their influence extends outward for a certain distance. The Apostate did not seal them there. The Lethen’al did.”  
 
    “The Lo’ademn exist on both planes simultaneously.” Angus crossed his arms over his chest. “Their physical forms are bound on the Quain, or in the Patresilen, but that contains only a portion of their essence. The rest of them exist within the Sur. I didn't realize that they were limited here because of it.” 
 
    “To a degree,” Garrett said. “They could extend their reach even here if they choose to. But it is taxing on them, and they do not do so lightly. Within the spheres of their influence, however, they have complete freedom of movement.” 
 
    “That’s what we need to pass through?” Cormac said. “That’s what he meant by walking beneath the eye of the Lo’ademn?”  
 
    Garrett nodded. 
 
    “Not the path I would choose,” he said. 
 
    “What can you tell me of this one here?” Angus pointed to one node in particular. “Thelas, I believe?” 
 
    Logan squinted. He was curious as to how he knew which beacon belonged to which Lo’ademn. The fog around this particular light was dimmed, less pronounced than the others.  
 
    “This is strange.” Garrett leaned in closer. He touched the node with a finger, and the view of the area expanded. “Hmmm. I wouldn't think this were possible.”  
 
    “You would be surprised at what a Lo’ademn is capable of,” Angus said, though he did not lift his gaze from the table.  
 
    Logan was tempted to ask him to elaborate, but he refrained. A hand on Cormac’s shoulder instructed him to do likewise. He was not about to play Kal’Parev’s game of riddle and innuendo.  
 
    “You speak from experience?” Garrett hooked his thumbs behind his belt and cocked his head.  
 
    “I know what I’m talking about.” Angus held his gaze. “You could say it’s the subject of my life’s work.” 
 
    "Just say what you mean," Logan said.  
 
    “A Lo’ademn is an Aesari that is transformed by anger and hate, to that point where it is all that defines them,” Angus said. “It darkens them, changes them, hardens them. There is nothing else to them anymore. What was once bright and beautiful grows cold and terrifying. Though they rationalize and coat their actions in seductive words, they bring pain and suffering to those who contend with them. I have made an extensive study of them, how the change comes, the stages it takes, and whether it can be reversed. I have sacrificed a great deal for my knowledge.”   
 
    He pointed to the anomaly.  
 
    “This was not included in the display,” he said, “and it wasn’t on the maps when I was first shown them. It developed as I studied it.” 
 
    Angus looked at Logan, a ripple of the previous altercation still present in his sin’del.  
 
    “If I were trying to return," he said, "that is the route I would take.” 
 
    “Then that is the path.” Logan hated to agree with anything Kal’Parev had to say, but the choice resonated within him. He wanted to oppose him on principle alone. But, there was something in his demeanor, a trace of nobility left in the wreckage of his personage that commanded trust. He was, after all, a Keeper of the Temple, and the Heir to the throne of the Tu’renthien Kings. “It feels right. I trust your assessment. We enter through Thelas’ domain, walking under his eyes.”  
 
    “We have no information on what lies beyond the fog,” Garrett said. “An exit should exist there, in theory, but that will be up to you to confirm. I'll learn what I can of the terrain between fluctuations. You two should top off your supplies before you head out.” 
 
    Garrett signaled to another Guard and instructed her to allow them to resupply. 
 
    “First we had to return the display,” Cormac said. “Now this. We’re getting pretty good at impossible tasks.  
 
    “That we are, brother,” Logan said.  
 
    "I'll tend to the packs," Cormac said. "You get to know the route.” 
 
    “Can we not persuade you to stay?” Garrett spread his hands. "Soldiers of your caliber would be a great addition to our numbers. I hate seeing you two throw your lives away when they can be used to serve such a noble cause. Piercing the fog is folly. It will bring only death.”  
 
    “Do you foresee that?” Logan said. “Do you have the gift of prescience?” 
 
    Garrett shook his head.  
 
    “It is an educated guess,” he said. “None who have travelled that road have returned to us, nor as far as we can tell, have they succeeded in returning home."  
 
    "No," Logan said. "I guess they would not have."  
 
    "They didn't," Angus said. 
 
    The pronouncement about the glyphs tattooed on the Lost Guard played back through Logan's mind. What prompted such a betrayal was beyond his understanding. He wanted to believe the E'ine had sound reasons beyond his own limited perspective, but he knew that was his training speaking. For decades he was taught to follow orders, not to question them. That was the purview of slipshod soldiers like Kal'Parev.    
 
    "I think you should rethink your intention." Garrett watched the map with the intensity of a hunting dog spotting its prey. When the fog vanished, the stub of charcoal he held flew in a frenzy across the vellum, sketching the path. "Life's not so bad here, once you get used to it. Better than throwing your life away on a fool's errand." 
 
    “Because a thing has never happened,” Angus said, “it never will. Because it has never been done before, it cannot be done now. I’ve lived my life avoiding absolutes such as those. A thing is impossible only if you make it so.”   
 
    “That sounds like a very naive view,” Garrett said without looking up from the map. “But coming from a Keeper gives it weight. I'll think on it."  
 
    Angus stepped forward, and offered Garrett a Magi salute: his fist pressed against a vertical palm.  
 
    "Chart your own path," he said. "Keep your head about you, and do what you know to be right." 
 
    Garrett nodded and returned the gesture. 
 
    “This is where we part,” Angus said to Logan. He extended his hand. “I’m glad I witnessed this small part of your journey, my friend. We will meet again.”  
 
    Logan regarded the outstretched hand a moment before he decided to shake it.  
 
    “Charge against your enemies,” he said, “and bathe the blades.”  
 
    A commotion further down the hall demanded their notice. Brigit stalked toward them, her face grim and determined. She took the steps to the raised map room two at a time. 
 
    “I would speak with you a moment alone, Angus,” she said.  
 
    “We have nothing to discuss,” Angus said. “I’m parting ways with you and yours as well.” 
 
    "Seven Hell, Kal'Parev," she shouted. "Have you forgotten your honor? I have not. Do not make me remind you of your duty." 
 
    Logan saw how the question pierced him. Angus met his gaze and gestured to the charts.  
 
    "Get your things," he said before turning back to her. "Be quick with your exit." 
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 Aenir 
 
    Logan hitched his pack higher on his back and adjusted the straps. After replenishing their water and rations from the Lost Guard’s stores, it was heavier than he was accustomed to. He focused on his surroundings. His gaze wandered without pause, suspecting an enemy behind every rock or tree. The Sur’s red sun hung heavy and still in the sky. 
 
    Cormac jogged to his left. Neither of them tried to hide their enthusiasm to be on their way. The chaos from the council room seeped out into the common ranks. The tensions mounted when someone called general quarters. Logan doubted if Garrett and their promised escort would aid them.  
 
    Logan was grateful that they did and five members of the Guard filled out the diamond formation. Their gaze never static, they kept to a steady, ground eating pace.  
 
    "It's good to be on our way home," Cormac said.  
 
    Logan nodded at his friend. 
 
    He allowed himself a small smile at the thought. It was a long time since he called someone that. It was a wonder Cormac still chose to call him friend. To call him brother.  
 
    Logan did not realize how lonely he was in truth until he welcomed his cohort - his Pride - into his affections. He regretted not doing so sooner. How many years did he waste with his foolishness? 
 
    The landscape changed and they entered a temperate forest. The canopy soared far overhead and the trees reached impossible heights. The trees were thicker than any he beheld before, save the great tree of Reven Marthal. The trunks were capable of hiding any number of enemies. The ground was covered with a carpet of soft loam that muffled their footsteps.  
 
    "Company, hold," Garrett ordered. The Blades stopped and stepped into a defensive perimeter, with each of them facing differing directions.  
 
    "Suit up," he called out. "Satyagraha." 
 
    Their sin'dels pulled tight against their flesh and transformed with a crystalline peel. Logan was amazed with their proficiency. The technique was exceptionally difficult, but provided an impenetrable armor. It was made of a soldier's life force, concentrated and hardened by their will.  
 
    "Move out," Garrett said.  
 
    The company stepped off into a casual march. Each soldier looked about with an easier, more confident gaze at their surroundings. 
 
    Within several yards the sight of the sun vanished, but there was still illumination enough to see. Logan was unable to detect its source. Large puffs of pollen drifted on the slight breeze, interspersed with small flecks of light reminiscent of a si’ru. A sense of peace and tranquility permeated the space. 
 
    “Be on your guard,” Garrett said, his words soft. “There is a false serenity here. It is meant to lull you into complacency and circumvent your defenses. Once they have a hold on you, you are lost.”   
 
    “I did not know shrulks to be so devious.” Cormac seemed to heed the warning and resumed his visual scan. The Lost Guard shook their heads and tightened their formation.  
 
    “Shrulks do not enter this place,” Garrett said. “The foes we face here will be much, much worse.” 
 
    A small speck of light drifted before Logan. The glow it presented shifted through a rainbow spectrum as if it possessed a miniature sin’del. It was captivating, and it drew his attention. It drifted closer, and he stepped forward to get a better look. It had a small body, more sprite than insect, and opened its arms to him. It was really was like a si’ru, he thought, but only larger. He lifted his finger, inviting it to alight.  
 
    Garrett crushed it in his fist.  
 
    Logan jumped back and reached for his sword.  
 
    “Were you not listening?” He drew a cloth from his belt pouch and wiped his gloved palm. He tossed the cloth aside. “I warned you of the enemy and you all but invited it to take you.”  
 
    Logan looked to where the tiny creature once floated, and then back to Garrett.  
 
    “That was the enemy?” He found it difficult to believe that something so beautiful was dangerous.  
 
    “Do you forget where you are?” he said. “This is the Sur. It is designed to kill you. Not all of its intentions will be broadcast. Everything here is your enemy.” 
 
    With a brusque wave he urged the company forward again.  
 
    “How can that little thing harm him?” Cormac demanded. “Is it poisonous?” 
 
    “Worse.” Garrett resumed his pace, but kept near the two Yearlings. “They infiltrate the sin’del. They burrow inside your energy field, push out your si’ru and feed on it. They then mimic the si'ru's presence in your sin'del.  A single sprite has subtle effects on a person’s disposition, their basic personality. What's worse, they create a hole in the sin'del's armor that the Lo'ademn can exploit. When the sprites swarm, it is merciless. They can destroy an entire sin’del in minutes.” 
 
    “What’s left in its place?” Cormac said.  
 
    Garrett regarded them.  
 
    “A thing with no will,” he said. "Under the complete control of a Lo'ademn."  
 
    Logan was stunned by the revelation. In all his training he never heard of such a thing. His mind raced along the different paths of probability the concept offered. 
 
    “Do they only exist here?” he said.  
 
    “They can be found everywhere in the Sur,” Garrett said.  
 
    “So, any of the other cohorts could have brought one back through to the Patresilen?” Cormac said, voicing the fear that crept into Logan’s belly.  
 
    “It is possible.” Garrett hesitated with his response. 
 
    How many crossed over, Logan wondered. How many Lethen’al were contaminated? How many sprites were expelled when a contaminated Lethen’al died? For the first time in his life, Logan questioned the practice of entering the Sur. Now, he was glad he decided to return. This was a piece of intelligence of even greater value than the map.  
 
    The company entered a clearing, and the Lost Guard stopped. They fell into a defensive position and blocked the path. Garrett moved into the line, Logan and Cormac followed.  
 
    A wall of fog ranged between the trees on the other side. It was not as thick as Logan expected, but it undulated in the invisible wind.  
 
    “This is where we leave you,” Garrett said. “It is late. Will you continue on or make camp?”  
 
    “I think we will make camp for a bit.” Logan glanced up at the sky. The sun still hung in the exact same position, and he knew sleep would be hard to come by. “We will head out shortly.”  
 
    “So be it then,” Garrett saluted them. “Farewell, Logan. Farewell Cormac. Do not be afraid to bathe the blades. I pray you find what you are looking for on the other side.” 
 
    The rest of the Guard offered similar wishes, and with reluctant, hesitant steps they departed.  
 
    “I’ll gather some wood,” Cormac said. “Why don’t you get a fire started?” 
 
    He gathered the fallen branches and twigs within the clearing. Logan was glad he did not need to remind him to stay close. It was just the two of them now, and they needed to remain together. Logan prepared the pit to hold the flames. First, he dug two holes within four inches of each other. Then, with a sharpened stick, he bored a hole from the top of one pit down to the bottom of the other. In one with the hole at the bottom, he laid a bundle of dried grass and kindling. He struck a piece of flint with the back of his belt knife, and sent a spray of sparks into the tinder. The second hole fed oxygen and increased the heat and caused it to burn almost smokeless.  
 
    Within minutes they had a small taste of comfort. They filled their small pots with water, and set them near the flames to boil.  
 
    “Do you think we’ll get home?” Cormac said into the silence. They had both settled in to either side of the fire, leaning on their elbows.  
 
    “Of course we will,” Logan said. He broke a small branch and threw it into the blaze. 
 
    “I don’t think I will.” Cormac studied the flames, his head tilted to the side as if listening to something only he could hear.  
 
    Logan regarded him, worried by his strange tone.  
 
    “What makes you say that?” Logan said. “Do you doubt my word?”   
 
    “It's not that,” Cormac said. “It's… forget it.”  
 
    “Not a chance.” Logan sat up and crossed his legs. “Speak to me, brother. What is bothering you?” 
 
    Cormac was silent, and Logan studied him with greater scrutiny. 
 
    “It was that scrub, Angus,” Cormac said just as Logan was about to repeat his request.  
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “The way he looked at me,” Cormac said. “When he heard my name, he was startled. I don't think he expected to see me. You he knew, and he had no doubt that you returned. His exact words.” 
 
    Logan saw the fear in his friend's countenance.  
 
    “He said nothing about me,” Cormac said. “At first, I thought it made sense. He knew you. He has a history with you. And, well, you’re Logan Fel’Mekrin. The only reason I can come up with for his behavior is that he didn’t know me in his future.” 
 
    “Angus Kal’Parev, or Tu’renthien, whatever he calls himself, is an arrogant prick,” Logan said. “He most likely said what he did to get a rise out of me. Our history is strained at best.”  
 
    “That occurred to me too,” Cormac said.  
 
    “There you have it.” Logan waved the matter away. “He tries to get under your skin. It's what he does.” 
 
    “But then I thought about the way he looked at me.” Cormac drew a deep breath. “It was as if he was looking at something unnatural, something that should not be. And I thought, what if he knows that I died here, in the Sur. He would be surprised to see me alive.”  
 
    Logan stroked his chin. He entertained the same thoughts and harbored the same fear, but there was no way he was going to admit that to his friend. 
 
    “That scrub – and believe me, regardless of what position or title Angus holds, he's a scrub – he knows little to nothing about the Areth'kon or the people in it.” Logan said. He lifted the lid to one of the pots. Seeing that it was just approaching a boil, he poured the dried contents of a pouch into it. He stirred it, and replaced the lid. "I would not put much stock in what he says or does."  
 
    Cormac regarded him with a flat stare.  
 
    “I hear voices,” he said. “I have since I entered the Sur. They taunt me, call me names, tell me how weak I am. At first, there were many, and I could tune them out. But now, there's just one.” 
 
    “What is it saying?” Logan noted how Cormac twisted his hands together.  
 
     “Ever since we left the sanctuary, it tells me that I’ll never leave this place alive.” 
 
    “I guess it has never met an Elc'atar before,” Logan said. “You have to ignore what it says. It is trying to discourage you. This is the Sur. Do not listen.”  
 
    “It tells me that you will leave me behind,” Cormac said. “It says that you’re only concerned for your own glory, your own fame, and that when the time comes, you will forsake me to gain your own freedom.” 
 
    Logan was still. How often had those very thoughts sounded within the confines of his own skull? Just days ago the words would have been true. But not now. No. Not now. Now he was different. He had changed.  
 
    Hadn’t he?  
 
    “Do you believe this voice?” Logan used a stick to move his pot from the flames, but his motions were slow, his attention focused on his friend. 
 
    Cormac did not answer. Unnerved by the silence, Logan lifted the lid off Cormac’s pot and filled it from his own stores.  
 
    “Should I?” Cormac said. “Should I believe it?” 
 
    “That is a question you do not need to ask,” Logan said. He fought down his annoyance at the question. “I stayed with you when the gate closed. If I was leaving without you, I would have done so then. I swear to you now, brother, I will do everything in my power to bring you home.”  
 
    “But that’s not like you, is it?” Cormac said. “All these years, and you’ve only thought about yourself, your own glory, your own honor. Why did you pledge yourself to us? You had to realize it was binding. Why would you want to be tied to us after we went home? That’s not like you.” 
 
    Logan was silent. He knew how they saw him, what they thought of him. And they had every right to do so. He never missed an opportunity to place himself before them, to claim the adulations of the crowd and grow his own reputation. How often were they denied the praise his own inflated ego demanded was his alone? 
 
    “I realized how empty my life was,” Logan said. The distrust was evident in Cormac’s eyes, and his sin’del drew away. “Can I tell you something? A truth I have told no one else?” 
 
    Cormac was slow to respond, and his eventual nod was cautious. 
 
    “I had no intention of leaving the Sur,” Logan said. The words surprised him, for although he admitted the truth to himself, he betrayed it by neither word nor deed. “I planned on dying here.” 
 
    Cormac drew back and hissed.  
 
    Logan offered him a rueful smile.  
 
    “Arielle left me for Angus,” he said. “There was no getting her back. Her time with me was just as you described it. I thought only of myself, with no regard for her needs or feelings. When she spurned me, I grew irate, peevish. I beat a squad of graduates within an inch of their lives just to get back at her, at Angus. I promised I was coming for them next. I didn’t believe her. I thought he had tricked her in some way. And then…” Logan paused to swallow past the lump forming in his throat. “And then she came to my apartments the night before we departed. She showed me her truth. She touched my hand, Cormac.” 
 
    Logan watched his friend, waiting to see if he understood the reference. Cormac nodded. 
 
    “Things were not how I envisioned them,” he said. “What she showed me was so beautiful, so powerful, so much more than I had any hope of attaining with her. It crushed me, and I wanted to die. So, I came here with that one thought etched firmly in my mind. But then, after I was separated from all of you, after I fought to get back, I realized that I could not do it. I had too much to live for. You, Cormac. McAlister. Sionid. Alis. Bryan. Even Senet and Vadin. You are my friends. You all mean more to me than my family, my name, my honor, or my glory. That is why I pledged to you all. You gave me a reason to live.” 
 
    Cormac’s sin’del settled, and his hands lay still on his lap.  
 
    “I will see you home, my friend,” Logan said. “Or I will give my life in the effort. Now eat. We need our strength for whatever lies behind the fog.” 
 
    Cormac lifted his pot from the flames and dug into his meal. Logan did the same, but with less enthusiasm. The doubts his friend harbored about him were legitimate, and would take a lifetime to erase. He knew there were many back at home that would feel the same. He would be required to prove himself for a very long time.  
 
    **** 
 
    Cormac watched Logan while he ate. His words were convincing and he wanted to believe him. The thought that after all this time Logan regarded him as an equal, as a friend filled his heart with joy. He wanted this more than glory and praise. For so long he made excuses for Logan's behavior and pretended he was nobler than he was. He did not want to see the selfishness, the avarice, the greed that consumed his friend. Cormac knew he could be more, wanted him to be more. But for so long, Logan dashed each and every of those pretentions. 
 
    Do you really think anything has changed? The voice sent to him.  
 
    You heard him, Cormac sent in reply. He was glad Logan had no telepathic talents. It made having a private conversation in his presence so much easier. He’s changed. 
 
    He has a silver tongue, the voice sent. He tells you what you want to hear. Hasn't he always? In the end, his truth will be revealed. He is who he is, and you are who you are. 
 
    Why do you taunt me like this? Cormac sent. Does this give you some sick pleasure? 
 
    I derive no joy from your misery, the voice said. I only wish to see you saved from the pain that comes from trusting him.  
 
    Why do you care?  
 
    Because I know you, Cormac, the voice crooned. I know what you are capable of. I know the greatness you can attain if you were to but step out from beneath his shadow. I can show you.  
 
    How can I trust you?  
 
    I am Aenir. Of course you can trust me. Come to me, the voice sent. I will show you the greatness that lies within you. 
 
    Cormac ignored the voice, though it continued to drone on. It never let him be, and he wondered, would it be so bad to listen? 
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 Corruption 
 
    You would think those straps would be adjusted by now.” Logan counted the length of rope, using the width of his arms as a measure. He watched Cormac settle his pack for the fifth time. His nervousness was a concern, and he wondered if the Yearling was up to the task.  
 
    Elc’atar, he reminded himself. All they had to do was return home to formally claim the title. Cormac held against the horde at the gate. Why should now be any different?  
 
    The fog was a source of terror, he knew. It almost unnerved him. The idea of passing into its midst and giving up the advantage of sight made him second guess his decision to try this path. He tried so hard to avoid touching anything here. He kept his gloves on all the time. But would the mist be different? Would the vapors trigger his clairvoyance when they touched his skin?  
 
    He had no choice. It was the only way for him to keep his word.  
 
    He beckoned Cormac over once he had enough rope played out. He circled one end around his own waist twice and tied it off with a simple square knot. He tied the other end around Cormac’s waist.  
 
    “So we do not get separated in there,” he said. Cormac visibly relaxed once they were tethered. “Same procedure as a water crossing.” 
 
    “You go first, I follow after,” Cormac said. “I’ll be sure to leave some slack, but not enough for the rope to touch the ground.”  
 
    “I am glad you have my back, brother.” Logan clapped him on the shoulder. “This is it. The final push. You have your map?”  
 
    Cormac tapped his belt pouch, gave a silent nod and held his thumb up to signal his readiness. Logan returned the gesture. They each carried a crude, hand drawn chart with their path marked. Of course, everything after the fog was sheer conjecture, but Garrett sketched it during the intervals when the fog was gone.  
 
    Logan drew his sword and stepped to the edge of the bank.  
 
    “If anything happens to me,” he said without looking back, “you keep going. Press forward, boots in the blood.”  
 
    “We go together.” Cormac gathered up the rope, to play it out while he waited his turn. 
 
    “That’s not a suggestion, soldier.” Logan peered at him over his shoulder to make sure his orders were understood. He waited until Cormac acknowledged his words.  
 
    He drew a deep breath, out of fear of breathing in the mist.  He took a step forward and white clouds subsumed him. Two steps and he paused. He was unable to see anything beyond the tip of his outstretched fingers. He let out his breath. Thankfully, his concerns about his clairvoyance were unfounded. His eyes were useless here. He expanded the range of his sin’del, pushing it away from his body. Although he was not an adept at manipulating his life force, he possessed sufficient training to do this. It gave him a slight advantage, and acted like an early warning system. He knew of everything his sin’del encountered, and that gave him double the reach of his arm to react.  
 
    It would, of course, alert any shrulk within sensing distance, but that was a price he was willing to pay. 
 
    If nothing else, it would prevent him from walking into a tree.  
 
    With his precautions in place, he stepped off again.  
 
    The rope pulled taut, and Logan paused. He waited and counted the seconds. The cordage went slack and he blew out his pent up breath.  
 
    Cormac entered the fog. 
 
    Boulders reared in the mist, and he navigated around them. Roots protruded and the ground fell away into holes.  He knew to side step each of them. Step by cautious step he progressed, his sword held at the first position. At each obstacle he spoke its nature aloud for Cormac's benefit.  
 
    He wished he was able to send a telepathic message, to warn him of the dangers in silence, but it was a passing thought. There was no point dwelling on what he could not do. Better to focus on what he was capable of doing. The ground rose with a slight incline. 
 
    Minutes turned to hours. His stomach rumbled with the first stirrings of hunger and he worked his tongue within his mouth to work some moisture in. He did not want to stop even to take a drink.  
 
    The fog disappeared with the next step.  
 
    He stood in a forest growing up between half buried boulders. The slope was steep, but passable, and it looked like it leveled out further up.  
 
    Logan looked about and even examined his back trail. Five yards behind him Cormac stood, frozen between strides.  
 
    With their sight returned, Cormac rushed forward winding the rope. 
 
    “It's like the map,” he gasped when he was close enough. “How the fog lifted from time to time.”  
 
    “But we’ve been walking for hours,” Logan said.  
 
    “Who knows how those crazy Magi maps function.” Cormac started untying his tether. “It looked like every few minutes to us, but maybe its hours in the real world.”  
 
    “You might be right.” Logan stopped his efforts to free himself. “But that means we also do not know how long it will be gone. Best keep ourselves connected.”  
 
    Cormac nodded, quick as ever to accept a suggestion, and then paused.  
 
    “Do you smell smoke?” 
 
    Logan scanned the area. Though faint, there was a detectable scent of wood smoke on the wind.  
 
    “This way,” he said, and quickened his pace.  
 
    The forest thinned and the ground leveled out. Logan held up a fist to signal a stop. Opening his hand, he patted the air with his palm and crouched down. Cormac responded to the familiar instructions and lowered his profile.  
 
    Logan crept forward, easing the branches out of his way. He paused at the edge of the clearing. 
 
    “Seven Hells,” he swore under his breath. Casting aside all stealth, he pushed through the tree line. Cormac was up and followed without direction.  
 
    Obsidian sat before a small fire. He stood with their entrance and extended his arms. His sin’del, which until now was pulled tight against his flesh, expanded to its usual size.  
 
    “It took you long enough,” he said. “I was beginning to think something happened to you.”  
 
    “How did you get here?” Cormac demanded. He held his arm out and blocked Logan’s path.  
 
    “I have studied the Sur for a long, long time.” Obsidian waved to indicate the world around them. “It is an intriguing place, especially once you get past the initial layers. I know a great deal about it and how it functions.” 
 
    “What of the Lost Guard?” Logan pushed past Cormac. "You lied to them." 
 
    Obsidian looked to the flames, but he did not respond.  
 
    “Angus was telling the truth?” Cormac said, his sin'del a wash of surprise. “You prevented them from leaving?” 
 
    "I did what I thought best for them," Obsidian said. "The wardings prevent them from returning through the gate once it closed, and they mirror those etched on the structure itself. I crafted them, and the gate before I relinquished my role as Keeper. But, that is not the only purpose they serve. Without them, my Blades would have died long ago." 
 
    "Did you explain that to them?" Logan said. 
 
    "I… tried," Obsidian said. "Some of them listened. Others… did not."  
 
    "So why are you here?" Cormac said. "Why are you not back in the sanctum?" 
 
    Obsidian regarded them both, his gaze searching.  
 
    "They need time to come to terms with what I have told them," he said at length. "In the meantime, I postulated that my efforts would be put to a better purpose by aiding your return." 
 
    “What happened?” Logan moved closer, though there was something to Obsidian's countenance that made him cautious. “What did they say to you?” 
 
    “The usual things,” Obsidian said to the flames. “Threats, accusations. Some accused me of serving the enemy. Others remained loyal and rose to my defense.” 
 
    “Rose?” Logan prompted. 
 
    “Their disagreements surpassed the realm of mere words,” Obsidian said. His eyes held a distant cast. “My departure seemed the wisest choice.”  
 
    “They turned on you.” Logan said.  
 
    “What the Lost Guard did is of no concern to you.” Obsidian kicked dirt into the hole and extinguished the fire. “You are not one of us, and our affairs remain our own.”  
 
    “Sprite,” Cormac called out.  
 
    Logan whipped about, focusing on the area Cormac pointed to. A pair of sprites hovered at the far edge of the clearing. They floated in the direction they needed to go. 
 
    “It seems we must change our plans.” Obsidian hoisted his pack and headed for a parallel track. He pointed at the rope connecting them. “That will hinder you.”  
 
    “We need to add you to the tether.” Logan moved to match his course. 
 
    “No need.” Obsidian did not stop walking.  
 
    “Let the fog take his deceitful ass,” Cormac said. "I have no patience with traitors." 
 
    “Mind your tone,” Obsidian cautioned. “I am one of the last E'ine. And the fog is gone.” 
 
    “It will be back.” Logan shook his head, annoyed. 
 
    “No it will not,” Obsidian said.  
 
    “Listen,” Logan said,” I understand that you know this place well, but this is just a pause in the fog. Just like on the map.” 
 
    “As the current Keeper pointed out, the map is wrong.”  
 
    “Are we supposed to trust him?” Cormac waved in Obsidian's direction, though, Logan noted, he surreptitiously picked at the knot. “He lied to his own -” 
 
    Obsidian pivoted and spread his hands apart. An ethereal blue field like on the display showed their current location. There was no fog to be seen.  
 
    “It will not return,” he said. “I cannot explain it to you in terms you will comprehend, for you lack the conceptual understandings to grasp it.”  
 
    “But we just passed through it,” Cormac said. “Less than five minutes ago.” 
 
    “Yes.” Obsidian pointed to the direction they came from. “It was there. Now, it is not. Let that be enough for you.” 
 
    “That makes no sense,” Cormac raged.  
 
    Logan watched the exchange. He agreed with Cormac. It made little sense to him, but he did not know the extent of his own ignorance on the matter. Obsidian was an E'ine, and he did seem far better versed on the matter. Recent events, however, disinclined him to follow on blind faith.  
 
    A glance behind him revealed the presence of more sprites.  
 
    “They’re gathering,” he said. “Lead on. We’ll worry about the fog later.”  
 
    Obsidian closed the image and moved on. Logan tugged the rope to get Cormac moving with them.  
 
    **** 
 
    See, he already sides against you, Aenir whispered in Cormac’s mind. 
 
    He has a good reason, Cormac sent back. The E'ine are not to be questioned. That is law. 
 
    That is a convenient law, is it not? What makes them demand such obedience? Aenir sent. 
 
    It is their right, Cormac sent. They are the first born. The first reshuffling. A child does not question their parents.  
 
    But they must, in time, once they are no longer a child, Aenir sent. And Obsidian is dangerous. He lied to his own followers. The E'ine are not what you believe them to be. 
 
    That is not my concern, Cormac sent. I am not of the Lost Guard. 
 
    Logan follows him without a single argument, Aenir sent. He takes the path offered to him, even though you know it is wrong. He wants to be one of them. He said he had no intention of returning home. 
 
    Just wait, Cormac sent. Logan will put him in his place.  
 
    You are wrong, Aenir sent, a subtle sadness to his mental voice. If you challenge his decision, he will side with the E'ine. 
 
    Cormac rolled his eyes. The Lo’ademn were supposed to be fearful, with an incredible store of knowledge. But, apparently, they did not know everything.  
 
    Go on, Aenir crooned. Question him. 
 
    Cormac ignored the voice. He did not want to challenge Logan. He trusted him. 
 
    **** 
 
    Logan divided his attention between their path and the sprites that paralleled them. They grew in number, with more joining them with every passing moment. Their light filled the trees.  
 
    Obsidian increased his pace and cast the occasional worried glance to the side. The small company was forced to hurdle fallen boulders, and duck beneath grasping limbs.  
 
    They appeared to be in a valley of sorts. The ground before them sloped down, and the mountains to the sides of them rose up. Obsidian chose a path that angled to the right. It pulled them closer to the walls of stone.  
 
    “We’re not leaving much room to maneuver,” Logan gasped. Another glace showed the sprites tripled in number. The swarm filled the forest and moved through the trees in a tumbled, churned mass.  
 
    “We will be past this soon,” Obsidian said. He increased his pace to a full run.  
 
    “What lies ahead?” Cormac called out. 
 
    “This drops down to a plane.” Obsidian used his hands to vault over a fallen trunk. “But it will bring us close to another Lo’ademn’s domain.” 
 
    “Whose?” Logan hit the same obstacle, but cleared it in an easy jump. 
 
    “Aenir’s.”  
 
    “This is a bad idea.” Cormac hit the tree, but the pronouncement made him stumble over it. “I think we should go another way.”  
 
    “There is no other way,” Logan said without looking back. “We move forward. Stick with the plan.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The statement made Cormac stumble, though he was quick to regain his footing. The others did not notice.  
 
    Do you see? Aenir sent.  
 
    Cormac was numb. How could he? He sided with the E'ine, even after his subterfuge was revealed.  
 
    Do not fret, Aenir sent. That is the path you want to take. Step through the fog. Become what you were always meant to be. Forsake the pompous fool, for he has already forsaken you. 
 
    Cormac continued to run, not really seeing where he went.  
 
    Come to me, Aenir sent, his voice enormous and filled with desire. I will guide your path. 
 
    **** 
 
    “I think the other cohorts might have been infected when they passed through,” Logan said, voicing the concern that was gnawing upon him. 
 
    “That is a possibility,” Obsidian said. “All the more reason to see you both home. You will have to inform the council. You will be a hero, Logan. None have ever returned from the Sur once the gate closed. They will listen to you.”  
 
    “They’re pulling back,” Cormac yelled. He pointed to the forest edge.  
 
    The sprites had indeed withdrawn, and the light they cast dimmed beneath the trees. The ground opened before them. The granite walls of the mountain fell away, revealing another bank of thick, undulating fog.  
 
    “Be careful.” Obsidian stretched his hand out to Cormac, who stood a pace or two from the fog’s edge. 
 
    Logan glanced over. Cormac shook his head. His sin'del twitched, the energy fields roiled and pitched. The look on his friend’s face filled him with dread. It was pulled into a grimace of hate, but it was not directed at Obsidian as expected. It was directed at him. 
 
    “I forsake you.” Cormac slashed the tether with his blade. “I renounce you. I’m tired of your lies. I’m tired of your hubris. To the Apostate with you, Logan Fel’Mekrin.”  
 
    Cormac dashed forward and disappeared into the fog. 
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 Hint of Salvation 
 
    Logan extended his hand, as if to pull Cormac back from the void. He cast a glance at Obsidian, who offered a defeated shake of his head.  
 
    Without a sound, Logan plunged into the fog.  
 
    Plumes of viscous mist curled about him and marked his passage. He disentangled himself from the rope and cast it off.  
 
    A shrulk lunged for him. Logan severed its head with a single sweep of his blade. Explosions sounded, and the subsonic flare of electric discharge raised the hairs on his arms. He rushed forward, and skewered a beast through its throat. A quick pivot, and he hammer fisted another that sought to sneak up behind him. The sound of a breaking skull propelled him onward. Ducking low, he caught an onrushing shrulk with his shoulder. The impact fractured its sternum and with his legs he lifted it into the air, only to shatter it against the stones under his feet. A quick flick of his wrist eviscerated another.  
 
    To his left, arcs of fire illuminated the surroundings. Obsidian followed him in after all. The trunks of trees were darker columns in the mist. They resembled marble pillars, standing equidistant from one another. Logan listened, hoping to ascertain Cormac’s direction.  
 
    A spike of pain through the center of his forehead made him stumble.  
 
    HE WON’T ANSWER ME, Obsidian's telepathic voice screamed in Logan’s mind.  
 
    His knees buckled with the agony the sending produced, and the carnage around sounded far away. He pressed his palm against the bole of a tree to steady himself.  
 
    I’M ANGLING TOWARD YOU. 
 
    Logan wanted to call out, to curse, to rage against the disregard the sending displayed. He hated how his kin assumed they were able to communicate with him in such a fashion. Without knowing anything about him, they expected him to be just like them. It was feckin' presumptuous, nothing more than a painful violation of his mind.  
 
    Logan schooled his negative thoughts. Obsidian did not know, had no way of knowing that he was crippled in this regard, that he possessed no telepathic ability to speak of. A shred of information flittered across the plane of his memory; telepathy was a rare thing among the E'ine. Maybe it hurt him just as much to send as it did for Logan to receive. The possibility did not make the agony lessen. 
 
    He laid his forehead against the cool stone of the pillar. Thankfully, there was no repeated attempt to communicate with him. He drew a deep breath, and stopped midway.  
 
    He should be in a forest. There should not be any pillars here.  
 
    Logan opened his eyes, and stepped away. He raised his sword before him in an effort to still the flutter in his stomach. 
 
    Gone were the trees. Gone was the fog, the sprite swarm, Obsidian and Cormac. Gone was the Sur.  
 
    He stood in his own spacious apartments at the Gates complex. Every detail was crafted with an exactness that lent weight to the illusion. These were his rooms.   
 
    “I am also not accustomed to being ignored.”  
 
    He knew that voice, and his stomach dropped upon hearing it. He closed his eyes and wished it away. Not here. Not her. Please, by all that is holy and right, not her. 
 
    She touched his shoulder, and his heart swelled.  
 
    “Logan,” Arielle said. He heard the concern in her voice, and he did not need to see her sin’del to tell it was genuine. He possessed no will to deny her request. He turned to face her, and opened his eyes. 
 
    She wore two swords now, one at her waist, and one at her shoulder. Her clothes were rumpled, as if they had been slept in, but otherwise they were clean. Her hazel eyes gave an indication of fatigue, but her face was scrubbed and her silver hair brushed.  
 
    “You changed your hair,” he said. 
 
    Arielle touched her loose mane, giving him a nervous glance.  
 
    The movement, her beauty, gave him pause and dulled his senses. The scent of her filled his nostrils and awakened a surge of energy that tingled across his skin. His thoughts grew sluggish, and his throat constricted.   
 
    This happened before. The night before he left for the Sur. He had those exact thoughts, said those exact words. She responded the exact same way.  
 
    He stepped away, backing into the pillar. His desire warred with his reason. What he knew and what he wanted were at odds, and his emotions proved to be the stronger.  
 
    Arielle wore a melancholy expression while she studied him. Her face made it difficult for him to think. Why was his sword drawn?  
 
    “I could not let you face the trials without speaking to you,” she said. “You caught me by surprise earlier. I was shocked to see you, and the lo’el were picking up on that. I do not have the control I need with them yet. But I am learning.”  
 
    The lo’el. He remembered the lo’el. He went to the A’gist, the pastures, to speak with her. She turned her pup on him. And then somehow she turned his own lo’el, Dusk, against him as well. The memory darkened his countenance and he moved around the room. It was not supposed to have happened that way.  
 
    “How are you, Logan?” Arielle said.  
 
    But it had. He stopped his circuit. It already happened. This all happened already.  
 
    So what if it did? What did that mean? Was he forced to repeat the same boorish behavior, the same arrogant banter? How many times did he replay this very night, this very conversation over and over in his mind? The things he wished he said? The things he should have said. The ideas he wanted to impart onto her before she left that would make her understand.  
 
    “I love you.” The words leapt from his lips, and he held out his hand to her. “I love you, and I am nothing without you. I cannot live like this. I want to die. The thought of being without you… how empty I am… the thought of you with him. It enrages me… I want to kill him… Its wrong, but-” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with your anger.” Arielle touched his arms and silenced his outburst. His thoughts stilled. “It is yours,” she said, “is it not? It is how you feel. What could possibly be wrong with that? Your rage is pure. It clears away confusion. It makes you strong.”  
 
    She touched his face and drew her finger down his jaw. He flinched from the contact. She wore no gloves. Her skin was bare. Her touch ignited his clairvoyance. This too happened last time, and he cringed. He knew what was to come. Images of her and Angus together in their bliss.  
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Images and sensations flooded his mind. Pictures of hatred, of rage, of violence bombarded him, and Logan reeled with the impact. FLASH. A being fought against the stone of its imprisonment. Villages burned. Bodies lay broken amid a thickening haze of si’ru. Blood covered walls. The depictions of destruction and brutality continued unabated, growing in intensity. And underlying it all, threading through every scene of cruel debauchery was an ardent, unbridled hate. Logan felt small in its presence, insignificant beneath the scope of its intensity.  
 
    Screams filled his ears, cries of pain and pleas for mercy.  
 
    His sword fell from his fingers and he battered at his ears to silence the cries. His own scream added to the cacophony, but he failed to notice. He scrubbed at his eyes to darken them to the horrors he beheld.  
 
    They did not stop.  
 
    On and on they came, driving all hope, all sense of kindness and decency before them. The sheer magnitude, the tremendous potency of the emotion bore down on him and shattered his very core. Wisps of his enmity drifted up from the wreckage. His own malice whirled into the chaos, and added to the conglomerate.  
 
    His hatred reared.  
 
    It filled him.  
 
    He luxuriated in the sensation even while it repulsed him.  
 
    And from the scenes of ferity came a shaft of light, brilliant in its elusive splendor. A presence engulfed him, embraced him and pulled him back from the charnel pit that subsumed his mind. A voice, soothing in its persistence, beckoned him and called his attention. His fury rebelled, but to little avail. By degrees the illumination increased and Logan’s soul quieted. 
 
    The monstrosities fell away, and with their departure, Logan beheld within their depths a suggestion of pure luminescence. A fleeting figure, a remnant of the original Aesari buried deep, shone within the maelstrom surrounded by a flailing mass of shadowed appendages. The construct flittered across his awareness and departed.  
 
    There is still a hint within them, Logan thought. They can be saved.  
 
    “Push away the hate, Logan,” it said. “Push past the fear. Push past the pain. They are illusions that cloud your mind. Ground yourself in who you are. See who you are.” 
 
    Logan clung to the voice with a fierce desperation, soothed by the deep confidence and command it carried. 
 
    A conflicting array of images battered aside those that fled his mind. FLASH. He watched himself standing in the sanctum, a superior swagger to his gait when he moved. His speech, confident and sure. He flowed across the ground before the Gate of Fang and Thorn, danced among the shrulks and ripped them asunder with Cormac at his back.  
 
    “See who you are, Logan.” Obsidian held him, his arm wrapped around him from behind. His other was raised, and emanated a brilliant shield. Darkened bodies struck and sizzled across the barrier. Logan pitched and convulsed, still in the grips of the clairvoyant onslaught. He bit down on a piece of wood between his teeth, the severity of the episode decorated his tongue with fragments of bark.  
 
    "You are a Blade of the Areth'kon. You are heir to House Fel'Mekrin." Obsidian held him fast throughout the seizure. Each truth he spoke ignited a chain of associations in Logan's mind. “You are Lethen’al! You fell from Heaven, in defiance of the Creator's wishes! You chose to become a steward of the earth! But peaceful communion is not enough for you. You want to be counted against the darkness and the destruction of your kind. 
 
    “So you became an Areth’kon Blade and learned to be the greatest warrior this world has ever known. But it is not enough for you to lay down your life in service of your kind. You want to do more!  
 
    “You wish to join the Elc’atar Guard. You wish to stand with those who hold to the memory of Prince El’Cain Tu’renthien by their every breath and action.  
 
    "You are Elc'atar, Logan," Obsidian said. "Remain true to who and what you are." 
 
    The world swam in and out of focus, and Logan fought to adjust. The fog thinned to a dark mist, with shapes churning within.  
 
    He removed the stick and spat out the debris. He was nauseous and his head swam with the after images, but with each second that passed he improved. He recalled where he was, and the sight of the trees reminded him of what was happening. 
 
    “Let go.” He swatted at Obsidian's arm and surged to his feet. Obsidian clapped a restraining hand upon his shoulder.  
 
    “Patience, Fel’Mekrin,” Obsidian said. He pointed with his chin, indicating the area just outside the shield. “You are Areth’kon. Mark your enemy. Study the terrain.” 
 
    Logan looked beyond, into the milling horde of shrulks. He noted their placement, their lines of attack and egress. The shrulks held the middle and high ground. He and Obsidian were outnumbered, in a declivity and with limited visibility.  
 
    “Can you move this shield?” Logan looked at the forces arrayed against them with no emotional reaction.  
 
    “Its stationary.” Obsidian shook his head.  
 
    “How far in are we?” Logan said. “What is our direction?” 
 
    “A few hundred yards or so. We need to move northwest, to our left. That will take us out of his domain.”  
 
    Logan scowled.  
 
    “What of Cormac?” he said. “We cannot forsake him.”  
 
    Obsidian stood.  
 
    “We need to head northwest,” he said.  
 
    “Where is Cormac?” 
 
    “Northeast,” Obsidian nodded his head in the indicated direction. “But that is not a wise course.” 
 
    “I do not run from my responsibilities, E'ine.” Logan stepped up so they were face to face, even though he had to crane his neck to meet his gaze. “When you drop the barrier, I head northeast.”  
 
    Obsidian watched him. His dark visage betrayed no expression. 
 
    “Your friend is gone,” he said. “Cormac is dead. We need to get out of this area.” 
 
    “I do not give over so easily.” Logan clenched his fists. “Drop the shield.”  
 
    “Will you listen to -” 
 
    “I will save my brother!” Logan shouted and shoved the E'ine against the barrier.   
 
     Obsidian ignored the assault on his person. It did not even register in his sin'del. 
 
    “Then you will need this.” He held Logan's sword aloft. “Use the trees to break up their charge.  Head up the next slope. That is where I last saw him.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
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 The Lo'ademn 
 
    Logan and Obsidian crested the rise, and were met with yet more shrulks. Without pause, Logan dove forward. He drew the dagger from his waist and used both hands to deliver death. Obsidian ranged into the periphery of his vision. The edge of his weapon was encased in a silver light, and whatever it touched parted like the mist.  
 
    His sin'del tingled and announced the presence of approaching magic. 
 
    A blue sphere of energy burned through the vapor, and Logan stepped to the side. It sailed past and raised the hairs on his arms with its discharge. It impacted with a tree, which inverted its colors, and fell away in a puff of ash. Another sphere shot out, and Logan bent to the side.  
 
    A shield appeared before him, and a fourth ball of energy smashed against the bulwark.  
 
    They entered a clearing were the haze parted.   
 
    Cormac stood in the center, ablaze in ethereal light, his hands poised for another strike.  
 
    Logan stopped, stunned by the sight.  
 
    “Down!” Obsidian shoved him from behind, just as a bar of blue energy sprang forth from Cormac’s hands. 
 
    Logan clawed his way out of the dirt. Obsidian was wreathed in a white blaze, and threw himself forward.  
 
    “No,” Logan screamed. “We need to help him.” 
 
    Obsidian and Cormac met in the center of the field. Cormac met the downward swing of Obsidian's sword with his own, and a shockwave blasted forth. Tendrils of wayward energy flailed about with each impact. Trees burst. Shrulks shattered into millions of tiny pieces. Logan dove for cover, somersaulting over a stray blast.  
 
    He rolled out of the explosion and regained his feet, just as Obsidian was thrown backward. Logan charged forward and stole Cormac’s attention with a swift kick to the sternum. Instead of doubling him over, Cormac regarded him, an insane smile decorating his face. His eyes were black. His sin’del was enormous and arrayed like six dark wings behind him. 
 
    “Wait your turn, meat bag.” Cormac swiped at him, but Logan dodged with ease. “I have history with this one.”  
 
    “Remember yourself.” Logan ducked beneath the next swipe of Cormac's blade. He refused to turn his weapon on his friend. “You are Cormac of House Fel’Mekrin.” 
 
    “I am Aenir.”  
 
    The pronouncement made Logan slow to avoid the next attack, and the tip of Cormac’s blade nipped his shoulder. Fire raced down his arm from the slight wound, and he knew the truth.  
 
    His brother was gone. 
 
    All reluctance left him, and he pressed the attack. An upswing carved a channel in Aenir’s face, though it was Cormac’s visage that bled.  
 
    The Lo'ademn swung again, his anger and hatred roiled out ahead of him. Logan met the attack and parried, opening the outside of Aenir’s arm.  
 
    The Lo’ademn charged and knocked Logan over with his shoulder. His blade fell from his grasp with the impact, and he rolled out of the way. He avoided a chopping strike and struck out with his foot to shatter Aenir’s kneecap. The blow did not faze him. Cormac’s body shifted, but the leg snapped back into place with an audible crunch of bone.  
 
    A blast of white light struck Aenir and sent him tumbling to the side.  
 
    “You need to leave.” Obsidian helped Logan to his feet and handed him his sword. “Now.” 
 
    “I gave him my word I would bring him home.” Logan wiggled to get free, but the damned E'ine held him fast. “Let me go!”  
 
    “You cannot fulfill your promise now,” Obsidian said. “You are Areth’kon, Logan. Think like a Blade!” 
 
    Logan ceased his efforts and appraised the situation. It was as Obsidian said. Aenir controlled Cormac now. Regardless of the form it wore, that thing was a Lo’ademn. If he brought that back, the Patresilen would fall.  
 
    His friend was dead.  
 
    He failed him.  
 
    “I’m not leaving him with Cormac’s body.” Logan pushed away his failure and readied himself in the first position.  
 
    Aenir regained his feet. A flow of shrulks surrounded him.  
 
    “I would rather Aenir not have a body,” Obsidian adjusted his grip on his sword. “Lead on. I will follow.” 
 
    “Boots in the blood,” Logan said, his ears laid back against the sides of his head.  
 
    The shrulks charged, and they rushed to meet them.  
 
    A flurry of blades crashed against the onslaught of teeth and claws. He felt Obsidian's sin’del surround him, and seconds later, his own energy field snapped tight against his flesh. A rush of vitality coursed through him.  
 
    The satyagraha.  
 
    The perfect armor.  
 
    Shrulks shattered beneath his fists and his blade cleaved them in two. They were an afterthought. They were an obstacle, placed in his way to prevent him from reaching his true target. To his side, Obsidian fought and demolished everything in his path. Logan forged his way forward.  
 
    Aenir stood weaponless. He watched them and waited.  
 
    Logan crested the last pile of foul bodies and threw himself headlong.  
 
    Aneir swatted aside his attack with a bare hand. Logan twisted and slashed his blade across Cormac’s belly. The Lo’ademn grabbed him by the neck and crushed the air from his throat.  
 
    Logan sliced the Lo'ademn's arm, its torso with repeated strikes, but was unable to find the leverage he needed. An array of clairvoyant images flooded him through the physical contact. 
 
    The blast of a silver edged sword blew through the flesh of Aenir's other arm and he dropped Logan.  
 
    The E'ine placed himself between them and drew the Lo'ademn's ire. Aenir struck out with a frenzy of blows Obsidian was hard pressed to parry, but he held his position. Obsidian's head snapped to the side from a punch to the face, followed by a spray of blood and teeth. The leader of the Lost Guard stumbled.  
 
    Logan forced himself to his feet, the pictures and emotions still roiling through his soul.  
 
    "You wish to stand with those who hold to the memory of Prince El’Cain Tu’renthien by their every breath and action," Logan muttered beneath his breath. His arms shook with the experiences he held at bay, but he kept his grip on his sword. He forced himself to take a step. "I am an Areth'kon Blade." He took another step. "I am an Elc'atar Guard." 
 
    An explosion of magical energy threw Obsidian into the darkness.  
 
    Aneir's gaze pivoted to Logan, who was closer now. A malicious grin spread across what was once Cormac's face. He stepped forward to meet his foe and raised a single finger.  
 
    A shaft of energy leapt forth. Logan felt the passage of it through the air, the potential for what it was and where it wanted to go. He knew the exact direction, just as he knew what Aenir felt when he inflicted those horrors. It was an aspect of his clairvoyance, and at the moment, he was thankful it was a part of him. The knowledge allowed him to step to the side and let it pass by him.  
 
    Aenir shot another bolt, and Logan moved away from that one as well.  
 
    The Lo'ademn chuckled and spread his arms in welcome. 
 
    "Impressive. I stand at the end of all things," Aenir said. His words were slurred, as though unsure how to use the finer skills of his new body. "Let me receive you."  
 
    Logan forced himself to close the last bit of distance. He held the clairvoyant chaos close.  
 
    "Swords will not avail you," Aenir said. "I am beyond the confines of the mortal coil –" 
 
    Logan touched the Lo'ademn on the chest.  
 
    The area of impact detonated in a soundless expanse of white light. 
 
    The images he cradled, the volatile emotions that sought to consume him were released, projected back at Aenir. The Lo'ademn staggered, stunned by the psychic assault.  
 
    Logan was quick to thrust his sword into Aenir's chest. He withdrew the blade, swung it around, and cleaved the head from its shoulders.  
 
    Cormac’s lifeless body crumpled. His head bounced and rolled away. A spray of si'ru erupted from the wound, and sprites darted in from the periphery of the forest. An ethereal cascade of images played out between and around them.  
 
    Logan wrenched Obsidian to his feet and pushed him. Shrulks crept forward from beneath the trees and scented the air. 
 
    “Move,” he commanded. “You have to leave. Now.” 
 
    The E'ine obeyed and ran. After several yards Logan stopped.  
 
    Cormac’s body. He promised to bring him home.  
 
    Above the corpse, the sprites gathered in a tremendous swarm greater than any they beheld before. They reared taller than the trees.  
 
    Logan rushed forward through the scenes of horror and grabbed Cormac’s headless corpse. He hoisted it over his shoulder and raced back. The shrulks caught the movement and bounded after.  
 
    The strain of carrying Cormac’s body weighed Logan down, but he did not discard it. He gave his word. Obsidian ran to his side, casting magics over his shoulder.  
 
    The fog finally disappeared, but the shrulks did not let up. They raced into the clearing, the red sun immobile overhead.  
 
    Obsidian stopped and touched the ground. A bolt of lightning crashed from the clear sky and formed a dome around them.   
 
    He spared a glance behind him, watched the shrulks surge about. Within moments, they were surrounded. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Logan said. He moved in a circle beneath the dome, but saw no means of escape. The fields were filled with beasts.  
 
    “There was no way we can outrun them,” Obsidian said. “Especially not with your burden.” 
 
    “Then we will die in the attempt.” 
 
    “You think too small, Logan. You see the choices others present you, and you think that is all there is.” Obsidian held up a finger. “There is always another option, one of your own creation. You just have to have the courage to take the leap.” 
 
    And then, he clapped his hands together. His sin’del swelled with the movement. A ripple of yellow energy cast out before him and doubled back. The shrulks along the path were incinerated. It shifted, split apart, and lines of energy formed and converged ahead of them. A shockwave rang out from the impact, and the air split in two. Obsidian thrust his hands apart, and the sky opened.  
 
    The clear blue of early morning filled the space before them, contained within the jagged rift. Areth’kon Blades on the other side turned to face the opening. Even from this distance, Logan saw the shock on their faces, the fear in their sin'dels.  The shrulks sensed the change, and surged toward the breach. The Blades raised their weapons to meet the threat. 
 
    “What have you done?” Logan said, his voice diminished with the awe that possessed him. 
 
    “I’ve found you a way home.” Obsidian laid a hand on his shoulder, and summoned his attention. “When I drop this dome, follow the shrulks into the breach. It will be brutal, but hold the course.” 
 
    “And what about you?” Logan said. "What of the Lost Guard?" 
 
    “That is not your concern,” Obsidian said. “Get yourself through. Bring Cormac home.” 
 
    Logan felt pride well within him, and shifted the weight of Cormac’s corpse.  
 
    “Bathe the Blades," Logan said. He readied himself, and nodded. 
 
    “Bathe the Blades.”  
 
    Obsidian dropped the dome, and the wave of shrulks crest atop them.  
 
    Logan was off like a shot. His sword ended the life of every shrulk that took notice of him. Not that many did. Most seemed more intent upon the breach than on him. He did not stop. He did not look back. A series of explosions told him all he needed to know. The E'ine still held the field. He still fought. The tide around Logan thinned and he raced toward the breach.  
 
    The shrulks poured through the opening and defiled the Patresilen with their presence.  
 
    The Areth’kon met them with their war cries. The Graduates, The Yearlings, The Elc’atar, the Mala’kar; they all threw themselves into the fray with total abandon. Shouted commands were heard the closer he approached the breach.  
 
    “Are they gonna close this thing?” an unfamiliar voice called out.  
 
    Logan lay about him with his blade and cut the enemy down from behind.  
 
    There, bearing the brunt of the attack, at the vanguard of the Areth’kon forces was his sister, Gwendolyn. Her Pride fought at her side.  
 
    Logan leapt through the tear between the worlds, and cast one last look upon the Sur.  
 
    A swarm of si'ru in the shape of a tremendous being entered the clearing, and Obsidian stood defiant before it. 
 
    Logan hit the ground and stumbled, unaccustomed to Cormac’s weight.  
 
    The Areth’kon Blades closed around him, and separated him from the hordes of the Sur. 
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
    Logan laid Cormac’s body upon the ground, well back from the chaos, his movements deliberate and precise. The reality of his actions struck home, and his hands shook. He placed his hand over Cormac’s heart. 
 
    “Goodbye, brother,” Logan said. Tears welled in his eyes, and his throat thickened. His pulse raced with the need for vengeance. 
 
    He straightened and pointed his sword. 
 
    Gwen slid to a stop in front of him.  
 
    He raised his blade, the tip pointed at her heart.  
 
    Gwen lifted her blood soaked hands to either side, exposing her weaponless hands. 
 
    "Logan," Gwen said, breathless from her exertions. "You're home. You made it back. You're here." 
 
    Logan's felt a wash of emotions; relief, disbelief, rage, gratitude and a need for violence. Gwen swallowed and stared at him, her eyes wide. Could it be her? Was he really home? By degrees his expressions softened, and he lowered his sword. 
 
    "Gwen," he said, his disbelief, his desperation thick in his voice.  
 
    She threw her arms around him and sobbed into his chest.  
 
    It took him a heartbeat to respond, but he returned her embrace with a profound grip. Before too long, however, he pulled back, and pried her arms from around him.  
 
    She stepped away and returned her attention to the conflict.  
 
    The oppressive pressure vanished, and a strange stillness hung about the world. The glare of the morning sun was abusive after so long in the Sur, but Logan resisted the urge to shield his eyes.  
 
    The breach was no more, and the cacophony of battle ceased. The Mala’kar stood, glowing brighter than the sunlight that filled the valley. The Areth’kon Blades kept their aggressive poses, ready for a repeat of the slaughter.  
 
    By slow increments their belligerent postures eased, and the attention of the Masters shifted.  
 
    Logan readied himself for one last battle.  
 
    These were the ones responsible. These were the ones who sent him through.  
 
    How many of them are touched by sprites, he wondered?  
 
    Trenton moved first, a swivel of his hand raised a wall of light around Logan and Gwen. Thoreau and the rest of the Mala’kar were seconds behind him, and the barrier thickened and rose higher.  
 
    From the mass of Areth’kon Blades Logan’s cohort rushed forward. Sionid, McAlister, Bryan, Alis, Senet, and Vadin. They halted between him and the crowd, their sin’dels alight with hope and expectancy. 
 
    Logan sheathed his sword and squared his shoulders. Crossing his wrists over his heart, he bowed from the waist toward the gathered Masters. 
 
    “Yearlings reporting for duty, Sirs, Ma’am,” he said. “The remainder of the cohort accounted for.” 
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    Aesari (AH-sar-EE): An Angel of the Creator. 
 
    Apostate: Tarek, Lord of the Lo’ademn. Originally charged by the Creator to guard the tear in the veil of creation through which the renegade Aesari entered the Quain. He was called the Exile. However, as time passed and he grew to hate his exile, he corrupted his mission, and actively sought the destruction of the E’ine and the Lethen’al by conspiring with the Lo’ademn, who fought against them in the War of Heaven. He was banished from the Quain by Thenaria Tu’renthien. 
 
    Areth’kon (AH-reth-con): The Lethen’al Gathering of the Blades, a place for soldiers to train, to learn to defend, and gain mastery over their selves. To the Lethen’al, the soldiers are the blades. Here, they learn to fight, with their hands and feet, with a sword, and every other weapon imaginable. Every Lethen’al studies at the Areth’kon, for they will never again accept the role of the victim. After they have studied five decades at the mountain temples of the Vaults, they undergo a score of years in apprenticeship at the Gates of Golorath. These are the gates that separate their realm from the human world. After their apprenticeship, some soldiers choose to stay with the Areth’kon and perfect their arts of war. These are called Blades. Those who go further are called the Elc’atar Guard, the finest Blademasters in the world. Some go further, and transcend the need of the sword. These are the Bladeless Masters, the Mala’kar. Others choose to leave. If they are able, they will become Magi, the Keepers o’ the Lethen’al knowledge and magic. Others become Fiftanu, the Seers of the Lethen’al who bridge time and space within the confines of their minds. Others retreat to lead a life devoid of such trials and hardships. These are called Suixander, the Keepers of the earth. They tend the land, the histories, or the arts of the people. But everyone studies at the Areth’kon before they choose the path of their life. A Lethen’al farmer, a potter, a scholar can hold against a pack of shrulks in defense of his hearth and home. 
 
      
 
    Blademaster: A senior Areth’kon member who has mastered all of the basic disciplines, and is specialized in one or more areas. Usually an Elc’atar Guard or Mala’kar. 
 
    Blades, the: An Areth’kon term for the soldiers and Elc’atar of the Areth’kon.  
 
    Bore: The intersection of multiple conduits of reality. Located within the Sur, the Bore is where numerous portals to other dimensions and times exists. 
 
      
 
    Edict of Heaven: Command by the Creator that the Aesari would remain separate and removed from creation (the Quain). 
 
    E’ine (EE-eye-n): Lethen’al term meaning “first born,” used when referring to the parents of the Lethen’al. The remixed souls of Aesari who defied the Edict of Heaven and crossed the veil to take part in creation. 
 
      
 
    Golan’s Pass (Go-lons): River-cut canyon that snakes through the Heleshon Mountains. There are three different levels, marked by three waterfalls. It is the only known pass from the lands of men into the Patresilen. The pass is said to be a place of desolation, loneliness, and despair. 
 
    Golden Vale: A human term for the Patresilen.  
 
    Golorath (GOLL-or-ATH): The hidden city of the Lethen’al, located in the southern end of Golan’s Pass that guards the Gates of Golorath. 
 
    Golorath, Gates of (GOLL-or-ATH): Fabled entrance to the Patresilen, the land of the Lethen’al, located in Golan’s Pass. The Gates have been closed and guarded since the Lethen’al sealed themselves away seven thousand years ago after the Apostate’s war. 
 
      
 
    Heleshon Mountains (HELL-ay-shon): The southernmost mountain chain, which separates the world of men from the lands of the Lethen’al.  
 
      
 
    Keepers, of the Temple: Lethen’al who are attached to the Temples (Mourning, and Night); bound to the Guardian of the temple. Characterized by their incredibly long life, and the tremendous power and knowledge they possess.  
 
      
 
    Lethen’al: (LETH-n-AL) The Children of the E’ine, the remixed souls of Aesari who defied the Edict of Heaven and crossed the veil to take part in creation. 
 
    Lifeless: A reanimated body of a fallen Lethen'al. A single si'ru is needed to resurrect the flesh, but the creature is incapable of thought or speech. While typically slow and clumsy, when in a group, they learn from, and adapt to, the actions of an opponent. Given enough of a number, they can overcome any foe.  
 
    Lo’ademn (LOW-add-EM): Aesari who are opposed to the Lethen’al. They did not pass through the veil and were never scattered. They remained as they were before the fall. They fought with those that would become the Lethen’al in an attempt to prevent their departure, but their aggression was also against the will of Heaven, and for that they were cast out. They did not merge with matter. Rather, they entered the void, the space between spaces. They have learned how to encase themselves in matter by forcefully removing a human host, thereby gaining the ability to walk the Quain.  
 
    Lo’el (LOW-el): The legendary mounts of the Elc’atar Guard. Larger than the largest wolf in both leg and chest, a lo’el is telepathically bonded to a single Elc’atar for life. There is a belief that the lo’el are created for specific Lethen’al. Being accepted by the lo’el is considered a sign that an individual has the ability to become an Elc’atar Guard. 
 
    Lost Guard: The remnants of Yearling cohorts who have been lost in the Sur. They have gathered around the E'ine, Obsidian, and they now guard the Bore and cohorts travelling through the Sur. 
 
      
 
    Magi (MAH-g-eye): Lethen’al that are able to manipulate and utilize the life energy around them. They are more suited to hold and direct the energies, and are far more powerful and skilled than the Suixander.  
 
      
 
    Obdurate: The metal used to form the swords of the Areth’kon Blademasters. An obdurate blade is crafted by the sin’del from numerous different metals, and has never seen the fires of a forge. As such, it is considered alive. An obdurate blade is unbreakable.  
 
      
 
    Quain (Kw-ain): The Lethen’al term for the world, or creation.  
 
      
 
    Raqui: The fabled lost city of the E'ine. It is believed to exist far to the north of the Patresilen. It is a widely accepted belief that none are allowed to go there save the E'ine.   
 
    Reven Marthal (REV-en MAR-th-all): The Great Tree. Also called the Occanum. 
 
    Roots of Reven Marthal: Lowest region of the Great Tree Occanum, where prisoners of the Lethen’al are held. 
 
      
 
    Sa’Doran (SA-door-ann): Capital of the Lethen’al Northern Kingdom. 
 
    Sanctum: The home of the Lost Guard. Due to its shielding and wardings, the Sanctum rejuvenates all who reside within it. This not only washes away the taint of the Sur, but it prolongs life. 
 
    Sephratic Endowment: Belief that the Aesari were created to supplant the Creator in a never ending line of succession. As the E'ine (and Lethen'al) are Aesari, some believe that it is purpose to return to Heaven and claim their rightful place.  
 
    Shrulk (SH-rulk): A creature of the Sur known to be vicious and bloodthirsty. A shrulk is on average six and a half to eight feet tall, standing on two legs. The two front forelegs are stunted and tipped with claws. The rear legs are powerful, and house a single great talon. A long, thick tail balances the shrulk. It is covered with small green, blue, and gray feathers, and a mane of black hair around the shoulders and head. The head is extended into a muzzle, which is filled with multiple rows of sharp teeth. The bones of a shrulk are hollow and filled with holes, allowing it to reach incredible speeds as it does not need to exhale.  
 
    Si’ru (See-roo): The sprite-like fragments of a Lethen’al’s sin’del, which appear after death of the physical form.  
 
    Sin’del (sin-dell): The aura around all living things, which is perceived by the Lethen’al. The Lethen’al are able to manipulate the sin’del with varying degrees of success. This is their life force. It is the aura that envelopes and permeates them. Humans have a similar aura, but it is smaller, held closer to the body. There is a language of the sin’del that every Lethen’al can read, but which few humans can. Emotions can be read, truth or falsehood perceived, and even the decisions reached before the body reacts to it. This is the language of the spirit, and the Lethen’al are spirits made flesh. The Lethen’al believe that it is the sin’del that defines them; that it is, in essence, their soul. Through it, they come to know the world around them, but they also store the threads of their lives in it. It is where memory resides. Lethen’al are not reborn, but while they live, they can access and relive their memories with perfect clarity. They can imprint them on objects, or share them with others.  
 
    Skretch: A horned, native creature of the Sur. It resembles the terrestrial millipede, but it is over eight feet long, with an armored, segmented exoskeleton. The skretch hunts by sound and vibration, and lives in the tall grasses of the Greensward. 
 
    Soul Lights: 1) Made by the Lethen’al Magi, these are magical constructs are made of harvested, free flowing energy that light up a room when a sin’del is present. The illumination can be set to the desired intensity, and can be found throughout the Patresilen. Some are in fixed positions, whereas others can be free floating. 2) Made by the human Sharakeen Mages, these are twisted versions of the Lethen’al originals; magical constructs made of a captured soul imprisoned during a ritual murder. The illumination is set by a predetermined warding, and can only be adjusted by a Sharakeen Mage. 
 
    Sprites: Small, fairy like creatures that live in the Sur. They are larger than si'ru. They burrow into a sin'del, and eat / replace a si'ru within a sin'del. The infected Lethen'al will feel sick, but be unable to identify the problem. It will wither and die when the host does. 
 
    Sur (Sir): The location of the tear in the fabric of reality, known as the Nexus, through which the original Aesari defied the Edict of Heaven and entered the Quain. The Nexus is guarded by the Aesari Tarek. The Sur was removed from the Quain, but remains tethered to it by two points (see Temples).  
 
      
 
    Temple of Mourning: A hidden temple; one half of the tether connecting the Sur to the Quain.  
 
    Temple of Shadows: A hidden temple; one half of the tether connecting the Sur to the Quain. The Temple of Night was discovered and destroyed by Rastef Rhom De’Veldrin for reasons unknown.  
 
    Time of Madness: The epoch of history just after the E'ine first formed from the fractured Aesari souls they once were. They had tremendous difficulty settling into their new selves, and their magics were wild and destructive.  
 
    Tu’renthien, House: The Royal House of the Lethen’al from before the Apostate War; all Houses swear allegiance to House Tu’renthien. The crest of House Tu’renthien depicts the great tree of Reven Marthal with the roots and leaves showing: this represents the prison of the demon Thelas the House is determined to guard. The tree is covered by a crown with five pinnacles, which represents the strength coming from the five lesser Houses. Behind these is a sword, which represents the protection of the Lethen’al. 
 
    Tu’renthien, El’Cain: Eldest son of Kilbaine and uncrowned King of Sa’Doran. He held the mouth of Golan’s Pass for two days with his guards. They were all killed, but bought enough time for the Lethen’al to flee into the Patresilen and seal the Gates of Golorath behind them. The Elc’atar Guard take their name from him.  
 
      
 
    Vaults, the: The mountain home of the Areth’kon, where every Lethen’al goes to learn the martial arts originated by Sui Rhen’val. Students study here for the first fifty years of their training. 
 
      
 
    Yearling: A graduate of the Areth’kon who has successfully completed their tour at the Gates of Golorath and has been accepted as an Elc’atar Guard apprentice. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Author's Note 
 
    (Revisiting My Nemesis) 
 
    [image: ]  
 
      
 
    Thank you for finding your way to my story. This novella follows Logan's path, or a part of it. Although it can be taken by itself, it works much better when it is read in its place. This story fits exactly between The Gates of Golorath and Angels of Perdition. At the end of Gates, Logan departs through the Vale of Sorrows. Near the beginning of Angels, he returns through the breach. This is the story of what happened in between those two events; hopefully, it will shed some light on his actions in Angels and beyond.  
 
    This one was difficult to write. For me that normally means the story is elusive and I need to chase it down. This was different. This was darker, more intense. I try to get into the character's head, to understand their thinking, to hear their voice. Logan was deeply depressed and suicidal. To do his story justice, I had to welcome and embrace those thoughts as though they were my own. I had to feel what he felt, and order my thoughts along his lines. Unfortunately, depression is my continual nemesis, and I have had to work through bouts on a fairly regular basis. Essentially, I invited in an old friend who is no good for me. Keeping his emotions separated from my own was often a nonstop battle with no end in sight, much like Logan before the Gate.   
 
    If this resonates, if it sounds familiar, remember it is okay to lean on the people around you. If you do not have a Pride to lean on, there are trained professionals to help. I am a firm believer that everything happens for a reason, both the good and the bad. Pet the dog, go for a hike in the woods, naked Riverdance through the living room; do whatever brings you joy. It is, after all, your path. Just don't naked Riverdance through the woods. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed The Gate of Fang and Thorn. If you did, please leave a review. Feel free to drop in for updates about the world at http://www.rmgarino.com/ or, stop by and leave a comment at Facebook.com/rmgarino.  
 
      
 
    And so, Gather the Blades! 
 
    R.M. Garino  
 
    2019 
 
      
 
    Photo by Marissa Golub 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    If you enjoyed this book, please leave an online review. 
 
    
Gather the Blades … 
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