
        
            
                
            
        

    THE IMMORTALS
 
PART THREE: EXILES & EMPIRE
 
Cheryl S. Mackey



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © 2019 Cheryl S. Mackey
 
License Notes: This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
 
 
 
 



DEDICATION AND AUTHOR’S NOTE:
 
This book is dedicated to my husband and my sons. Without them I could never have dreamed so big and accomplished so much. I am eternally grateful for their love, support, and understanding. 
 
Inspiration for the main characters goes to my friends, Jessica, Neal, and my husband, David. Without them there would be no adventures in Ein-Aral. Thank you so much my dear friends!
 
Special thanks to Daniel Schofield, owner of the cover image, who gave me special written license to use his magnificent artwork as the cover of this novel. Please check out his amazing work here: http://scoffsart.deviantart.com. Huge thanks as well to my cover artist Victoria for the awe- inspiring lettering and detail work to make the cover perfect! Her work can be found here: https://www.facebook.com/whitandware.
 
I also give special thanks to my beta readers, for security purposes you shall remain anonymous, but you know who you are and I thank you with all my heart for your honest and sincere contributions to the shaping of my book.
 
Sincere and grateful thanks to my amazing editor Natasha Larry. You rock!
 
This book series is intended as a prequel to another set of works currently in progress. The first book of that trilogy, THE UNKNOWN SUN, is available now. As a prequel series, THE IMMORTALS contains events and characters relevant to THE UNKNOWN SUN. However, this book is part 3 and should be read after reading parts 1 and 2. The entire series is quite readily a standalone, and can be enjoyed as it is without having read THE UNKNOWN SUN. Please note that the events in this book and the rest of the upcoming prequels occur long before the events in THE UNKNOWN SUN.
 
 




 




Chapter One
 
 
Lureg’s Camp, Burning Desert, Ein-Aral
 
Gabaran’s broad knuckles collided with the energy shield arcing over the plateau. It rippled, sending sparks of light into the midnight sky. His roar of rage and grief merged with the deep vibrations. His heart twisted in time with the flares of static. The shield absorbed the force; the brute strength of a mortal elf no more damaging than a fly is to a rock. He reared back and struck until skin cracked and blood smeared. A cry curdled deep within his chest
with each blow. The sounds were animalistic, wild. Sounds only someone broken by wrath and anguish could make.
He blamed the sweat blurring his vision for masking the movement to his right. He lashed out again and his knuckles slammed into the palm of a smaller, darker hand. Long fingers curled around his large fist and shoved. Caught off guard, Gabaran stumbled back a few paces, but he remained upright, fists raised. Bathed in the glow of the shield, the shadowed figure was familiar. Jet black hair hid a narrow face that he knew all too well. 
“Dehil,” he growled. A flash of fury burned the world white for a split second. “Get out of my way, traitor!”
“Fool, break the shield and you’ll unleash time,” Dehil snapped. “It’s the only thing standing between us and death right now.”
Gabaran studied the dome that covered half the plateau and several miles of the desert floor below. Crackling with static, and made of energy, it held time to a standstill within it. That standstill had saved their friends from a guaranteed death. Barely.
“Death? You dare speak of death to me?” Gabaran roared. His fingers closed around Dehil’s throat. He slammed the smaller elf against the shield. The force sent a shockwave rippling in all directions.
A blistering wind snagged the white-streaked strands of Gabaran’s long black hair and dragged them across his vision. Flashes of Dehil’s dark face, bisected with a snaking scar from his left temple to his right jaw line, caught his attention. His grip loosened a fraction.
 “You need to listen,” Dehil snapped. “We have little time.”
Gabaran staggered, startled by the depth of pain in his friend’s words. His grip slackened and the smaller elf dropped to the ground.
“Listen? Why?” Gabaran asked. His shoulders twitched. “Why should I listen to someone who led his friends into a trap?”
“Trap? I had no idea this would happen. It was no plan of mine.”
“You had no choice? Then who?” Gabaran sneered. “That’s not the view from my seat here, on the other side of a world gone still, Dehil. What happened?”
“I was given a task I could not refuse. It didn’t matter,” Dehil whispered. His fingers traced the gruesome scar halving his once unmarked face. “In the end I failed.”
“Liar,” Gabaran said. Pain tightened his face into a mask of anguish. “Who would give you such a task? Your master?”
“No, but another you revere,” Dehil said. “Gabaran, please tell me Tanari gave you the map.”
Gabaran turned aside. Lines etched at the corners of his eyes deepened and his long left ear twitched. 
“Why am I not surprised that you know that name? What does a map matter now? She’s dead,” Gabaran said. “She is gone.” 
Dehil swore. “She’s no more gone than I ever was. Time kneels before her. Her death would have been for nothing and will still be if we can’t save them. To save her, and Ein-Aral, we need them.” He flung an arm out at the unmoving figures inside the dome.
“You speak riddles, fool. How did you know that Tanari had the map?”
Dehil closed his eyes. His head dropped with a light thud against the energy shield. Static flickered, then faded. Frustration roughened his voice into a weary croak.
“I know because I’m the one who told her about it. She travelled from the future, ransacked the tent, and returned to the future to keep it safe. I’m the one who told her to give it to you when the time was right, Gabaran. I did not die last night because of Her. She has a plan and I am an agent of her will, no more.”
Stunned, Gabaran stepped away from his old friend, staggered.
His vision blurred. “What?” he asked. His heart pounded in his ears, the squishy thud of pumping blood was all he could hear for a long moment. Each thump ached sharper than the next. “No. That’s not possible, Dehil.”
“I’m sorry, old friend,” Dehil said. His mouth tightened into a thin line that matched the stark white scar. “I wish this was a lie but we both see the truth now.”
Gabaran’s gaze honed in on the scar and saw the proof that he had been determined to ignore. Such a nasty wound would have taken months to heal. A healer like Jadeth could have erased it.
Time kneels before her.
“How did you get that scar? What happened?” he asked between gritted teeth. His stomach rolled at the thought of such a wound, and of the age lines he could now see creasing the corners of his friend’s eyes. Immortals couldn’t age, could they? He had always believed such. Unless so much time had passed that the years had added up. Was such a thing possible? What was immortality then?
“There will be wars. Terrible ones that we cannot avoid. We must do everything we can to save what’s left of what and who we hold dear,” Dehil said. He swallowed and a grim look of remembrance etched stark lines of anguish on his dark skin.
Gabaran’s heart sank. He didn’t dare ask more. The raw grief, rage, and pain burning in Dehil’s expression quelled his own. For the moment.
He ran a shaking hand over his face at the mention of her real name. A name he had learned only at her deathbed. A deathbed as malleable as the clay of the earth below his feet, if his Eideili friend could be believed. 
His Light.
His Tanari. 
The woman he had followed with his heart and soul ever since that fateful day almost four hundred years ago. He had rallied the exiles behind his cause and behind her as a result. She became the light in a world made of dark. It was an easy thing to do. Godless and lost, his people had taken refuge in the abandoned Windwalker Citadel in the far north after The Fall. Cold and brutal, it mirrored its inhabitants and their forsaken hearts.
Light had changed that.
She had become their god.
“What do we do now?” he asked in a shaky voice.  “How do we change the future?”
“We fight. We don’t give up.” Dehil gripped Gabaran’s shoulder. “We save them.”
Gabaran glanced up at the crackling dome shielding his friends. He swallowed. 
“How?”
Dehil’s gaze fell. “With a whole lot of luck, because fate is in our hands right now, and not hers.”
Gabaran sank to his knees before the once young elf and ground the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. He roared, the rage, pain, and frustration shaking the ground beneath them.
“Here, take it,” Gabaran choked out. His dug into his traveling cloak and pulled out the scrap of parchment. The sight of the dried blood and the swirls of dainty fingertips imprinted on the browned paper, twisted his heart until the ache alone might have killed him. “Save them. Save her. Just tell me what to do and I will do it.”
Dehil pried the paper from the elf ’s hand. Without looking at the image scrawled on it, he offered it back. 
“Gabaran, she gave this to you and you alone,” he said. His voice cracked on the last word. “I know she loves you. She always has and she always will. You will see her again before the end. I swear it.”
Gabaran accepted the fragile document. His gaze brightened until the pupils glowed like the stars at first twilight. He stood, his towering form imposing.
“Why me? I am not worthy, Dehil. It was a mere chance that I stumbled upon Emaranthe and Light that day.”
Dehil smiled and the scar twisted. “Was it, old man? I somehow doubt you and chance are brothers. Fate may not be kind to us, but it is our guide in a world gone dark.”
“Perhaps,” Gabaran grunted. A crackle of static drowned out the sound and both males turned their thoughts and gazes to the dome. Fear, ugly and sour, settled low in Gabaran’s gut.
He added. “We need to free them, but how? Who or what caused this? An Immortal? I know so little of your kind.”
Dehil’s gaze shuttered. His smile waned. 
“My master,” he explained. “He is the only one strong enough to work such a spell. He is here, waiting.”
“Who?”
“Me,” an unknown voice intruded and Gabaran stiffened. 
He turned to face the speaker who had slipped behind them, unnoticed. Massive brown wings snapped shut. Well muscled, but whip thin, the Windwalker stood still. Stringy brown strands of hair stirred in a gust of wind. Empty eye sockets stared back from a gaunt face made ashen by a hard life. A Windwalker. The last Windwalker, in fact, if he remembered his legends right, and one of the three Lords of The Unknown Sun.
“Who are you?” Gabaran asked. He’d never bothered to learn the Windwalker Lord’s name despite all that he and his people, the Tevu-Anat, owed to the Windwalkers.
The living needed the citadel more than the dead did.
To Gabaran’s surprise, the Windwalker turned his empty gaze on him. His skin crawled. 
He resisted the urge to wave a hand before the Windwalker’s face to test a terrible theory. As if reading his mind, again, the winged male snorted in grim amusement. Gabaran got the disturbing impression of eyes rolling in disgust.
“I am Atil, the last Windwalker left in this cursed world.” He tilted his head. Strands of long brown hair whipped on the wind and fluttered into the hollow eye sockets. A sneer twisted one lip up. 
He stalked closer, his movements quick and birdlike. Tall and leanly muscled, easily a few hundred years old, he appeared older than any mortal Earthlander, but much less than Gabaran’s own age. From his limited knowledge, the Windwalkers life spans were three to five hundred years. Those years had obviously been long and hard even before immortality had frozen his body.
He turned to Dehil and appraised his best spy. He winced at the disfigurement.
“You have seen much more than I have now, friend. Is it worth it?”
Dehil scowled at the arbitrarily blind spymaster, but conceded. “Worth it? Yes. But we must change the future. What I saw cannot come to pass.”
Atil said, “This is the only time we have left, Dehil. May our world return to the light at the feet of The Four.”
Dehil swallowed and nodded.
Atil turned to the shield stretched over both ally and enemy. His placed his palms on it. Flashes of light crackled beneath his splayed fingers. He tilted his head and somehow seemed to watch the threads of energy arc along its slope. Another nod and he backed away.
Dehil shifted, his gaze shooting between the shield and his master.
“Can you free them safely?” he asked. “What will happen?”
“Free them? Certainly,” Atil replied. His wings shifted in an avian shrug. “Safely is up for debate, I’m afraid. I can remove the spell, time will resume, and your friends will have no chance but to trust their immortality to save them once more.”
“Do you trust it, then?” Dehil asked. His gaze sharpened on the winged leader of a people who were now no more than myth in their world. “An immortality cursed on the innocent and unwilling by absent gods?”
Atil croaked a bitter laugh. “Not in a thousand years. Not on the ghosts of my people long lost to time.”
“Then there must be another way,” Dehil growled. “You said it yourself. They must be saved.”
“Must and can are two separate concepts,” Atil sighed. “But I have an idea. It’s risky.”
“How risky?” Gabaran asked. 
The blind Windwalker turned to him and once again Gabaran got the impression of being glared at. He shook the odd feeling off and returned the look.
“Quite. I can dissolve the shield and restore it quickly, leaving your friends on the outside and returned to our time, while the enemy remains within,” Atil answered.
“The problem?” Dehil asked. His frown stretched the grisly scar. 
“The problem is that for those few seconds your friends are at the mercy of a madman and an enslaved supernatural army, and,” Atil’s baritone faded into a whisper. “Such precise control will drain my power to the point of near death. If I fall, so does the shield. You’ll have to be quick. Neither it nor I will last long.”
“By The Four, Atil,” Dehil bellowed. He threw his hands up. “That’s not a solution.”
“It is the only one we have, Dehil,” he said. He grimaced. “Get to safety. Regroup. Use the map to find The Crown of Gods and stop him.” 
“Him?” Gabaran asked. “You mean Rodon the Traitor?”
Atil laughed and both elves flinched at the hollow, ragged sound–a horrible laugh, one of bitterness and unspoken rage against a fate no one could have foreseen.
“Yes, Rodon,” he sneered. “You call him Traitor, but he has other names within our world. He has sat upon that throne with his feet planted upon the broken wings of my people. We call him Murderer, the Slaughterer of Souls, and even the— ”
Dehil glared at the Windwalker. “Atil.”
Atil mock bowed to him and returned to inspecting the dome, his wings snapping wide and folding with each angry breath. All bitter humor gone, his empty eye sockets leveled on Gabaran.
“Move fast. You’ll have mere moments to get everyone to safety.”
“What about you?” Gabaran asked. He traded uneasy looks with Dehil. As much as the Windwalker spymaster seemed unfriendly and brash, Gabaran didn’t like leaving an ally to a bitter fate.
“I am nobody.” Atil chuckled. The words washed over Gabaran, raising goose bumps and a feeling of déjà vu. “I am not missed by any but those long dust, and here and now does my purpose become clear. Now go! Hurry, I’ll wait until you are closest to them.”
Dehil swore and traded panicked glares with Gabaran. They broke into a run, following the edge of the shield to the closest point they could go and not topple off the plateau and into an abyss. Breathing hard, both males struggled to form words when they halted, still a good 10 yards from their unmoving friends, the yawning drop to the desert floor at their heels.
“This isn’t going to be pretty,” Gabaran wheezed. His right ear twitched. “What do we do now?”
Dehil exhaled and gulped in a ragged breath before answering. “You get them moving, back toward Atil’s position. Keep everyone in contact with each other and I can keep us all invisible.”
“What about those?” Gabaran pointed at the projectiles and tell-tale contrails of spells frozen midflight above them. “Those will most likely hit before he can get the shield up again.”
“We run really fast and pray to The Four that they have terrible aim.”
“Damn.”
The dome flickered, pulsed, and disintegrated. Time resumed.
Gabaran lurched forward. He leaped through the crackling threads of energy still clinging to the air. Sweat stung his eyes, blurring his vision. His chest burned with each inhale and exhale. His gaze didn’t waver from the four figures stumbling into confused motion.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Ivo leaped to the side, the motion uncoordinated and clumsy. His fingers raked across the air and grabbed a handful of cloth as his momentum carried his weight toward the ground. The cloth pulled with it the arm it covered, before ripping beneath the abrupt force and baring fire bathed skin. Something broad and fast shoved him hard enough to dislodge his helm and send it bouncing into the chaos that had taken hold. 
Ears ringing and half blinded by his sweat dampened hair, he staggered. He righted himself with the momentum of the shove and groped for the hand attached to the arm. He found it, warm wool gloved fingers, and held on. Propelled sideways, he stumbled into a dead run as a familiar voice barked hoarse orders over the deafening rain of projectiles.
“Run, for the love of The Four, run!”
“Gabaran!” Emaranthe stumbled beside him.
Dehil raced past them and reached for the red headed elf swinging a massive hammer in an attempt to bat aside the arrows raining down. The sky lit up with a thousand colors, and a haze of creeping smoke slithered between her and Jaeger.
The Unknown Sun had unleashed all of its powerful magic in one go.
 Jaeger’s shield, littered with dozens of arrows, bounced to the ground beneath a rocket of black smoke. The shield held as the arrows melted into dust from the deadly spell.
“Grab on!” Dehil yelled as he rushed past Jadeth, his body a shimmer of light in a world of blinding color and sound. She flung the hammer into the shadows at her back and gripped his outstretched arm as it blurred past. They whipped past Jaeger just as a layer of frost bled over his exposed skin and hardened. “Jaeger! Hold on!”
Ice cracking as he lunged, Jaeger did so. He caught Jadeth’s other arm just as Gabaran shoved Ivo and Emaranthe closer. She latched onto the nearly invisible hem of Dehil’s tunic and all six vanished.
A whistling screech turned into an explosion to their left. Arrows peppered the ground. Rock pummeled the air and bounced off skin, cloth, and armor. They dug bloody gouges into exposed skin and peppered armor with enough force to rend it. Dust choked the air and lungs threatened to cave beneath the raw stench of death that heralded curses.
Ivo twisted as he dodged the projectiles and squinted to see the enemy. The acrid smoke hugged the ground and burned his throat with each sharp breath. Heart slamming against his ribcage, he flung an arm wide. The wind obeyed and swept aside the noxious spell. It instantly reformed and billowed like clouds roiling over mountains.
A wall of ice lurched into the sky inches behind him, blurring the maddened world into swirls of frost. He spun on his heel and nearly crashed into Jaeger at his side.
“Jaeger, come on!” Ivo bellowed over the thunder of cannons and the hiss of spells testing the ice wall. He reached for his brother’s arm, noting that his weapon remained hidden, his shield gone.
Cries ahead of him turned panicked. Emaranthe’s were louder than all the rest. He’d shoved her ahead of him to give her more time before trying to turn back the spells with the wind.
He saw her then yards ahead, halted, her fear starkly written on her ashen face. Wild lights and colors arced overhead, bathing them all in ethereal reds, golds, blues, purples, and yellows.
“Emaranthe! Run!” he screamed. His words vanished in the whine of a cannon ball. It exploded through the top of the ice wall, sending shards of ice in all directions. The cannon ball vanished into the darkness, having overshot its mark. The remnants of the ice wall cracked and groaned, and then shattered, revealing the host of the army swiftly advancing, completely oblivious to the small sea of water rushing ankle deep.
A fireball whipped past, far too close for comfort, the split-second flare of warmth and light familiar. He ducked aside with Jaeger, grateful that it wasn’t aimed at them, but the enemy behind. In the darkness ahead, twin flares illuminated Emaranthe’s face. A fireball formed between her hands. Ivo jerked Jaeger to the ground as she hurled it.
It sailed overhead like a comet, a trail of smoke and heat behind. He turned in time to watch the fireball obliterate the front line of the army. The  soldiers crumpled and stilled as the living continued to advance. Rodon’s blackened sneer remained in place as he deliberately stepped on a charred body. 
Emaranthe’s scream snagged his attention again and he turned to see her eyes flare hot in the night. 
“Ivo! Jaeger! Run!”
Too late, he understood her words. The cannons.
The blast ripped the earth from beneath his feet. Light burned his eyes. Heat and debris slashed and scoured skin. The impact tossed them like rag dolls. The guttural thunder of cannon fire drowned out shouts. Dust and rock exploded, stirring the chaotic cloud of smoke and ash into a colorful, deadly rain.
Ivo bounced off a boulder. The sound of metal shrieking stabbed into his mind like a pike. He rolled into the center of the pit and to an agonized halt. The smoky haze obscured everything. The unknown spells were the least of his worries. Sticky warmth dripped into his left eye, painting the world a darker shade of red. He ignored it, and struggled to his knees. He swayed, the chaotic colors and sounds now spears of pain and confusion.
“Em…Ema?” He choked on a mouthful of dust and blood, but forced her name from his cut lips. Unable to see in the blinding haze, or hear over the buzzing sound in his ears, he inched forward and searched with his hands. He spat out a gob of blood.
His hands landed on something. A leg. It twitched. If the owner said something he couldn’t tell, but his raw finger tips, now skinless, told him that the armor belonged to his brother.
“Jaeger?” Ivo bellowed his name, uncertain if he spoke aloud or not. The leg jerked, recoiled, and Jaeger peered at him. He couldn’t tell if the horror on his brother’s face was for the damage to him, or the entire scene. 
“Ivo, come on!” Jaeger croaked, the words muffled by a bloodied, raw mouth. Helmless now, his blond hair dripped in sticky browns and reds. Ivo staggered, wild eyed, stunned.
“Jaeger, your armor.” He pointed at what was left of the armor on his brother’s torso. Instead of cold iron, ribbons of shredded metal were all that remained as if the blast tried to rip it free from his body. Blood ran from gouges in his flesh. Remnants of the armor imbedded in his left shoulder, ribcage, and arm. With each movement, muscle gaped from jagged wounds. Judging by the slowly creeping pain in his legs, face, and hip, Ivo knew that he fared no better.
“No, can’t worry about it now. Go!” Jaeger shouted. 
Ivo finally heard, muffled, as if from far away, and reached down to drag his brother to his feet. He ignored Jaeger’s belligerent commands to leave him and instead they staggered through the dense haze in search of the others. 
The rain of enemy fire ceased abruptly. They stumbled forward as a white glow behind them turned the eerie haze into an opaque fog, but didn’t dare turn back to look.
Sickened, numbed to the pain and chaos, Ivo did the only thing he could.
He fell to his knees with a roar that echoed in the eerie silence. Jaeger stumbled to the ground, half entwined with Ivo, and faded into unconsciousness. Anger mingled with fear. Pain tore apart rationality. Anguish battled hope.
The cascade of emotions ripped into Ivo and wove a ball of energy where his heart and soul met. The two separate entities, combined with a body made Immortal, worked in perfect harmony to keep the warrior perfect for war.
Ivo chuckled grimly. The war begins… now.
The energy exploded outwards, invisible, violent. Winds howled into a vortex, a scream louder than any hurricane, and blasted debris and the enemy in all directions. Shielded at the eye of the storm, Ivo swayed, weakened, but watched, heart pounding, as the deadly haze rushed away to be replaced by clean, fresh air. 
Light, white hot and familiar, lit up the battleground. Sounds halted and silence fell.
Ivo bit back a cry when four huddled figures appeared on the far side of the massive crater. The cry escaped when they stumbled apart, bloodied, battered, but alive.
“Ivo, Jaeger!” Emaranthe’s scream was muffled music to his ringing ears. Fuzzy figures grew larger as they rushed closer, but Ivo was beyond caring. His eyelids, possibly torn, were far too heavy.
“Ivo!” Emaranthe’s hoarse cry roused him for a moment. Small gloved hands cradled his bloodied, grime coated face. Keen eyes noted every shocking wound. She swallowed and their eyes met, though Ivo couldn’t really see anything but a pale blur. “Ivo, you did it. You saved us.”
“Liar.” Ivo choked on a laugh that shook his massive frame. Waves of pain turned the forced sound into a hiss of agony. “What happened?”
Emaranthe traded solemn looks with someone on the other side of him. Mostly deaf to everything but the strident ringing in his ears, he waited. She glanced back down at him and this time, tears burned. 
She glanced at the origin of the bright glow and swiftly silenced explosions. The motion pulled her to the side just enough for him to see, too.
The shield had returned just feet behind him and Jaeger, a dome of energy that he’d never seen the like of before. Someone blocked the light directly before them, and he squinted, suddenly suspicious of the shapes spreading wide on either side of the male figure. 
Wings, fully extended, braced against the energy shield– no they radiated the shield. Stunned, he squinted and the scene warped into focus enough for Ivo to recognize Atil, the Last Windwalker. He grimaced, the waves of pain now fighting for control of his heart. It twisted, sickened at the sight of the powerful waves of white-hot energy arcing from each splayed feather. The dome hadn’t been formed before him. It  formed around his leanly muscled body, the sparks of energy merging with his form until he was part of it. The widespread wings fed every last ounce of Atil’s energy into the shield, draining the imprisoned spymaster.
It would kill him.
“Save. Him.” Ivo swallowed. He tasted blood and dirt. And pain.
“It’s too late,” Dehil spoke from somewhere outside his line of sight. Unable to move or see the spy, Ivo didn’t have to look to see the rage and anguish on the elf ’s face. It bled into his voice, a raspy whisper that filled the silent world around them with all the words no one else could say.
“What happened?” Ivo asked. Blood dribbled on his lower lip. He had no energy left to move to wipe it away. How he stayed conscious, he did not know. Beside him Jaeger breathed shallowly, unevenly, but the angry and badgering whispers of Jadeth consoled him. If Jaeger was worse off, she wouldn’t bother telling him that he was a fool for trying to protect her. She would have simply slapped his unresponsive face and demanded that he return.
The thought drew a bittersweet chuckle from somewhere, and he felt, rather than saw all gazes land on him in puzzled worry.
“Atil just bought us time, at the cost of his own life,” Dehil rasped after a long moment once Ivo’s odd fit of laughter had subsided. “When his energy is depleted the shield will fall and those cannon balls will decimate the rest of the plateau. And us.”
Ivo squinted at Dehil, then the unmoving figure silhouetted against the bright white shield. True enough, though fuzzy, a dozen very large round shapes peppered the shield and frozen within its edges. If the shield was to fall and time was to resume, they would destroy everything in their path. Sometimes the deadliest weapons weren’t magical at all.
“We need to go, now.” Gabaran grunted. Jaeger’s limp weight vanished, hauled over the shoulder of the massive elf. Startled, Ivo blinked at the towering male. Gabaran studied him in the blistering glare from the energy shield. “Can you walk, Earthlander, or do I have to carry you too?”
Ivo scowled. “I don’t need help, elf.”
Gabaran’s eyebrows nearly touched his scalp. He studied Ivo for a long moment, then turned away with Jaeger. Jadeth shot a worried look at Ivo before following close behind, pointedly ignoring the other elf lingering behind them all. 
“Jadeth?” Dehil whispered, but didn’t move.
She walked on, her back an unyielding wall. Her steps hitched unevenly, but resolutely, despite the fact that the shredded and charred chainmail fabric of her tunic bared patches of angry red skin between her shoulder blades. The fabric, made from nearly invisible links of chain, had been considered ideal armor for Healers among The Unknown Sun battalions. Light and easy to maneuver in, it was hard to distinguish from the linen tunic of the mages, but afforded more protection to a class of warrior that did not fight on the front lines and were yet targets of the enemy. 
Take out the battalion Healer and you take out the battalion. 
Ivo chuckled at the look of naked rage and anguish twisting the Dehil’s face. Half hidden behind a strand of bloodied hair, the smaller, leaner male grimaced.
“Let her be,” he said. “She will speak to you again, eventually.”
Dehil’s glare almost twisted Ivo’s bloodied lips into a smile, but a smirk of pain appeared when he shifted to gain his feet. Two sets of hands rushed to his aid. He shook them off with a growl. He staggered, but stayed upright, swaying. 
“I can walk, I said,” Ivo snapped. The silence stretched, long and reproachful, but he didn’t dare turn to look at Emaranthe or Dehil. “Let’s go.”
He forced his numbed feet forward and was surprised that they actually kept him upright. Everything tilted with each successive step, but he would not give in to the thought that he couldn’t make it on his own two feet. Sweat streamed down his neck and raked tendrils of pain across his back and shoulders. Somewhere he’d lost most of his armor, like Jaeger, and judging from the amount of pain he figured he wasn’t feeling– it was bad. He took another step and waited for the world to cease spinning and did it again. And again. And again. Light footsteps echoed behind him.
The lip of the crater emerged from the deepening darkness. Thankfully it was barely a rise, or Ivo knew he’d have to ask for help. He staggered over the edge and saw for the first time, the destruction that had rained on the plateau. Piles of burning debris made for a grim path to the remains of the main tent. Acrid smoke flooded the air, but he had no strength to remove it now. Sweating and swaying, he stumbled on. The footsteps echoed on either side now and the slight warmth at his right elbow gave him a degree of comfort. And guilt. 
The procession staggered through the destroyed camp, each step pulling them further from the static laced light of the energy dome, but no further from its path of annihilation. Ahead, the main tent burned unchecked, and Ivo’s stomach twisted when the memory of their quest returned.
“The map?” Ivo asked the group at large. Some distance ahead Gabaran stumbled. He righted himself with a hiss no one could mistake. 
“Later, Ivo. Please,” Dehil whispered over his left shoulder. Ivo glanced at him, startled by the grim plea in his words. On his other side, Emaranthe broke into a hoarse cough and staggered. Ivo twisted and snagged her elbow before she could hit the ground. He opened his mouth to ask, something he should have done long ago. Self loathing burned like acid and he swallowed as if he could taste it.
“I’m fine, Ivo. We need to hurry,” Emaranthe said. He stumbled at her words, and dared to glance down at her slight shape hidden in the smoky darkness. She didn’t return the look, but turned to watch the shield behind them instead. She freed her arm from his weakened grip and grasped his hand in hers. “Come!”
She tugged him forward. Usually her petite frame would have no chance of moving his large one. They broke into a painful trot and Dehil shouted a warning to the others farther ahead.
“Run, make for the edge of the cliff!”
They staggered faster, the sounds of hoarse breathing, crackling flame, and stumbling feet the only sounds to punctuate the grim darkness. Jadeth and Gabaran halted their figures and Jaeger’s unmoving one draped over the elf ’s shoulder, now cast in and out of golden light and shadow thrown by the burning tents. The blackness beyond the inferno was absolute. The edge of the plateau beckoned… It was the one thing between them and escape.
Washed in firelight and shadow, Gabaran’s eyes glowed when he turned study their options. Ivo felt Emaranthe inhale when the macabre shadows cast the elf ’s face into a grim mask. She urged him to move faster. Emaranthe’s ragged breathing sent Ivo’s insides into a steep dive of dread. 
Gabaran’s piercing gaze steadied on Emaranthe, burning with both rage and defeat. His lips twisted.
“Emaranthe,” he called to her over the crackle of flames. “We need you again, little sister.”
Ivo struggled to place the words in their proper order around the buzzing in his ears and the tilting of the ground. When they did, the fear turned to naked terror.
“Emaranthe, no!”
She ducked beneath his arm and spun away, giving Ivo only a brief glimpse of her hair as the hood tumbled back. Unevenly charred to shoulder length, the fire-licked pale strands raked the air between them as she vanished in a surge of smoke and ghostly flame.
“We have no choice, Ivo,” Dehil muttered from his left. He snagged Ivo beneath the left arm when his knees buckled. “Curse The Four, there’s no other way to escape.”
“No!”
Pain was nothing.
Fear became everything.
Emaranthe reappeared a few yards from the lip of the plateau. Lit by flame and shadows, her cloaked body wove a graceful, determined path toward the precipice at a full run.
Ghostly flames trailed from her ruined hair as she dodged charred debris and pillars of smoking rubble. They burned hot in the darkness, bright in the smoke shrouded sky. 
She raced past the elves who watched with grim hope.
She raced away from the male she loved because hope was all she had left.
Her bare feet, blistered and bloodied, touched the edge of the cliff. Elegant toes, blackened by soot, blistered, and sticky with blood, curled in the dirt as she threw every ounce of her strength into doing the one thing she could do to save them all. 
She leaped.
“No!” Ivo screamed. He lunged forward, not caring that snapping flames lashed out at him from all sides. “Emaranthe!”
Still lit by ethereal fire, her tiny body sailed out into the middle of nothingness. Her limbs curled in on themselves as she neared the apex of the leap. She crested it and flung them wide. 
Power exploded out of her. The blast of energy surged free and spread like fire licking the sky. It hovered, arced, and spiraled. The shockwave rocked everyone back on their heels. Ears popped. The orb flattened and spun, prodded into a very familiar shape on its own. The center swirled with ghostly fire and cleared, revealing a bright fluid light within. 
Ivo tore free from Dehil and lunged toward Gabaran and Jadeth. His bellows of rage and pain were no match for the crackle of thunder and static as the colossal portal steadied before them. Easily forty meters in diameter, it spun with the lazy, powerful grace of a galaxy in the pitch black sky. 
Emaranthe’s motionless body lost momentum. Gravity returned to throw her to the ground.
“Emaranthe!” Ivo bellowed over the buzzing crackle of energy and his friend’s pleas to stop. A giant hand gripped his elbow before he could follow her off the cliff.
“Watch, Earthlander, your woman thinks of everything,” Gabaran said in a stunned whisper. Numb to all pain but the one bleeding out with each beat of his heart, Ivo’s knees buckled.
Emaranthe’s body wilted, stilled, but the force of the leap and the placement of the portal had been deliberate. She tumbled bonelessly through the air and downwards, and then sailed through the spiraling center. It swallowed her with a blast of heat and wind.
“Go, make a run for it, it won’t last long and neither will the shield,” Gabaran barked out, his voice a deep rumble that didn’t have any patience for second guessing. “Jadeth, you and Dehil grab Ivo. Now jump!”
Jadeth and Dehil grabbed Ivo and together they towed the wounded warrior at a limping run. Gabaran needed no run up, he simply turned and launched himself and Jaeger into the portal with a roar that echoed like thunder.
Jadeth, and Dehil leaped, bearing Ivo’s dead weight. They cleared the gap to the portal with mere inches to spare. The blast of hot wind drowned out the pop of their ears as they tumbled into a sky filled with sunlight and a land filled with… snow.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
“I never knew you had it in you.” Rodon chuckled. Blackened teeth slid into a cruel sneer. Sparks arced from the doomed Windwalker’s splayed wings and travelled across the wavering dome. Time hitched, resumed, and refroze as Atil’s control faded with each passing second. Rodon’s shadow crept closer with each lapse of time, until he loomed over the dying Immortal in his true form.
“I know you don’t remember everything.” Atil exhaled the words from nearly immobile lips. Empty eye sockets, voids of shadow in the crackle of lightning and time, stared back. “I had hope.”
“Hope is for the weak. You should know this well, old friend.”
“You are no friend. You have not changed.” Atil grimaced. Lightning arced. A burn split his thin face, ripping a welt beneath one cheekbone and drawing blood. “You are dooming us all to repeat the past because you do not remember.”
“You know an awful lot for a blind Windwalker,” Rodon said. His blackened lips curled and his form wavered between shadow and man until he solidified before the splayed figure. “Just what do you think I have forgotten, Atil?”
“Who they are. Who is here. They have been waiting,” Atil whispered. “They will remember.”
Rodon’s sneer melded shadow with shape. “I don’t need all my memories to know what I have to do. They will die and I will take what I have wanted for so long.”
“Just what is it you want so badly, Dro-Aconi?”
“What will give me my revenge. The Crown of Gods.” 
Atil’s ravaged face turned into a mask of sorrow. His empty eye sockets saw all too well in a world of pure darkness.
“You will never have it then.”
Rodon lunged for the Windwalker. He collided with the time field. Thunder cracked
as energy branches forked along the shimmering dome. Atil didn’t flinch when putrid teeth gleamed and eyes swirled in dark pools of triumph.
“What do you know? Tell me!” Rodon demanded. Inky spittle smeared his jaw line and dribbled. “It’s those four immortals. I’ve watched. I’ve waited. They must be who…”
“When
they remember you will regret everything.” Blood trickled from the corner of his lips. His eyeless gaze leveled on Rodon, the triumph in the empty eye sockets was unnerving. 
Rodon reared back. He shivered in disgust as the last Windwalker spoke again.
 “She was tasked with repairing a world torn asunder by you. She will defeat you in the end–they all will.”
“No!” Rodon growled. “They know nothing!” 
Sparks raced along the shimmering dome. Atil hissed. A grimace split the raw burn on his face. Fresh blood slid in a slow, stuttering path down his leathery skin. The dome crackled. The air sizzled. 
The stench of burning feathers turned Rodon’s lips up in a blackened grin. He surveyed them, splayed wide and charred against the nearly invisible energy shield. Easily twenty feet across each, they had been impressive even to him. Once. Long ago before he had remembered.
Even now the memories of his first lifetime returned like the ever swelling sea. The first memory to return was that of indomitable rage and the feeling of betrayal. The second was one of jealousy. The third, oddly, grief. He remembered who he had been when he adopted his original name and discarded the one that came with this nearly useless body. 
Even as an Immortal, the same anger, and grief roared through his veins and fueled his need for revenge even if he didn’t remember why. Again. This time he would succeed.
“I know who I hunt,” he said. “And I know who you protect, Atil. They can’t save you now.”
“No, but I don’t need saving, Rodon.” Atil’s smirk grew manic. “You do.”
Lightning forked, bleaching the body of the spread eagled Windwalker white against the energy shield. He shuddered, his mouth wide in a soundless scream of agony.
Rodon sneered as Atil burned from within. “You always were a fool, Atil. Was it you who hid the lost city from me?”
Atil laughed and threw his head back in crazed glee. The warped laughter grew harsh and thin with each pained breath. 
Rodon stared at the dying Windwalker. Fissures of light webbed Atil’s ashen skin. Fingers of lightning forked and spread through bone and flesh like cracks in stone. The cracks splintered away from him and encompassed the entire dome in seconds. 
The fissures expanded. Shards of light speared the night sky in blinding white fingers. The dome of energy exploded, throwing everything into fast forward. Sight, sounds, smells, all converged into a blur of motion.
Rodon snapped back into his physical body hard enough to crack the ground beneath his feet and barely had time to duck aside from the arrowhead that hovered inches from his face. Being partially shadow-bound had its uses, a lingering remnant of his time imprisoned long ago when The Four had sealed everyone’s fate. Or so they thought. His own people had fallen with the mortals and everyone’s memories had failed, only to return piecemeal and incomplete. 
The arrow vanished into the horde behind him. He chuckled and regained his feet and solid body in one smooth move.
The assault tapered off, his enslaved army falling still. Unfazed by the events, they waited mindlessly for their next order. A far cry better than skeletons, or the Tainted, the fallen Legion of The Unknown Sun, and their myriad of powers, was at his beck and call at last.
The haze of colorful smoke swirled into a noxious brown, and the fading thunder of cannon fire echoed among the stone pillars on the desert floor below. He waited for the thick cloak of smoke to fade, confident in the knowledge that none, not even immortals, could have survived the attack.
He surveyed the destruction with narrowed eyes. The stench of charred flesh and the coppery tang of blood hung thick in the  air. A familiar rush of longing and hatred turned Rodon’s blackened grin into a twisted sneer.
The plateau stood empty but for the burning remains of tents, and a crater dug from the rock as if by the hand of one of The Four. The glow, however, hovering in the starless night sky beyond was familiar. The sight of the giant portal spiraling in lazy swirls of lightning and flame sucked a lump of dread from somewhere deep inside where the shadows of his true self coiled in abhorrence. 
“No!” Rodon’s form flickered, grew faint at the edges. Shadows bled from the gaps in his clothing and slithered like tendrils of living smoke at his feet. “You can’t do this to me again!”
The portal winked out even as his words faded into the thick stillness of the night and the world went dark once more. Rodon growled low in his throat, a sound of restrained rage aimed at the person he hated most.
The person he loved most.
Hate.
Love. 
Rodon’s sneer twisted at the thought. They are one and the same, aren’t they, Tanari?
Rodon shook off the memory. It clung in his mind like a distant cobweb, old and dusty, long forgotten. They were coming faster now. Unbidden. A token of a previous life, the memories did little to curb his desire for revenge and power. He perversely waited for each one. Too bad they made little sense yet. It didn’t matter.
He curled his hand into a fist. The scarred, leathery skin wrinkled with the deliberate movement. It was as if he watched someone else bend the broad fingers. His hand dropped to his side, forgotten. This body was unimportant. What he could do with it was what mattered.
Rodon spun on his heel, not caring that something light and airy crumbled to ash beneath his heavy boot. He stepped on the charred bones and made for the nearest warrior.
“Name and ability?” he barked the question at the warrior, barely noting that it was possibly a female, judging from the myriad of snake like brown braids bristling against the Legion armor. She stepped forward, her empty eyes unseeing within the depths of her helm. Like all other Legion, the helm bore the insignia of The Unknown Sun– a symbol Rodon had long loathed, but tolerated for decades while he waited and planned.
“Garista. Death Smoke.”
The voice, emotionless and toneless, was indeed female. Rodon eyed her, noting her solid form and well worn armor and weapon. The Devil’s Pike she bore was, like all other Immortal’s, God-Forged. Its twin prongs were sharp and held at the ready. He grunted and turned away.
“Congratulations, you are now my second in command.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Have the Legion fall back to the gorge. Line the ridge with night watchers.”
“Yes, Sir.”
His Second spun and barked orders. The Legion of The Unknown Sun, his enslaved, once a powerful and noble army of immortals, was his after a thousand years of patient waiting and careful planning. He grimaced, baring rotted teeth to the endless darkness. And soon, his patience would pay off and they would be at his mercy too.
Rodon’s chuckles blended with a low peal of thunder. His body shifted with a rumble of earth beneath his feet and melted into shadows that billowed and swirled on an unseen wind. No longer tethered to the physical world, the Stormwarden walked on legs of lightning that scorched the earth with fire. He trailed thunder and lightning in his wake. Black rain fell in driving shards before him, turning the darkness cold and inhospitable. Perfect weather for the Master of Storms.
His voice echoed off the stone cliffs. “Find them. I will have the Crown of Gods and my revenge.”
 Garista heard and obeyed. The host of the Legion marched as a single unit behind the menacing tempest, eastward, to the ravine where eyes and ears could hear and see whispers of their enemy’s movements. 
 
***
 
The long cart wheeling plunge turned Jadeth’s stomach. All too fast, the blanketing white rose up to catch her. She hit the deep snow hard, the impact shoving the breath from her lungs.
Gasping, she remained still for a long moment before the encroaching dampness forced her to move. She shoved her arms beneath her and pushed herself upright. Somewhere along the steep fall, she let go of Ivo. Grimacing, she twisted to search her cold, white surroundings.
Everyone else lay scattered about the small clearing and only Dehil and Gabaran moved to stand.
Jadeth inhaled sharply as she stumbled to her feet. The snow was knee deep, but hard and compact. No new snow to soften their fall. 
“Are you two all right?” she asked. Her hammer was weighty in her sure grip, but she quickly jammed it into a snow bank and let the healing ribbons wash over them. 
“I’m fine,” Gabaran grunted. He tossed Jaeger over his shoulder again, not noticing or caring, that they were both soaking wet. “We need to find Emaranthe and get them into the Citadel.”
Jadeth gasped and spun in a circle, her gaze skimming the towering forest canopy. To her shock, far above them, steep, rugged cliffs and pinnacles of stone merged with chiseled towers, terraces, and arched walkways. The suns, rising single file in the north, cast fingers of sunlight between the massive mountain peaks and valleys beyond the impressive fortress.
“We’re in Anat,” she whispered. “How? Where? This was only a myth!”
Dehil joined her with Ivo draped over his shoulder. He nudged her arm, his face grim as he studied hers.
“Welcome to Tevu-Anat, Jadeth,” he said. “Home of the Exiles.”
Gabaran’s frosty glare matched the carved stones of his homeland and Jadeth swallowed. She dropped her gaze from the soaring Citadel and turned her thoughts to the tiny mage who had sent them all here.
She spied the indigo cloak first, just a wad of dark blue buried in snow across the clearing. Horrified, Jadeth wrenched the hammer from the snow bank and stumbled into a run.
“Emaranthe!” She sank to her knees beside the frozen, stiff fabric and dug through the elbow deep snow frantically. 
A second pair of hands joined, dark and scarred, but no less frantic.
“Hurry, she can’t handle cold like this,” Jadeth whispered around tears. “What if…”
“She’s fine.” Gabaran muttered from behind, now towing both Ivo and Jaeger with ease. Jadeth spun to face the giant elf with a snarl.
“She’s not fine! This will kill her!” She turned and kept digging. “How can you say that?”
Dehil’s strong hands swept away a large swath of snow, unburying most of the unmoving figure  in one motion. He tugged her free and up into his arms in one swift motion and broke into a trudging run toward the Citadel. 
“Hurry, we need to get her warm.” Jadeth followed, hammer held high. The green ribbons of light became an aura that lit their way as they plunged into a dark, deep forest. A path, narrow and twisting, led them deep into the darkest, coldest, forest Jadeth had ever seen. Even for an Eideili, a wood-elf, this was an unknown. The trees here all but blocked out the early morning light, leaving only a smear of rosy gold visible where the tree crowns halted mere inches from each other. The path veered and a wall of stone appeared to guide them into a narrow gorge. Far above, the fortress and the mountain itself hid the sunlight.
Gabaran followed with the two unconscious Earthlanders, his jaw set.
“I say that because it is the truth, Jadeth. This is my home. This became her home many  years ago. She has an uneasy truce with the cold north,” he said at last. His voice rang out over their muffled footsteps.
Jadeth ignored him, her lips pinched against the frosty air, her gaze uplifted to the fortress no one had dared to find.
Anat. The hidden realm of the Exiles.
Emaranthe…had brought them home? 
 



Chapter Four
 
 
It wasn’t the cold that worried him. It was the silence. Jaeger pried one eyelid open and quickly slammed it shut again. A frosty light, cold and bright, pierced the gloom and his body shivered in reaction. The absolute lack of sound prodded at the non-blinded parts of his mind and he pried his eyes open once more.
The beam of light trying to blind him came from a small hole in the ceiling of an otherwise windowless room. He exhaled, confusion robbing his fuzzy mind of clarity, and watched the puff of frosty air fill the room.
Every inch of his body radiated pain, but it was the oculus that kept him from caring. The hole had been bored through a block of opaque aquamarine ice and still higher up, through solid stone.
“What in the name of The Four?” he whispered. He regretted making any sound when his soft words echoed harshly off the walls of the room and were thrown back at his abused mind. “Ice?”
He felt the cold creep in, deep to where his soul sat wrapped in layers of frost and guilt, and it stirred the icy part that had yet to thaw in well over three hundred years. He scanned the room, stunned when what his immortal soul had known right off became a conscious thought.
He was in a room made entirely of ice.
“No,” he grunted. He wrenched his body upright with a groan of pain, forcing his large frame to move when it shouldn’t. The shards of ice that were his souls faded into the background of his thoughts, leaving Jaeger in control again. The fading energy sent a spike of ice through his veins and he grimaced.
Uncertain if he wanted to know how the rest of him fared, he glanced down. His armor was gone and he vaguely recalled that much of it had been wrenched from him bodily. The new tunic and trousers, snow white against the slab of stone he was seated on, were unfamiliar. He moved to reach for his axe, but the barest motion of his left hand sent pain rushing to his shoulder and torso. His arm fell limply into his lap and the cold blue world spun. He swayed and sank back onto the icy platform.
“You should not move, Earthlander,” a female voice stabbed him in the brain. The dizziness traded places with fuzzy darkness. “Your wounds are too soon healed for you to rise just yet.”
He slammed his eyes shut and prayed to the The Four to end him. 
“Where am I?”
“Tevu-Anat,” the woman’s voice hitched on the last word of the foreign name. The meaning was known, and the shiver that raced goose bumps up his spine had nothing to do with his soul.
 “How did I get here? Where is Ivo? What in the name of The Four happened to me?”
Her hiss of anger snapped his jaw shut. He’d forgotten that The Four were not the gods of the exiles. His cheeks burned despite the chilly air.
“Your questions will be answered, Earthlander, if you will practice the patience you pray to your gods for,” her voice faded and the rhythmic staccato of boots on ice beat against Jaeger’s abused brain as if it were being ground to dust beneath her heel. “But be wary of how loud you speak, immortal, your gods are not ours and to mention them is treason among my people.”
Shit.
He opened his eyes in time to see a swirl of long, jet black, hair vanish through a doorway framed in carved ice. The statuesque woman turned and glanced back before she disappeared into the nether regions of the glacial palace. Indigo eyes, cold and wide, stared through a fan of impossibly long black lashes. Distrust and anger glinted in their cool depths for a split second before the doorway stood empty.
“Wait! I’m sorry, don’t go,” Jaeger called out to the she-elf , the pain in his head now battling the guilt hitting him low in the gut. He was a guest, injured, and had been somehow rescued by her people. He had blasphemed in their realm and though their god, Light, was one he’d never heard of before meeting Gabaran, he had accepted her existence. “Who are you?”
 
***
 
Gabaran studied the small shape from afar, a worried frown dragging down the corners of his mouth. She sat perfectly still in the clearing, a bundle of dark blue cloth that was a stark contrast to the crystalline white snow blanketing the ground. She prayed to The Four still, a futile act of faith by one abandoned so callously by them. 
It was by who that worried him most. 
Why had Light given care of the wounded girl to him and not returned her to her own people instead? He shook his head against the cascade of dark thoughts.
The crunch of footsteps behind him was expected, as was the bitter voice.
“She prays still, uncle, after all these years? She shouldn’t even be out of bed yet.” 
Gabaran’s chin fell to his chest. The furred lining of his cloak riffled with his heavy sigh.
“You expect otherwise, niece?” 
“I would rather have thought hundreds of years with her own kind would make her see the truth. The truth you and I both know,” Sestiravi said. Her breath fogged the icy air from within a furred cowl. “That the gods are gone. They have forsaken them.”
“We don’t know that, Sesti.”
“We know one god and she does not speak to us right now.”
“Light is,” Gabaran muttered. “Our god, our hope.”
“Not hers?” She gestured at the still figure in indigo robes. “She brought Emaranthe to us, dying. Why?”
“I don’t know. What of the others, niece?”
“The blue-eyed Earthlander is awake. Pity,” Sestiravi said. She tugged the cowl closer against the frosty air. “He’s already spoken treason, uncle.”
Gabaran grunted, but a small smile twitched his mouth up. 
“You’re lucky that’s all he did, niece.”
“They can’t stay, uncle. They are not our people.” She dragged her gaze from the unmoving bundle huddled in the clearing, to the towering figure of her only claimable blood relative. “They need to go back where they came from. Immortal problems aren’t ours.”
“Sesti,” Gabaran rebuked. “Enough. They’ve suffered.”
Sesti frowned at him.
“Uncle, have you not suffered more?”
Gabaran exhaled a bark of a laugh. 
“Not enough, apparently.”
Sesti took the hint and let the subject go. She turned to study the shrouded figure in the snowy field. She could count a thousand times how often the Earthlander mage she called sister had done so during the years she’d stayed with them.
“Why does she do this, uncle?” Sesti asked. She had asked before, of course, but always Gabaran’s saddened gaze  halted her tongue before an answer was spoken aloud. This time, there would be no avoiding the answer, not with two other Earthlanders and two Eideili, the forest elves, now taking refuge in their hidden kingdom.
Gabaran stiffened, but didn’t pull his gaze from the small figure bundled in a frost edged cloak far too large for her. He sighed and ran a gloved palm over his face. 
“She’s trying to remember,” he said finally. His broad shoulders slumped. The frost laden wind whipped streamers of stark white hair across his lined face. Now, more than ever he felt the long ages of his years press on him. Being an elf of either race was not akin to immortality and twelve thousand summers was no little amount time. It was a reminder that he had few enough of those years left. “And she needs to more now than ever, with or without her gods.”
Sesti noted the shadows of grief beneath his eyes. Since his return with the Others three nights before she had kept her tongue still. No more.
“Uncle, why does she need to remember?”
Gabaran glanced at her. She dropped her gaze for a moment, unnerved by the piercing whites at the center of his dark blue eyes. It had been those eyes that had exiled them a thousand years ago. At the young age of four thousand summers at the time, Sesti remembered it well. She had lost her mother, her homeland, and her faith all in one brutal blow. 
“Because without her memories I fear we cannot defeat the Dro-Aconi,” he grunted. “Within her mind is knowledge that may help us. The traitor Rodon hinted as much. Yes, she remembers her last hours, Sesti. Those are bad enough. Imagine all you remember is fire and death, pain and torment, the loss, but not knowing who you lost or even why it all happened? She doesn’t even remember her rightful name. She is a gift to our people, to our world, by our god, niece.”
“But what would her memories have to do with the tides of war?” she asked. Her full lips sank into a puzzled frown. “Who is she and what does she have to do with the map?”
“That’s what we need to find out.” He turned his back on the two females, and melted into the dense, snow blanketed forest with no sound to mark his movements. 
Sesti bit back a growl of frustration and shot one last look at the motionless woman sitting alone in the snow covered clearing. Finally, she turned on her heel and strode into the forest after her uncle. The answers she sought were as slow in coming as summer.
 
***
 
Emaranthe tugged the dark blue cloth closer about her cheekbones with numbed fingers. Damp and cold, she endured the icy pain in silence, her gaze downcast.
“The Four,” her voice cracked, a rusty plea. The words lodged on a lump in her throat. “Hear me in this hour.”
The silence of the snowy field was like a held breath. She swallowed. Why would they heed her prayer now? They never had before.
“I ask for your guidance. What do I do now?”
Silence. Somewhere deep within the surrounding forest a rabbit screamed.
Emaranthe wanted to scream too. Her fingers clenched into gloved fists despite the agony of the movement on the flesh beneath the scars.
It was the pain that had kept her going in the dark years before finding Ivo and Jaeger. A pain she’d reveled in, lost herself to, that kept her alive in a cruel world with silent gods and no memories. Those precious few moments she did remember were no comfort.
She jammed her fists into the elbow deep snow drift and gasped as the chilly shock burned through her sleeves. Unlike the flesh, the destroyed skin within her gloves felt nothing.
The curl of fire, lodged somewhere deep within her souls, flinched and flared. She forced herself to remain still, to feel the cold wetness slowly climbing through her veins where it caged her fiery soul in ice. She needed the cold to remind her how fragile her existence was.
The Four were not the only gods, she reasoned. Light. The Tevu followed Light, the woman who had delivered Emaranthe’s dying body to Gabaran. They believe her to be the one to lead them into the sunlight from a darkness worse than death.
A bitter chuckle escaped her chapped, raw, lips as the cold continued to seep through her clothing. She stood on numbed legs, and turned her face to the cold wind.
Anat.
Home.
Not home. The very place she loved and loathed. 
The walk back to the center of the Citadel was silent and cold, just like its inhabitants. She passed through the small door set in the outer curtain wall and slipped into the bailey unseen. Far above, towers, turrets, terraces, and graceful stone bridges climbed the mountainside in shades of gray that easily blended into the frosty sky. 
It hadn’t changed much in nearly four hundred years. She noted some newer doors and re-smithed hinges. Some nicks and scrapes along the stone wall and massive front gate. Larger, sturdier iron braziers lined the walls around the bailey to heat and light in the stark climate. 
The Tevu themselves were unchanged. Wary, distant, at best, the few who remembered Emaranthe did little more than cast frowning stares when she crossed their paths. Most everyone else detoured to avoid her. It was like she had never left.
Their numbers were fewer, their faces older. No younglings played in the icy halls or muddy bailey, no new births then. The buzz of every-day work quickly filled the silence as she made her way across the open courtyard. The smithys, the kitchens, masons, and the like all kept their tents and lean-tos against the western wall away from the eastern half where the residences were. Built nearly completely inside the mountain itself, but for the outer walls and ramparts, the Tevu lived within the darker, deeper, reaches of Anat.
The babble and clanks of work faded when she reached the keep. The main entrance to the Citadel interior was heavily guarded, but the watchmen didn’t look down as she stalked into the darkness within.
The great hall was darkened, silent and cold with the heavy stench of stale air and damp stone. Empty. To the left lay the personal rooms of the leader, Gabaran, as well as the healing halls. Emaranthe turned left without thought and tugged the soggy hem of her cloak closer as she made her way into the depths of Anat.
Her boots rapped along the stone. She didn’t bother carrying a lamp to light the way. She knew it by heart.
 
***
 
“Will he wake soon?”
The familiar male voice poked at Ivo’s consciousness like a sharp stick. It prodded at him, pulling his mind into a shallower pool of darkness. A faint light rippled and it took a long moment for him to realize it was his vision through his eyelashes. For a split second he wondered if he had Fallen again, but no. He would not be so lucky.
“I’ll do more than wake you bastard,” Ivo mumbled when the narrow faces of Dehil and Jadeth blurred into focus. “You son of a–” 
He lunged upright and a searing pain rippled down his right side, hip and leg. The growl of anger turned to one of pain. He stifled it, hid it behind deep breaths and an ashen face. He swayed, but two sets of hands gripped his shoulders and held him upright.
The haze of pain ebbed and clarity returned. His gaze slipped between the pair of elves gripping his shoulders with white knuckled fingers. Their set mouths and grim faces did little to explain why their grips were like iron. They weren’t holding him upright, they were holding him back.
“Where is she?”
“She’s —” Jadeth exhaled the word. Uneasiness turned her sapphire gaze dark. “She’s fine.”
“Where is she, Jadeth?” Ivo asked. He knocked aside their hands with a blast of wind. Dehil’s gaze narrowed on him in a silent warning that he would never have braved before. Ivo glared back and realized that something was very different about their mercurial friend. Dead or alive seemed to have meant little to the immortal spy. He turned to Jadeth, surprised that she tolerated the spy’s presence now more than ever.
“Where is Emaranthe, Jadeth? Tell me.”
“I’m here.”
Ivo twisted toward the sound of her voice and ignored the screaming pain when his barely healed muscles moved. Her soft voice seemed to hover in the darkness to his left. In fact, the edges of the room was oddly devoid of light. He alone sat within a pool of light cast from the large hole in the ceiling.
“Emaranthe? Are you hurt? What are you doing over there?” he asked the shadowed corner of the room. He didn’t imagine the shiver laced exhale.
“I’m fine. It’s you and Jaeger who took the brunt of the explosion,” she whispered. “You saved the rest of us.”
“Jaeger? Where is he?” Ivo asked. He frowned when the shadow in the corner shifted and shivered. “How long was I out?”
“He rests next door. It’s been two days. His injuries were no worse nor better than yours, luckily,” Jadeth said. Her full lips thinned when Ivo continued to twist his battered body on the stone slab the Tevu considered a cot. “Stay still, will you? You will tear the wounds open once more. We will return later.” She led a silent Dehil from the room.
“I gather we’re in the realm of the Exiles,” Ivo said to the room at large as their footsteps faded. He waited and sure enough, a shivery laugh barked from the shadows. He inhaled at the noise, the soft, pained, rage held within a single sound. “What happened, Emaranthe?”
“We survived. And I’ve come home at last.”
“The north. Anat was your home. This is why you never spoke of it, never returned.”
“Only for ten years. I have no people, Ivo.”
“You have me. You have Jadeth, Jaeger. Your home is with us.”
“I know.” She sniffed and stifled a shiver again. The shadows shifted as she stepped into the puddle of light thrown from the oculus above his stone bench. The hand not gripping his side against the throbbing pain reached for her of its own accord. 
“Why did you open that portal?” Ivo asked, changing the subject. He scanned the shadowed depths of the hood for any hint of her usual fire and spirit. He noted her dull brown eyes, heavily shadowed in a face pale with exhaustion, and blue-tinged lips. Even her freckles stood out. “You could have died.”
“You would have died. All of you,” she said. Her gaze fell and her breathing hitched. For a brief moment, her impossibly dark lashes grazed her cheeks and stayed shut. She exhaled, shivered, and blinked to clear the tears clinging to them. “And if I have the power to save you, I will use it.”
Ivo’s arm curved around her slight frame and pulled her against his undamaged side. The motion tugged on his wounds, but the feel of her small, softly curved body shivering within her large, damp, cloak sliced an ever sharper pain deep into his chest. He pressed his lips to her forehead. His heart twisted when she wrapped her arms around his middle and pulled herself closer. Her lips met his, gentle yet firm. The twist turned into a spark that caught with a sharp inhale. Her lips were soft–and so cold.
“Why are you wet and shivering?” he asked. Concern etched deep lines at the corners of his eyes. He moved far enough back to study her face in the stark light. His thumb traced her delicate jaw line. 
“I– pulled energy too fast after I created the portal,” she said between chattering teeth. Her blue lips pressed shut to still the sound. “Much as the sea rushes in with the tide, so does the power of the sun with I. It is temporary, but I must remember  to control my power here. I am a liability to the Tevu.”
Ivo studied her pinched face in the stark light and then the stones interwoven with ice blocks that made the walls and ceiling. He nodded. It wasn’t a complete explanation–the sleeves of her cloak were soaking wet. He would drop the subject, for now.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
The sharp rap of heeled boots on ice and stone caught their attention. Emaranthe swung around and the hood fell back, revealing her damaged hair. Now a blunt bob, pale strands raked the shoulders of her cloak, but the ghostly ribbons of fire were nowhere to be seen.
A female Tevu stalked across the room, her gaze narrowed on Ivo. Her frown was for Emaranthe.
“Who are you?” Ivo asked. His fingers grasped at the hilt of the sword that materialized at his side. “And what—”
Dark blue eyes, familiarly paired with long black hair and pointed ears, narrowed on him. For a split second Ivo wondered if the she-elf could knife him with nothing more than a murderous glare.
Emaranthe wedged herself between them before weapons could be drawn. “Sesti, this is Ivo, son of Veriuc of the eastern kingdom of Saro-shir.”
“Ter-Imand,” Sesti sneered. Her gaze flicked between the two, her dark eyebrows screwed in confusion. “Earthlanders are so odd.”
“What?” Ivo frowned at the female.
“You trade names and titles like they are worth something.” Sesti paced to Emaranthe and hugged the tiny woman. “Here, my people are all the same. We are Tevu-Anat. Our forefathers and foremothers are our equals.” Bitterness crept into her husky voice.
 “Sesti.” Gabaran appeared in the doorway, her name a bark of reproach. “Enough.”
She looked away from Ivo but not before her lips tightened into a line.
Head bowed, she eyed Emaranthe askance. 
“Ahe. Anihit ava Tevu-lene.”
Emaranthe nodded, her shoulders slumping. “Sei. Ahe ava-ii Imand-ter?”
With a snort of annoyance, Sesti spun on her heel and marched out of the icy healing hall, Emaranthe’s question unanswered. Gabaran barely had time to step aside or be mowed down. He sighed when the rapid click of heavy boots faded from earshot.
Ivo frowned. “What just happened? What did she say to you?”
“She welcomed me home,” Emaranthe said as her shivering intensified. “And I asked how Jaeger–the other Earthlander– was doing.”
“I will have to watch my back, I see,” Ivo said. He traded glares with Gabaran. “A relative, elf ?”
Gabaran snorted and turned away. He shot them an indecipherable look over his shoulder. “Come. We meet now that you are healed enough. There is much to say.”
Ivo’s gaze homed in on the large elf ’s back. “The map?” 
Gabaran froze in the doorway, one wide palm braced against the frame. 
His breath fogged the air, the words an exhale of pain.
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you say so?” Ivo asked Emaranthe, but her hood had returned to its place and her gaze remained hidden in the depths. 
“You were wounded. Jaeger was wounded. The rest of us barely made it,” she said. Emaranthe followed the elf, leaving Ivo standing at the center of the odd room. “And deciphering the map is the least of our worries.”
Ivo followed at a slower pace. His barely healed muscles and flesh protested each step, but pure determination kept Emaranthe and Gabaran within sight as they led the way down a long corridor. His borrowed boots clunked on stone instead of ice after a few paces and he frowned as the pair vanished around a corner. The ice block walls, sculpted to blend into the surrounding stone perfectly, had given way to rock without him even noticing. He shuffled faster, the strain on his hip and leg now much more than a dull throb of pain. He ignored it and made his way around the corner only to halt abruptly before he could collide with his little brother.
“Jaeger!” Ivo hid a wince with his brother’s name as they traded hugs and grins.
“By The Four, Ivo, you are a mess,” Jaeger muttered. 
Ivo backed far enough away to study his younger brother in the faint light filtering through small round windows cut into the unusual stone walls. Pained blue eyes studied him back from heavily shadowed and hollow eye sockets. His dirty blond hair, usually bound beneath a helm, tangled in wild strands to his shoulders. Days of scruff shadowed his strong jaw. He looked as bad as Ivo felt. 
Jaeger added, “They wouldn’t tell me anything of you or the others.”
Ivo grimaced. “Well said, brother. I only just woke and know nothing of the events save what a shivering mage could recount and a glare a she-elf more brittle than the ice could stab me with.”
“You’ve met Sesti, I take it?”
“Met her. Barely survived her.” 
 
***
 
“How did you get it?” Ivo asked. He reached for the tattered scrap of parchment with shaking hands. In the cold white light it looked even more fragile than he’d imagined. Bleached by the glare, the brief scribble of writing on its surface was illegible, in a language he did not know. His fingers halted before they could touch it. “What happened out there?”
Ivo struggled to hold back the trembling rage that threaded into his voice and turned it curt and rusty. He felt everyone’s gazes as if they’d been weighted by guilt. Maybe they were. He glanced up and met the sea of eyes, moving from one to another until he faced the spy who had supposedly died.
“You.”
Dehil stiffened. “Yes, I’m back.”
“How? You are here unchanged in form. You did not die.” Ivo’s hand slammed down onto the table. The parchment shivered on a gust of wind. Everyone jumped but the spy and the small figure perched atop the too tall table, all but hidden in the folds of her cloak. “You lied to us.”
“I lied to none of you. Nor did I expect what happened,” Dehil said. His soft voice ended on a steely hiss. “I asked for none of this, and I did not have a choice.”
“Once a spy always a spy,” Ivo grunted. “My ears don’t hear truth in your words, elf .”
“Then you do not listen, Ivo!” Jadeth snapped. She leaned across the massive stone table and jabbed a finger at him. “You hear nothing but the voice of your own guilt and despair. You have carried that for so long that others are now painted with it!”
 
***
 
“Jadeth, please.” Dehil dragged scarred fingers through his long, dark hair. It sifted like the black water that so long ago claimed Ivo and Jaeger. 
“Enough.” Gabaran glared at the arguing pair. “We don’t have time for this.” 
“Peace spoken and returned, Gabaran,” Ivo said. “What now?”
“Now I must tell my story,” Dehil replied. He hesitated before moving closer to the table.
The silence thickened when he leaned over the table, bringing his face into the bright light. Ivo and Jaeger’s sharp inhales were expected. They had not yet noted the ravages of both time and war that had left their marks on him. He resisted the urge to hide in the shadows again, to disappear. Instead he continued, his voice hoarse, his hands braced on the stone, his fingers white with the effort it took to keep them from digging into the carved surface. 
“My story never ended, it merely shifted.”
Dehil glanced at the brothers, then the red headed elf he stood beside. Her wide, jewel bright gaze never wavered from his. Her full lips trembled and tears dampened her lashes.
“I fully expected to die. I wished so. I feared my trust in my people had failed not only me, but you,” he said to Jadeth. His lean body shuddered. His chin dropped to his chest. “Instead of being crushed by the counterweight, a portal appeared beneath me. I fell through it. It was one of Her portals and she was there, waiting. With a quest I could not refuse.”
“Hers?” Gabaran’s voice hitched. His face contorted with the effort to remain stoic. 
“Yes. She bade me to protect a pair of children. I promised.”
“What?” Jadeth’s frown matched everybody else’s. “Children? Why would she be with children?”
“I cannot say.”
Jadeth’s frown steered into a scowl and her sapphire gaze sharpened. “Why not?”
“Because she told me not to.” Dehil pushed himself away from the table and paced away from the pool of light. He flung his arms wide in frustration. “Because if I do I will ruin an already ruined future.”
“Light?” Ivo asked the elf as he passed by. Dehil’s pacing grew frenetic, his gaze haunted.
“Yes. She traded places with me for a mere moment in time, in a future too worrisome and strange to define. She asked me where the map was. I told her. In turn I had to watch a pair of young children nearly die because I could not protect them. There was a war going on, a minor skirmish between local tribes. I was over-run.” He flicked a finger at his scar and turned to face the shadow filled corners of the room. They beckoned.
“Oh no,” Jadeth gasped. She reached for his arm as he stalked past, but missed when he jerked it out of her range. “Dehil. Dead children are too high a cost for such a thing.”
“Are they?” Dehil snapped over his shoulder at her. “She returned with the map and I left her with the two half dead children. She only said that this future, her world, would be saved if we save the past. This past. I returned, older of heart and weary of soul only minutes after I left. Scarred, aged by time, but determined, I sought help of Atil and my brethren.”
“She gave you no reason other than it was some kind of fate?” Gabaran asked. Starlit eyes faded until they nearly diminished. Grim lines etched the corners with pain. “How long were you there? In her world?”
Dehil could see that Gabaran’s need to know more about the lost god was driving him.
“No. I was there for a manner of days. It felt like years. It was so different than our here and now.”
Emaranthe’s indigo hood shifted. Silent and still all this time, shadows chased the quick movements of thin, gloved, fingers peeling it back. Her pale hair nearly glowed in the sunlight pouring through the oculus, but the light did not ignite the fire in her eyes.
“Who were the children, Dehil?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” he said. “But they were young and beautiful, perhaps four summers of age. Twins. A boy and a girl. Fair hair, fair skin. She’d said something about their mother being dead. I never heard of a father.” 
He glanced down at his own dark skin as if seeing it for the first time. His fingers curled into fists. His head came up with a jerk and his gaze bored into Emaranthe’s.
“They looked like you. Their hair was as if spun with gold or fire, but their eyes were not like yours. They were gray, as if a stormy sea was held within.”
Emaranthe’s gaze dropped. Trembling fingers replaced the hood and her body stilled once more. Her soft words rang in the silent hall.
“What were their names, Dehil?”
Dehil raked shaking fingers through his hair. Pain etched ashen grooves at the corners of his eyes and the savage scar felt like it stood out white against his brown skin. 
“I never caught their names. Neither ever spoke. The girl was wounded, severely, and I think Tanari had to do something grave to save her. She took the child elsewhere, through a portal, and then returned without her. I promised to watch over the boy, but she bade me return here to you first, and told me that he would be waiting for me upon my return when the time was right.”
“That’s all,” Dehil added. He backed away from the table, deeper into the shadows that hugged the walls. He didn’t look anyone in the eye. He didn’t want to see the sad and regretful gazes.
“So Light was the one to have ransacked the main tent and had retrieved the map before we even got there. And then you returned after promising to care for a child in a future we fear to come to pass?” Jaeger broke the silence. “Why? Why go through all of that? I see no purpose to it.”
Dehil halted, half in the light and half in shadow. He knew the stark contrast highlighted the twisted scar that raced across his face. The puckered, reddened skin tightened when his lips curled in self disgust. “I don’t know. I don’t know what my place is in all of this.”
Emaranthe turned to face him. “You will know your purpose, and the boy’s, when She deems it necessary. Take heart, Dehil, Light has shown you your path even if you do not understand it yet.”
Dehil’s jaw worked and pained frustration tightened his mouth. He bowed to Emaranthe and backed into the comfortable shadows.
 
***
 
Gabaran grunted. He straightened to his full height. Broad of frame and far more muscular than the Eideili race of Elves, the Tevu were born to winter and mountains. Just not these mountains. These halls carved into stone and ice had been made by another race, one long lost to the common enemy, the Dro-Aconi.

“Dehil’s story ends and mine begins on its heels.” Gabaran’s voice ground like rock crushing beneath a heel, a sound weighed by pain. “The world froze before me and my friends and enemy with it. At a loss and helpless, I had all but given in to despair when a portal appeared.”
 “Within this portal I saw a world ravaged by war and a figure dying in a pool of her own blood. I ran to her,” Gabaran’s voice broke. For a long moment only the struggle of ragged breathing filled the room. “But I could not save her. She gave me the map and died in my arms. I returned to our world, my heart left behind, but victorious. I had the map, but no answers. No hope.”
Dehil took up the tale again with a grimace. He paced in the shadows out of reach of the puddle of light.
“I returned just moments after I vanished, and instead of coming directly to your aid I sought allies I knew to be true. Of them only a handful was found unruined by Rodon’s twisted evil. Atil, the Last Windwalker, was leading a group of survivors west, and upon my entreaty he used his powers to do what he could.”
Emaranthe’s voice sliced the cold room with a brittle edge. “We have to stop Rodon. We have our quest, we have the map. We must do what we are meant to now.”
“We are not enough to stop a madman made of shadow and evil,” Jadeth whispered. “We were nearly ruined by our own people. We were never meant to fight against our own kind like this. There must be some way to defeat Rodon.”
“Maybe we have what he does not. Perhaps we can do what he cannot.” Ivo slammed his fist on the table. It rocked and split beneath the blow, blasting dust into the air. It shimmered in the vibrant beam of light, highlighting the mage perched upon it. “But what?”
“The map tells us little,” Sesti spoke from the shadows in the doorway. Everyone twisted to face her, startled. They’d not heard her enter. “We need to be able to read it or all of this is pointless talk. Rodon obviously wants the Crown of Gods, but we don’t even know what it is. This talk is a waste of time we don’t have.”
Ivo crossed his arms and regarded the dark haired female with a frown. Her words rang true, but he wasn’t sure why. Uneasiness settled low in his stomach when she approached. Her clothing, much like Emaranthe’s and Gabaran’s, nearly swallowed her tall, lean frame. Jet black hair slipped like water down her back. Her long ears flicked with each passing second the room remained silent. 
“So how do we decipher the writing of a language we can’t read?” Jadeth asked. Gazes clashed at her words, then pinned on Gabaran.
Instead of answering right away, Gabaran pushed away from the table and circled it. Large, calloused fingers twitched with each step he drew closer to the map.
He halted. “Back at the plateau, before Atil froze time, Rodon made a big deal about remembering your past lives.”
Jadeth’s full lips tightened. “I remember.”
Starlit eyes scanned the room before halting on the redheaded elf. “Why? Why would Rodon, of all people, bring it up if it wasn’t important? Important to who?”
“He was trying to break us,” Jaeger said. “He failed.”
Gabaran spun to face the large Earthlander. “No he didn’t.”
“What do you mean?” Jadeth frowned.
“He knew exactly what to use against you. Jadeth, he knew exactly how many lives you had lived, didn’t he? How?”
Jadeth paled, her fair skin nearly translucent in the dusty, cold light. “Six reincarnations. This… soul is reckless. He was right, but how? Why?”
Sesti stepped into the light, her gaze hard on the shorter Eideili female. “Do you remember them? All of them? What about languages? Perhaps that is the key we are missing. Your past lives may have been of any of the races, Jadeth.” 
“Sometimes. Flickers. Of… images. Sounds. Feelings,” Jadeth whispered. She hugged her arms around her waist tight enough to bend the tunic’s chain links, sending them shivering like silver water. “But they feel out of order. As if my memories are crushed together and incomplete. I don’t remember any other languages other than Common Arali and Eideili.” 
“What about you?” Sesti stalked past Jaeger and confronted both him and Ivo as one. “You died together in this lifetime. What about your previous lifetimes? Were you always together?”
Ivo exchanged wary glances with Jaeger. “We remember little, like Jadeth, mere impressions and I don’t know how many times, or what races, or even if we knew each other in our past lives.”
“Earthlander memories only last as long as a single lifetime. The immortal soul is over powering them,” Sesti mused. She felt the tiny mage’s burning gaze like twin points of heat on her back. “We elves live for so much longer than Earthlanders that our ability to remember is greater as well. Twenty five thousand years is the average lifespan for both Eideili and Tevu. A hundred years is perhaps yours, right warrior?”
Ivo frowned. “I think so. I’ve not known what it is to live so short a life.”
“And Emaranthe remembers none at all?”
Silence fell like a death knell.
“Niece, I’d really like to know how you’ve come about this turn of thought.” Gabaran glared at the younger female. “Where are these words leading us?”
“This. This book may be what you seek.” Sesti spun around to face the table and wrestled a large object from beneath her tunic A massive tome slammed onto the cracked stone, blasting another bout of dust into the beam of light. The resounding thump echoed Gabaran’s heart where it crashed into his ribs.
“Where did you get that?” he asked. Awe and suspicion turned his voice rough. The written word was rare. An ancient art lost with time. And death.
“The Windwalkers had some sort of study, a Lore master’s Hall, a Library.” Sesti pointed to the book, not caring that everyone else but Emaranthe was eyeing it askance. “Where it was found there was what intrigued me before I realized there was something off about it.”
“Where?” Gabaran frowned at the object. “Off?”
Bound books were forever linked to the myth that was the Windwalker race. Long dead or fallen to the permanent spells of their enemy, the winged warriors had been an ancient, advanced, and powerful race. They had been the first to be decimated by the Dro-Aconi when an unheralded attack came several thousand years before The Fall. Enslaved to this new, powerful enemy, or killed outright, their advanced knowledge  died with them. It had been in their final hours when the Immortals had been created by desperate gods. Here now was a relic of the old ages.
Sesti shook her head. “It’s completely blank when I touch it. Yet when I returned it to its resting place, I saw something. All I know is that it was…waiting for us.”
“Waiting? For us? I don’t understand, how does this tome help us?” Jaeger frowned at the suspiciously immobile object. He preferred it to outright attack instead of sitting so deceivingly still on the shattered table top. 
Sesti rounded on the Earthlander with a scowl. “Are you eastern borne not Learned? A Lore master is a master of the word and spells they invoke. The Windwalkers were a Learned race. They mastered spells long before your pitiful gods threw you mortals to the wolves. This book is spelled!”
“Sesti!” Gabaran barked her name. His face flushed. “Enough!”
“No! Enough has long come and gone uncle! We hide in halls made by the first race to fall to evil. Do you not see why they fell first among all races?” Sesti hissed, her ears laid so far back that they vanished into her hair. “Because they had been the biggest threat to the Dro-Aconi. A race with magic and knowledge! Magic that might have stopped the invasion before it got this far. Your precious gods had come to our world and led an evil to our homes. Your precious gods realized too late what they had done! You don’t even know what The Crown of Gods is, and without knowledge you will never find it, nor its purpose, or be able to defeat your enemy!”
Gabaran stilled. “Why do you say this, niece? I have no love for the old gods. Nor do I lay blame at their feet.”
Sesti’s upper lip curled. “I read the old tomes, the old accounts of the world before. The Four were no saviors. This was their doing, uncle.”
“They did what they had to,” Jadeth interrupted. Her face flushed redder than her braids. “They had no choice!”
“They chose to let evil into our world and do nothing for many years while letting the Windwalker race perish! Why?”
“Enough!” Gabaran roared. Dust shook from the walls and ceiling, turning the bleached white air cloudy. The room fell silent. “That is enough, Sesti.”
Sesti crossed her arms. Her ears flicked in irritation. Cold blue eyes roved the group and landed on Jaeger. The eastern borne warrior had doubled over, both hands braced on the broken table. Chest heaving with emotion, his gaze remained hidden.
“Perhaps they didn’t know,” he muttered. A chilly gust of air riffled his dirty blond hair until it stuck up in sweaty spikes. 
“What is done is done,” Jaeger continued after a long silence. “We know now what we must do. We cannot let the past lead us astray. That is, perhaps, how this whole war began.”
Sesti frowned. “What do you mean?”
“How does evil intrude unseen? How does an entire world remain blind?”
“I…don’t know.” She blinked. Not knowing was a rarity for the knowledge hungry elf.
“It doesn’t intrude, it hides in plain sight. Not as a foe,” Jaeger said softly. “But as a friend.”
Sesti’s arms fell to her sides. “No one ever suspected the Rodon was–is–the Dro-Aconi. He led your people over the ages, biding his time, and building his own army.”
Jaeger looked up. “We need answers. What is the Crown of Gods and why does Rodon seek it? Is it a weapon?”
Ivo ground the heels of his hands into his eyes. A headache stabbed twin pains behind them. He muttered, “How is it your people ended up here in the Windwalker’s Citadel, Gabaran?”
Gabaran ’s starlit eyes flared. “Our people were decimated, sundered, in The Fall. We lost our home and faith and fled into exile. We found this city, long abandoned and harboring nothing more than dust and silence.”
Ivo’s grimace matched the elf’s.
“What now?” Jaeger paced the edges of the round room. He stretched his arms to get a feel of the healed muscles and bone. All that remained was another collection of scars to decorate his skin. Satisfied with the unrestricted motion, he halted and turned to study the far too silent group.
No one looked at him. All gazes were trained in various shades of suspicion at the ancient tome. It rested at the far side of the broken table, as far from the scrap of parchment as possible while leaving it well within the sights of six people.
 “We may be able to use the book to decipher this map,” Emaranthe said. Her voice, sudden in the tense stillness, made everyone jump and turn to look at her. “If spelled, there must be a way to read it. We need to see.”
Ivo snorted beneath his breath, but spared commenting when her gaze hardened on him for a split second. 
 “Gabaran, I do not trust an arcane tome, but what if she is right?” Ivo stepped back from the table. 
He  halted beside the elf. “The map is yours, where do we go from here?”
Starlit eyes flared in the shadows. A muttered growl, muffled by a sharp elbow from his niece, prodded him closer to both suspect items.
“We need to use the map to locate The Crown of Gods before Rodon the does. We need to know what it is and why he wants it. Is this correct?” Gabaran studied each face in the faint light. The range of emotions was tellingly heartbreaking. 
Jadeth swallowed, but her chin lifted. “We only wait for your expertise, Gabaran.”
Gabaran frowned, taken aback by the sentiment. “My expertise?”
“You are the hunter. You have roamed our world longer and farther than any of us here.” Dehil muttered. He slipped out of the shadows and stood beside the redheaded healer. Inky black hair half covered his ravaged face, but the visible half was tight with something more than dread… the opposite, something he’d not believed they’d had before now. Hope.
Gabaran nodded at the Eideili and frowned. Why hadn’t Jadeth’s healing power fixed the elf’s ruined face? He opened his mouth to ask, but snapped it shut just as quickly. It was none of his business, this magic the immortals bore. It had cost him everything a thousand years ago and he put little stock in trusting it. The fact that it had also cost them dearly was not lost to him either.
“You speak the truth, old friend,” he mused. “I have walked our world for twelve thousand years, yet that has not been lifetime enough to see it all. Ein-Aral is far more vast then my mind can grasp. I fear my knowledge will fail us.”
Dehil’s gaze wavered. It settled on Jadeth. He visibly swallowed and turned back to face the old elf . 
“I trust you. We,” he said. “All trust you.”
All gazes locked on Gabaran as Dehil spoke and a quiet calm of confidence bled into the air. 
“We know you can do this, brother,” Emaranthe added. Her gaze brightened, the edges of her brown eyes now ringed with a curl of fire. She slid off the table to face her adopted brother. “You have seen this world. You know it like no other.”
Gabaran swallowed and met each gaze leveled at him. Even his niece was watching with a half smile.
“Very well.” He reached for the scrap of paper with visibly shaking hands. It was a small, fragile, thing that they had so much hope riding on. So much blood too, he thought. The large pads of his fingers pressed against her small bloodied fingerprints and his heart jerked and twisted as if wanting to throw itself on the cold stone ground. The pain merged with determination and he smoothed the parchment flat. He studied the tattered edges and faded script.
“Dehil, how much of the map is missing?” Gabaran asked. The silence that met his words was deafening, but the Eideili male stepped into the beam of light and leaned on the table with knuckles that had been scarred as badly as his face. The others took his cue and ringed the table in watchful silence.
Dehil studied the map before answering.
“Unfortunately, a lot. But it appears the two things that sent Rodon into a frenzy are here.” He pointed to the small, nearly illegible writing on one side of the jerky scribbles and a dot further below it. The word or phrase was short and unpronounceable to Dehil. He tried anyway.
“Iad-Aleh? Eee-alay? These appear to represent mountains.” He traced the ring of jagged shapes forming a misshapen, sideways 8. “As far as maps go it was woefully under-detailed even when I saw it whole. I don’t think even translating this would help us.”
“What could it mean?” Jaeger leaned close enough to study the scratch-like writing
 “The library. You need to see. Come!” Sesti snagged the book, spun on her heal, and bolted for the door before anyone could even begin to ask. 
“Sesti, wait!” Gabaran bellowed after his niece, scooped up the map, and followed. Barely daring a stunned glance between them, Jadeth, Ivo, Emaranthe, Jaeger, and Dehil rushed to follow. 
They barreled through a maze of icy passageways and darkened corridors until it appeared as if they were deep within the mountains themselves. At a loss in the endless maze, the group followed the sharp tongued she-elf in silence, their shadows skating along narrow stone walls bathed in Emaranthe’s flickering flame lamp.
 
***
 
“They hide like cowards in Windwalker halls.” Rodon paced along the northern edge of the massive ravine scarring the desert landscape. Both suns hung low in the sky. “Predictable fools. They didn’t bother covering their tracks at the bottom of the mountain.”
He wheeled on Garista, crumpling the missive in his hand. Her black eyes remained devoid of emotion. Nothing made her twitch. His smirk widened into an approving leer. Oily spittle smeared the corner of his mouth. He turned back to study the encampment entrenched in the gorge below.
 “We must reach The Crown of Gods before they do. Without it I cannot repay them for thousands of years of hell. Break camp. We ride for The Unknown City to prepare for war.” Jagged teeth split in a sneer. 
Garista bowed and melted into the shadows to relay the orders.
Rodon watched his army prepare. They scurried like mindless rodents, oblivious and senseless. A thousand years of infiltration had paid off ten-fold. The entire army was his to command. The fool Atil had martyred himself before he could kill the winged bastard. Ishelene had vanished long before the final spell command had rooted in the meager minds of the legions…but the bitch was no threat. She was empty headed and arrogant.
“One day.” Rodon snorted over the rhythmic march of iron boots on stone. “One day soon. I will have my vengeance.”
Inky black eyes, devoid of emotion, scanned the sky. Dark clouds roiled at his silent command. Thunder rumbled, at first deep and distant, then cracked repeatedly overhead in time with Rodon’s heartbeat. The beat of thunder pulled more power from the soul imprisoned at the center of the Immortal Earthlander. Power in the form of lightning and rage tugged an unwinnable war. The roiling energy spilled into the rest of his body with a spike of lightning. Anchored to the storm above, Rodon took a single step and rose skyward on stilts of pure, raw energy.
He dropped down into the ravine in one fluid step. Thunder rumbled. Loose stones rattled. Trailing the stench of scorched earth in his wake, the Stormwarden led the enslaved Legion north east to the portal that would ferry them back into The Unknown City.
 
***
 
The vertical pool of light rippled and fingers of static crackled between the Starstone statues bookending the portal. Each pair of statues stood well over forty meters high and had once been in the images of his people. He remembered the day they were made and why. He’d had to hide the turmoil he felt ever since, but the passage of hundreds of years did little to quell the rage, pain, and need for revenge. Only one thing could do that… the Crown of Gods.
Rodon grimaced at the statues’ faces. Worn by centuries of erosion, the familiar features of the ancient people were no longer identifiable. An added insult. Anger rose with the bile stinging his throat and he turned away to the waiting Garista. He swallowed and returned to the head of the army. 
“March the Legion through. Make sure any survivors are executed immediately. We retake The Unknown City and its power,” he said. He waited for his orders to be passed from Garista to the individual Commanders before adding, “After the last soldier enters, disable all but the portal in the great hall. None enter or leave without my knowledge.”
She bowed. “On your command, My Lord.”
The columns of warriors, Healers, Mages, Spies, Guardians, and the support groups made of Immortals with lesser powers would take hours to cross through the portal and reform ranks in The Unknown City. Stabilizing and maintaining utter control of the vast city was paramount.
Rodon waited for a small contingent of Guardians to walk through the pool of light before following. He drew his weapon, a god-forged spear easily twice his height and tipped with a spearhead made of the same metal as most of The Unknown City. It gleamed off-yellow in the glow of the portal as Rodon approached the twin statues. The light from the spearhead split into hundreds of smaller beams of light that could have easily burned holes in anything it touched. He  first discovered the powerful metal that absorbed sunlight and bounced it back in deadly beams right after The Fall. It was just as powerful as Starstone.
The rippling light enveloped Rodon, dragging tendrils of fluid energy across his body. It was, perhaps, semi-intelligent as well as ancient. It would only let Immortals pass through without harm. Unfortunately, the surviving Immortals that somehow escaped his shadow could still gain entry or exit, and that was something he had to stop.
The throne room in the great hall was deserted, darkened. Lit only by the wavering glow of the constructed portal and a handful of small braziers in the corners, it stank of dead air and rot. The broken windows, shredded tapestries, and splintered oak doors earned a grunt. The Immortals had not gone down without resistance, but in the end they were  too weak. 
Rodon moved to the plain stone throne topping the tiered dais and sat. The two empty wooden seats at either side mocked him in their weighty silence. His Second approached, her face set and just as expressive as the floor beneath his boots.
“Garista, search for any other survivors and execute them. Reform ranks in the bailey, then seal the other portals.”
The enslaved mage nodded and stood at attention as thousands of soldiers marched into the room, turned on heel, and exited the wide doors bookended by two Guardians. It would be days before they were ready to march and those hours would be used wisely.
Rodon steepled his fingers and propped his chin on them. Black bled out of his eyes until steely gray remained, but his gaze remained unfocused, his thoughts turned inward. 
“Where would they hide The Crown of Gods?” he asked out loud. The marching of thousands of iron boots on slick stone echoed in his mind like a war drummer gone mad. He frowned. Unlike many, if not most Immortals, this body was his first. So only his memories, and this body’s, were present and fueled by a rage and jealousy unmatched. Of course, Ishelene and Atil, too had avoided multiple reincarnations. Rodon’s frown intensified at the thought. 
“Atil. You can be a problem, old friend, if you come back in time to rejoin the enemy against me.”
He stood and rounded on the vacant throne sitting one step lower. Like Atil, it was old, plain, scored with scars, and broken. Goosebumps crept along Rodon’s exposed forearms as the empty seat reminded him of the old Windwalker’s empty eye sockets. They had seen everything, this he knew, but now he wondered just what the sightless Immortal had seen. A thread of panic seeped into the chill and twisted.
“No, no you can’t do this to me now.” He lashed out with a powerful kick. The crack of wood splintering sent a satisfying surge through him. It replaced the suspicion and doubt. Chuckling with manic glee, Rodon kicked again. And again. Wood chips and splinters clattered across the stone floor, unfelt and unheard by the enslaved marching through the great room. 
Breath rasping, Rodon paused to study the destruction of the throne. Satisfied, he turned on Ishelene’s. The elf bitch’s seat sailed across the room to crash into a stone wall. Pieces of dark wood painted with delicate green filigree leaves rained down on the marching slaves and turned the vast floor into a sea of sticks.
Rodon sat on the remaining throne and smiled. 
 



Chapter Six
 
 
Sesti placed the palm of her left hand over the four pointed star carved into the wall blocking their path. The wall groaned and inched to the right, slowly sliding into the side of the tunnel.
“It’s a door,” Ivo grunted. “I’ve never seen such a thing.”
Sesti’s smile faded. “And are likely to never see another. Welcome to the Library.”
The wall scraped to a halt and everyone strained to see into the well of darkness beyond it. At the center of a massive oval shaped room, a pillar of light poured from somewhere high above, much like the small oculus in the other rooms, but many  times larger in diameter. Easily thirty feet across, the beam of light bounced off a twenty meter tall object beneath it and scattered in all directions at once. Illuminated by a cold white glow, rows upon rows of stone shelves bookended by stone pillars appeared out of the darkness. 
Sesti stepped aside and gestured for them to enter. “The oculus only opens when the door does, so unless Emaranthe wants to test the fragile nature of the tomes with her floating lamps, we’d best leave it ajar.”
Emaranthe stepped into the room, her gaze on the object at the heart of the pillar of light. She let the fire hovering within her outstretched hand gutter. 
“What is that? A statue?” she asked. “Why have I never been here before?”
Sesti looked down at her with a frown. “I only found it after you left us. I needed some way of keeping myself busy.” 
Emaranthe looked away, her lips set.
Ivo studied the massive object above them, only half hearing the elf woman’s words. 
“It’s a statue holding something. Can’t see what from here. Come on.”
He slipped past Sesti, and reached for Emaranthe’s hand. She grasped it and let him tow her away from her adopted sister.
The others followed close behind. Jaeger eyed the moveable door with suspicion.
They spread out to inspect the shelves. Bundles of loose parchment, rolled up scrolls, bound tomes, and several tipped and dried out inkwells lay scattered and forgotten. Dust several decades thick blanketed everything.
Jadeth pinched her nose and backed away. “This is insane. How old are these?”
“Very old. The Windwalkers here fell early on in the first wave of attacks, from what I could tell,” Sesti replied. She led them past the end of the row toward the center of the massive round, domed room, where the giant oculus poured light on top of the statue. Dust motes danced in the bright white light. “Some of the diaries and ledgers are still readable. Here, this is where I found that tome.”
Jadeth sneezed as if to punctuate Sesti’s words. The sound echoed and ages of dust turned into a frenzy in the beam of light, neatly highlighting everyone’s startled stares. Warmth crept up her cheeks, but she cleared her throat and everyone resumed staring at the large rectangular footprint where the book sat. What it sat upon was the interesting part. 
The object catching and distributing the light through the room was indeed a statue. Easily twenty meters tall, it was one of four stone humanoid figures back to back, each facing outward in a different direction. The figure closest was kneeling, both palms outstretched as if cupping something. Giant stone fingers gently curved around the dusty shape of where the tome  sat, undisturbed, for ages. Sesti gingerly replaced the large book and everyone breathed a sigh of relief. 
Jaeger’s attention moved to the two standing figures. Back to back, their arms stretched high above their heads to cradle a giant, round object. 
“The light is bouncing off the object on top,” Jaeger said. “It isn’t stone.”
 Ivo stepped back and craned his neck to peer up at it. “He’s right. It looks like iron, like our weapons and shields.”
They spread out to inspect the rest of the beautiful, old, sculpture. Gabaran circled the figures, dragging long fingers along the rough stone. It crumbled at his touch and stirred into the air. He let go and stepped away before he did any more damage to the ancient statue.
“So now what Sesti? What are we here for?” he asked. When she didn’t answer, a quick glance at the group showed him why. She was not among them. He studied the shadows covertly, looking for any movement that would betray her presence. An avalanche of gritty sand peppered him. He peered up through the cloud of dust in time to see a dark linen trouser leg curl out of sight behind the raised arm of the nearest statue. 
He called up to the figure gracefully scaling the massive statues. “Sesti? What are you doing?”
“Uncle,” Sesti’s voice echoed in the vast chamber. “I think this is it!”
Dehil moved to join Gabaran and caught sight of her. His short bark of laughter earned him a glare from his friend.
Gabaran buried a groan of frustration behind a palm.
Dehil smirked and backed out of punching range. 
“What are you talking about?” Gabaran asked. He felt, rather than heard Ivo, Jaeger, Emaranthe, and Jadeth join them. 
Her narrow face peered down at them, this time from around a massive stone thumb. Her head barely cleared the giant metal orb perched above her. If they didn’t know better the usually curt elf was grinning.
“It’s a map! A larger one, the whole of Ein-Aral!” Sesti said.
The words slammed into Gabaran like a punch to the chest. He fought to hide the recoil of pain. Another map? 
“I don’t understand, how is that a map?” Dehil asked. The scar halving his face puckered in confusion, and his form wavered between solid and invisible for a split second.
Sesti jammed her left boot between the giant thumb and the first finger of the statue and climbed higher. The orb now within reach, she jabbed it with a finger. It clanked within the statues’ grasp and wobbled with a grinding screech. They could now see large, uneven shapes curling around the orb. There appeared to only be a few and the rest of the orb was nothing but the bent metal bands curving to form its round shape. They stared at it, baffled.
“Here, look.” She shoved both hands against the giant metal ball and it shifted again, spinning it on an unseen axis. She halted it by gripping a visible spine of points that raced in a seemingly random line from the top of one of the flattened blobs of the orb to the bottom. “These are mountains. These are specifically the western mountains. I’d know them anywhere, uncle. This is a map of our world. Our whole world. We can use this to compare your map to.”
Gabaran tore his gaze from his niece and stared at the iron globe. “How is this possible? Are you sure?”
 “Yes. Here. This was our home.” She gasped. She pointed to a particular set of peaks a third of the way down on the left hand side of the continent. “Tevu-Isid. I would know those ridges anywhere. Our mountains to the west. I wish we’d never left.”
“You know why we left, Sesti.” Gabaran looked away, unable to meet her dark blue gaze when it landed on him. “We had no choice. That home no longer exists for us.”
“She knew it would happen,” Sesti added. Her lips flattened. “She knew what would happen and she still forced our hand.”
“Enough,” Gabaran whispered. “It wasn’t her fault.”
“Neither was it yours, uncle.” Sesti turned away from the guilt on his face. 
“Fault for what?” Jadeth asked. She prowled around the statue and halted beside the giant elf with the slumped shoulders. The naked pain on his face made her heart skip. “What happened?”
“Nothing. Everything. I need to get up there. I need to see,” Gabaran muttered. He dragged shaking fingers through his white streaked hair and paced between the statue and the shelves at the edge of the light. 
Jadeth frowned at the old elf and dropped the subject. Dehil’s gaze met hers across the way and her ears flicked back in concern. Worry lined his face as much as the scar did.
“We all want to see, Gabaran,” Emaranthe said. She circled the massive stone statue with a frown. She jumped to reach a crevice to wedge her gloved fingers into, but she was far too short. There was no way she could climb it, but the others could. There just wasn’t room for all of them up there. “But we can’t all get up there and see at the same time.”
Jaeger stepped into the light and peered up at the tunnel bored straight  into the mountain above them. Daylight, flat and gray, poured in, but chilled by the cold stone tunnel, the heat didn’t reach the fragile library. “I can fix that. Step back.”
Ivo grimaced. “Jaeger, what are you doing?”
Jaeger shot a glare at his brother. “What I can. I may not be able to read ancient maps, but I can to do something. Now watch out.”
Ivo opened his mouth to argue, but snapped it shut when Emaranthe’s gloved hand crept into his. He gripped it tightly and let her lead him back into the deep shadows behind the shelves. 
Jaeger moved directly beneath Sesti. The female was still intently studying that particular part of the metal map. 
“Sesti, hold on to something tight. Don’t let go. It might get a little cold.”
Sesti sank down between a giant thumb and forefinger and wrapped long limbs around it. She shivered and her breath frosted the icy air.
Jaeger waited until the others backed into the shadows before reaching for the storm of icy energy balled somewhere between his heart and soul. He shifted his weight, using his solid body to shape and direct the energy. The cold, controlled, motions pulled on the icy web that entangled within. It wrapped around his heart and beat with it. He forced the guilt and pain into the ball of ice where they met…then released it. 
Frost crept over his still body and along the floor. The temperature in the massive room plunged. His breath clouded the air. Far above in the vertical shaft, a rumble shook the room. The booming rush grew louder and closer. 
Everyone shivered as the first snowflakes drifted through the oculus and danced on the icy breeze. A flurry of snow followed, but instead of falling gracefully, it spun around the base of the stone figures, melting into rivers of water and freezing as it arced and curved upwards around it in a tight spiral. Steps of ice solidified into a staircase curving around the statues, and then flattened at the top to form a platform encircling the hands holding the iron ball. The flurry calmed and when the last block of ice settled with a crackle, it stopped altogether.
Jaeger dropped his hands. He stepped into the shadows to calm down. Frosty blue eyes regained their damp sheen and the thin blanket of ice layered over his simple tunic and trousers evaporated. The frigid water ate into his blood and bones. It didn’t want to return its dormant state. It tore at him, bit hard. It wanted to be released, but like Emaranthe’s fire, was deadly even under control. He ignored the lure, the greed that came with his gift, and the temptation to use it.
Jaeger swore to never use it for anything but defense, and in nearly four hundred years he hadn’t caved yet. He swallowed the lump in his throat. Accidents, however…
“There.” He leaned against a shelf and fought a shiver. The cold didn’t bother him. It never would, but his thin clothing was now soaking wet. His legs folded and he sat heavily on the damp stone floor. “You’re welcome.”
 “Gabaran, bring the map. We will go up first and make sure it’s stable,” Ivo said. He gestured for the giant elf to go first. Lines etched the corners of his eyes at the sight of his brother weakened. Seeing Emaranthe huddled at the far reaches of the library well away from Jaeger deepened them. Fire and ice did not mix well, a lesson they’d learned the hard way a long time ago. She would avoid contact with Jaeger’s magic if possible. 
“Look, it’s not breaking!” Sesti called down to them. She jumped and stomped her boots along the platform. “Let’s see if it will hold us all.”
“It will,” Jaeger muttered. He spared her a half hearted glare before his eyes slipped shut again.
“Good enough for me,” Gabaran grumbled. He climbed, convinced the blocks of ice wouldn’t crumble beneath his large frame. Ivo followed. Trust in his brother was absolute. 
“Are you coming, water boy?” Gabaran asked with a smirk. The prod would have roused Jaeger had he the energy left. He flipped the elf a rude gesture without opening his eyes.
An answering bark of laughter echoed in the ice riddled chamber. “Fair enough, warrior. My thanks for your help, friend.”
Jaeger shuddered. His lips thinned into a white line. A solid weight bumped his left shoulder, then slid to the floor beside him. A faint buzz of energy prodded his newly healed wounds.
“Are you all right?” Jadeth asked. Her sharp blue gaze searched his drawn face. 
“I’m fine,” Jaeger muttered. “You don’t have to babysit me.”
Silence reigned for a moment as the distant conversations of the others faded into the background.
“I’m not worried,” she said. “Should I be? You’ve never tried to do that much before have you?”
 She set the hammer down at their feet. The giant weapon clanked on the wet stone, startling Jaeger out of his half daze. He glared at it from behind a ragged strand of wet hair. A faint green sheen warped the air around it and he realized that he’d never asked about it. She’d always had it. It had saved their lives. No questions necessary. Except, why would a healer carry a weapon of war?
“Where did you get it?” He flicked a finger at the weapon and avoided her question. His voice scraped the dull background noise away as his curiosity overrode his natural sense of self preservation. For all of them, their lives prior to banding together had become a taboo subject. The past had always remained so, and secrets were left unsaid unless offered willingly. Her sharp breath told him that he braved treacherous ground, but something pushed his tongue onward. “You mentioned your mother had it, once before.”
Jadeth exhaled raggedly, her eyes downcast. She stared at the sole remaining object of her mortal life. Jaeger asking didn’t bother her, in fact she wondered herself why she had been destined to heal the broken souls of immortals with a weapon designed to kill.
“My mother had it. Said she’d been given it for safekeeping. Refused to say who for or from,” she said. The drone of voices buzzed above them, but she was so intent on the weapon and its past that she heard nothing. “She’d hid it in a chest in our home. I’d known it was there for a while, of course. When the Tainted attacked our village I grabbed it and made my first mistake.”
Jaeger stared at the female elf slumped on the floor beside him. Her long braids dragged in a dirty puddle.
“What mistake?”
“I thought I could fight,” Jadeth said. She ran a shaking hand over face. “I was wrong. I spent the next three centuries hunting the things that destroyed my village and killed my mother. I died alone, and returned to be this.” She gestured to herself, the hammer.
“It wasn’t your fault, Jadeth.” Jaeger frowned at the female he had trusted more than once with his life. He would have been dead, this version of him, permanently long ago without her gifts. 
Jadeth’s full lips thinned. “Then why can’t you believe that of yourself, Jaeger?” she asked. “Why do you torture yourself every day over a past you couldn’t have foreseen?”
“Why do you do it?” he countered.
She looked away. “Because I know it was my fault. I was there. I made rash decisions. Poor choices.” 
“At least you had the chance to fight for your loved ones. I never had that chance,” Jaeger said. His head dropped back against the stone shelf propping them up. “And that is what I can’t forgive myself for. I wasn’t there for them when they needed me.”
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Emaranthe inched closer to Jaeger’s position. The quiet conversation between the bitter warrior and the reluctant healer drew her in. Ivo’s familiar baritone echoed from somewhere above where he and the others consulted on the strange round metal map.
She didn’t dare get within reach of Jaeger just yet. Of all Immortals in The Unknown Sun they were the only two whose gazes burned with energy. Ice and fire. That they were opposing elements made their relationship one of distant fondness. Usually. The last time they’d touched she had saved his life nearly at the cost of hers. It had happened before of course, unintended, but with dire consequences, more than once over the years. She would never regret it either. 
It was his last whispered words that turned her gaze damp for once, however, and guilt burned deep within. She shouldn’t be listening in on family, especially the only family you had. 
Emaranthe stumbled to her feet and made her way back across the room along the dark rows of bookshelves. She tugged a glove off her left hand and studied it as she stepped into the pool of frosty light at the center of the room.
Scars. Puckered, smeared skin. Reddened and always raw looking, she had hidden her hands in gloves for centuries. She closed her fingers, keenly aware of the tight, raw flesh pulling over mangled bones, but feeling nothing. 
A glint of light caught her eye. The tome, nestled in the stone hand, shimmered with a faint pulse of energy. Emaranthe pulled the glove on and watched the energy fade.
Interesting. She jerked the glove off once more and the ancient book gleamed again. It seemed to want her to touch it. She slipped across the room to stand beneath the oculus before the giant hand.
“Maybe it can show me who I am. Or maybe it can show us what we need to do,” she whispered. She curled her thin fingers into her palms. The scarred tissue flexed and pulled on her undamaged forearms, but it was a constant pain that she could deal with. The pain of not knowing her real name, or that of her people, was a bitter one.
Her hand shook but her fingers stretched out.
She stared at the plain brown cover and asked the one question she had never found an answer for. “Who am I?”
A brown hand whipped out and captured hers in a grip of gentle iron. 
“Stop,” Dehil said. He released her quickly, his frown for the slightly shimmering tome. 
What color there was in her face leached out as it became painfully clear that the room was now silent and everyone was staring. They had heard and seen.
She jerked away from Dehil and couldn’t make herself look up to where Ivo perched atop the ice platform, watching.
“What are you hoping to see, Emaranthe?” Dehil spoke as if the rest of the audience mattered little. He kept his gaze on her pinched face. Her hair brushed her shoulders in waves of pale gold, but no ghostly fire clung to the wind tossed strands. “That book is spelled, by who we know not, nor why. It is dangerous.”
She stared up at Dehil, and then searched out each carefully blank face of her friends. Most struggled to hide their shock, uncertainty, and Ivo didn’t even try. The worry on his tanned face added lines to the edges of his eyes and turned their clear green muddy in the stark light. 
Emaranthe’s gaze dropped to the book.
“I want to know who I am.”
“What if what you see is not what you expect?” Dehil asked. He backed away from the female and the book, trusting her to hear him out at the very least before acting. 
“I feel like I need to. I don’t know why, but it is calling to me.” She shook her head and the ragged ends of her hair danced on the cool draft that sharpened as Ivo appeared at the bottom of the steps. His fear and heartache became a tangible thing in the wind. It didn’t caress the skin, but raked. 
“Emaranthe, are you sure?” Ivo asked. He gained the bottom of the steps but didn’t move closer. “We love you as you are now, you know. I love you more than you can imagine. I always have. You don’t have to do this.”
Tears stung her eyes.
“If you love me you will let me find myself, Ivo,” she whispered. “Wouldn’t you do the same?”
“No. I don’t need a spelled book to tell me my past,” he said. “I live with those regrets every day of my life.”
“But what if there is more to it? More that you don’t know. Other memories.”
Ivo shook his head.
“What do you mean?” Jadeth asked. She stepped into the light on Emaranthe’s other side, but kept her distance. A sharp breeze plucked a braid from Jadeth’s shoulder and tossed it, punctuating the uneasy tension in the room.
Emaranthe glanced over her shoulder at Jadeth, her face a mask of tears and pain. 
“He remembered me. He’d known me, from before. I saw that look on his face, the one that you have when you know the truth that no others do.”
Jadeth sucked in a ragged breath and nodded, fighting tears. “I saw. I know that look well.”
“What do I do?” Emaranthe pleaded to Jadeth before turning to Ivo and Dehil. Jaeger stepped into the light, a slight limp all that remained of his injuries, and she swung to face the man who was also like a brother. 
They were the same, though opposite. Fire and ice battled in their wide gazes, their souls not only controlling their powers, but displaying it for all to see. Jaeger’s gaze drilled into hers, shifting pools of ice blue that reflected the fiery gold of hers. She blinked when the frost faded, leaving his naked gaze infinitely sad. 
He swallowed and turned away. “Do it. You are far braver than I, Emaranthe. I fear I would never have the strength to look back and face my past. It would kill me.”
She nodded, her gaze now on Gabaran.
Gabaran studied the girl he loved as a sister. He had named her. Had shown her the ways of his people, but she  never belonged. She was always  different. Too short. Too thin. Too powerful. He and Sesti had accepted her, but few others had. The cold halls of Tevu-Anat had been her home, but not her homeland and its people not hers to claim kinship to. A heavy weight settled in his gut. Guilt battled with honesty and even though he personally discounted such thoughts, they were true. 
“We have no right to stop her,” Gabaran stated. His emotionless voice seemed to suck the air from the room. “Her past may be a key to the future. If Rodon knows something more about her, any of you, then we must do everything in our power to find what it is and use it to our advantage before he does.”
Scarred fingers brushed the spine. The papery hide rasped beneath damaged nerves, unfelt. Emaranthe ignored the lack of touch. She hadn’t been able to feel in over three hundred years. Instead she watched the thread of light trace the path her fingers took. 
“I need to know,” she murmured to herself.
Without looking up, Emaranthe hooked a finger around the lip of the cover and pulled. The worn leather binding creaked at the firm tug, but opened to a page covered with tiny, precise words scrawled in black ink. The sudden urge to press her hand to the page spurred her arm into motion. Her small hand planted firmly on the paper.
Heat boiled within her veins and radiated outward. The tiny script faded. The letters blurred into an illegible smear before being replaced by ghostly flames. 
Emaranthe stiffened when the flames licked and curled around her fingers, then hand, and her right arm. The script burned into her fair skin as they seethed and flickered.
The crackle of flames and the slight stench of charred skin jerked Dehil’s attention to her.
“Emaranthe, wait!” Dehil shouted.
“Emaranthe!” Ivo bellowed.
She stared at the now blank page, her mouth wide in a silent scream. 
“Don’t touch her,” Dehil barked. He shoved Ivo’s hand away before it could touch a tossing flame. Fully engulfed in the ghostly flames that charred words into her bared skin, Emaranthe was lost to the ancient tome’s sorcery. “Break her from the book before it releases her and it may kill her. Permanently. This is much like the same magic that created The Immortals, Ivo. It could unmake us in the blink of an eye, I’ve seen it.”
Ivo sank to his knees beside her, his gaze hollow, wells of rage and fear.
“What?” he croaked. 
“In the future, while protecting the children. Tanari wrote in a journal. I was able to sneak a look. It was the same language. I would recognize it anywhere. If she could write this language,” Dehil said, pointing at the book beneath Emaranthe’s damaged fingers. “Then it must be the language of the gods.”
“We don’t know that for sure, Dehil,” Gabaran whispered. His fingers convulsed around the scrap of parchment tucked into the folds of his cloak. “We don’t know.”
Sesti swallowed, her gaze still on Emaranthe’s unmoving body. “We just have to hope that the magic that made her won’t kill her.”
“What do I do?” Ivo asked. His throat worked to swallow the lump stuck there. A fine sheen of sweat turned dirt into muddy streaks. 
Dehil dragged shaking fingers through his hair. “We wait.”
Jadeth hissed beneath her breath and jabbed the end of the war hammer into the ice and snow with a crack. The solid rap of heavy metal on ice and stone echoed off the blue tinged walls. Everyone flinched, but no one dared look away from the silently screaming mage.
Ribbons of green light erupted from the broad head of the hammer and wove into the air. They rippled and swirled around the faint fiery glow emanating from Emaranthe, but did not penetrate.
“I can’t heal her while she’s trapped in the book’s sorcery,” Jadeth muttered. Fear etched lines at the corners of her eyes. The ribbons coiled away from her friend and instead wove a delicate path around each of Jadeth’s trouser legs. The green aura lingered for a moment before sinking into the ground beneath her feet and vanishing. Healing magic was cyclical and when called it must be used or be lost. A moment later a small patch of wild grass sprouted from a hill of snow beside her left foot. 
“We can’t touch her with anything until she is freed.” Dehil nodded at the bright green grass that stood out against the stark white snow and harsh light from the oculus.
“By then it might be too late,” Sesti added. Her frown switched to the magic laced grass. “The book could mean her harm.” The dark haired elf looked troubled at the thought. It pulled her lips into a frown.
“It won’t.” Ivo dragged his hands through his dark hair until it stuck up much like his brother’s. The lack of helm, of something to shield himself from the outside world and its pain, made such things as his hair even more troublesome. The lines on his forehead crinkled.
“How can you be so sure?” Sesti asked. She turned to stare the immortal warrior down, but the dark pain in his gaze turned hers aside in guilt. She licked her cracked lips. It was her fault that the spelled book had been found. She shook her head until the long, straight strands of jet black hair hid her lowered face.
“I would feel it if she were to be in danger. I would know. I can feel her heart beating in time with mine,” Ivo answered so quietly that everyone seemed to halt their breathing just to hear his brittle words. He pressed his fist to his chest, over his heart. “And I would scour this place apart to save her.” 
The stunned silence was punctuated by a blast of frigid air. Visible only because of the frosty temperatures, it raced around the perimeter of the vast library. Moldy tomes and torn pages flipped and danced into the air. The wind settled into a steady, cold, breeze and the pages twisted on the draft before fluttering to the floor one by one.
He turned his dark green gaze back to the unmoving woman held prisoner by the magicked book. He would wait for her. Forever.
 
***
 
“How long has it been?” Ivo asked. He circled Emaranthe’s motionless form, unease turning his stomach. The silent scream was gone, her face now vacant. “What if she’s in trouble?”
Gabaran shifted against the side of the statues, his right shoulder cold and nearly numb from the frosty stone. He had not moved from that position in nearly an hour, since Emaranthe had first touched the book. The magic was ancient and it made everyone more than a little nervous. What kind of people were the Windwalkers who could harness such powerful spells? 
“We have no choice but to wait for her to find what she seeks. Or not,” he muttered. “She may find nothing.”
“There is something. Why else would Rodon taunt her? Or know so much about all of us?” Jadeth asked. 
“I just wish we knew of something that could help,” Ivo muttered. “I’m at a loss. What would Rodon do with the information about her past, or ours?”
“I don’t know, brother, but I wonder,” Jaeger interrupted from the shadows darkening the gap between the book cases. “Jadeth, you said you remember your past lives, right?”
Sapphire eyes hardened on the barely visible warrior in the shadows. The only part of him she could see was the slowly swirling shards of blue in his gaze.
“Only flickers of moments. I don’t know which of my lives or when. All I see or feel is a chaotic jumble.”
Jaeger frowned and sank deeper into the shadows. His mouth pressed into a thin line. He let it go, but could almost see the thoughts turning in her mind. Her gaze had gone vague, her lips pinched. 
Sesti, atop the platform high above, peered over the edge at the Eideili’s words. The long fall of glossy black hair half hid her face, but nothing could hide the burning interest in her dark blue eyes.
“Jadeth, your past memories must also be important if Rodon made such remarks to you. All of your memories.” Sesti flicked a long finger at the upturned faces gawking at her.
“I don’t see how,” Jaeger muttered. “Ivo and I drowned.”
Sesti squinted at the bitter male. His pain was tangible even in the darkness. “This last life, yes. If you don’t remember prior ones, who knows what had happened to set you, all of you, squarely in his sights. Is he not a First Fallen?”
“Yes, as far as we know, but we don’t even know if that is true now. We don’t know who or what he truly is,” Jadeth added. She wrapped lean, strong arms around herself. The chainmail tunic rippled and shimmered in the glare of the light.
“I can guess,” Ivo said. “And for this answer I can see my own blindness.”
All gazes swung to him, a myriad of puzzled colors in the light and shadows.
Ivo exhaled. “Why do you suppose Rodon kept our ‘family’ together once we joined The Unknown Sun? We stayed away from the City for a long time. He should not have known us.”
 “He already knew or suspected who we were, didn’t he?” Jaeger shifted in the shadows. Uneasiness bled into the air in the form of rapid puffs of vapor. “Something must has happened long ago for him to remain so dogged about it. Something our past selves did.”
“Or what if he planned to keep us separate, the whole time, to spy on us?” Jadeth asked. Her arched brows nearly met in the middle and the tail of her left braid grew soggy and ragged. She spat it out and straightened so fast that her popping joints echoed in the silent room. “Oh, dear gods. He had us chasing everything from demons, to ghosts, to zombies on purpose. He was keeping us away from the other Immortals. Why?”
Ivo dragged his fingers through his dark hair. In the cold air it stuck up in shaggy, frost edged spikes. 
He said, “Yes. We played into his plans for three hundred years.”
“Why? Why would he keep us on a leash and mislead us for so long? What was he planning that took centuries of hidden agendas and pretense? The talismans have done nothing disturbing so far,” Jaeger said.
“He wants The Crown of Gods. He slowly enslaved an entire Immortal army over centuries. He kept us in the dark. He wanted us to trust him. It did not corrupt the four of us,” Ivo whispered in a stunned croak. “We must have known something he did not want known…or needs to know now.”
“But, then why were we not affected by his evil spell like the other Immortals?” Jadeth asked.
Jaeger answered, his voice thin and clipped. “He kept us apart from them. He needed us to remain intact, unaffected. Or he knew his spell wouldn’t work on us and needed us out of the way.”
“What do we do? We don’t know what the Crown is, or why Rodon wants it. We don’t know who Rodon really is,” Gabaran spoke up for the first time. His eyes flared white in the frosty gloom, drawing everyone’s attention. “And what does it have to do with this future that Light,Tanari, is so keen on shaping?”
The room fell into hollow silence and shoulders bowed beneath with unknown answers.
 
***
 
The blast of a war horn shook the room. Jadeth, Ivo, Jaeger, and Dehil jumped, startled, and turned to Gabaran. All eyes were on him, even Sesti’s.
Gabaran peered up at the tiny patch of gray sky visible through the oculus. A second blast from the unseen horn shook rock and ice from the shelves and statues.
“Intruders,” he grunted. “We have company.”
Ivo frowned. “Rodon?”
“Doubtful even he could reach us so fast,” Sesti said. She appeared at her uncle’s elbow. “We need to see what’s going on out there.”
“Hmm.” Gabaran spun on his heel. He aimed a broad finger at Ivo. “Protect my little sister, Ivo. Jaeger, Dehil, with me. Sesti, you and Jadeth find that location. We’re out of time. Go.”
Dehil grimaced. His form shimmered into nothingness. He planted an invisible kiss on a startled Jadeth before following the old elf and the warrior.
Ivo retreated to stand as close to Emaranthe as possible. The shimmer of ghostly fire coating her skin had faded, but he wasn’t about to guess what that meant. Jadeth and Sesti took the ice stairs at a dead run, the sounds of their boot heels stomping in a rhythmic beat not unlike his racing heart.
He slid his sword free and widened his stance, determined to protect the one he loved. The wind obeyed his mute commands and encircled both him and the mage at a safe distance, forming a nearly invisible wall of air. Anything touched it and he would know.
Above him the females muttered and the iron ball scraped as they shoved it round. It was enough to flay the last of his nerves. 
“Do you see anything, Jadeth, anything useful?” he called up to them after a long few minutes. He resisted the urge to pace and instead focused on the entrance to the Library. One way in, one way out.
Jadeth grumbled, “The map doesn’t seem to match anything on Ein-Aral, Ivo. I don’t see anything that resembles these odd mountain shapes.”
“Wait, what if it’s not on Ein-Aral?” Sesti gasped. “Our world is big, but this iron ball is so much bigger. Perhaps we are small.”
“What?” he bellowed up at the she-elf. The word echoed off the frozen walls.
“Turn it this way. More. More. Stop.”
Jadeth gasped. “I see it. It’s another land…an island? I’ve never seen or heard of another land before! A large one, Ivo, nearly the same size as ours. It lies nearly opposite across the sea to the south east.”
Sesti added, “It’s the only other thing that seems to match the map, but there are no words, only the double ring of mountains.”
“Are you sure there is no writing?” Ivo asked. “We have to be sure. There will be no time for mistakes with Rodon hunting us.”
“Yes, nothing. Not even in the strange language,” Jadeth replied. The globe screeched again. 
Emaranthe’s soft cry intruded out of the blue. “Ivo?”
 
***
 
“It is nearly done, My Lord.” Garista gestured to the handful of masons that trailed after her into the throne room. Dismissed by her sharp glare, they backed away in stiff, disjointed motions, sledgehammers flung over shoulders as if they weighed nothing. Large and sturdy, these Guardians with useless powers were useful in other ways.
“Good.” Rodon eyed the retreating masons in thinly veiled disgust. “Any problems?”
“No, there is one more, but it lies much further west, on the very edge of the mountains. It will take some time to reach it. These Guardians are far more useless than normal.”
“Do it. Inform me when it is done.”
Garista bowed, but hesitated.
“My Lord.” She waited. When Rodon remained silent, but turned his oily black gaze on her, she hurried to continue. “What about this one?” She gestured to the throne room portal.
Rodon laughed. Not a chuckle, nor a snort, but a wild, full throated, belly laugh that echoed in the vaulted chamber. The harsh sound, tinged with madness and arrogance, turned Garista’s lips into a frown.
“No, this one will be preserved. Now go.” He smirked when the amusement dissolved from his face and returned it to its sour, aged grimace. “Destroy the one other portal. Fail and you will not return.”
Garista bowed out of the throne room, her multitude of snake-like braids snapping against her armor with each step.
Rodon made his way to his quarters. Remnants of the shattered thrones still crunched beneath his feet, a sound he very much relished. Soon he would be fully in control of The Unknown City and able to finish the war he began long before the Immortals rose.
He grinned and oily black spittle edged the corner of his mouth. He smeared it away with the back of his hand before climbing the wide, curved stairs to the quarters above the throne room. Three rooms the hallway held, the first two he stalked past with a sideways sneer. 
The third was his, or at least had been for almost a thousand years since he began to inhabit the pathetic Earthlander’s body. The Four had made a crucial mistake that day and he wanted to thank them the only way he knew how.
With death.
He slammed through the double doors hard enough to crack the hinges. They bounced off the walls and swung shut behind him. His tread, heavy despite the muffling rugs, echoed with each step across the large room. He halted on the balcony overlooking the bailey below the main keep of The Unknown City, his attention caught by the gleaming rays of light bouncing off every surface. The light might have burned anyone other than Immortals, but to them the beams of heated sunlight were a source of energy and power and the city built of the gold colored metal all but glowed like the suns it reflected. Even on nights that should have been cold, the gold metal radiated the heat it soaked up during the daylight hours. Endless power, endless energy. The perfect combination Rodon needed to put his slow-moving plan into motion.
He leaned over the balcony railing. The marching soldiers spread out to form ranks and move to their duties. His plan had taken a thousand years but now he was ready. Ready to do the thing he  vowed to do upon his imprisonment.
He would kill the others. All of them, his sister included…for their final betrayal. The Crown of Gods would do it for him. All he had to do was set the trap he had been baiting for nearly three hundred years. 
Rodon gripped the iron railing tight enough to bend the metal, his mind roiling. “I have them in my sights. Tanari walks the world in and out of time. I wonder then, who and where are the others?”
His sneer widened. Black spittle dribbled from one corner of his cracked lips. 
The Four had done him a favor when they created the Immortals in a desperate attempt to stop his assault on the Windwalkers. They had given him a body to borrow, time, powers, and virtually erased all knowledge of his true self and theirs.
All knowledge, memories, gone. Temporarily. The spell that  created the Immortals hadn’t quite worked as intended on his people as it had on the natives of this miserable planet, so he had retained some memories and gained powers. Others of his kind had regained more, some less, he presumed.
He chuckled and turned away from the scene below. The mangled railing gleamed in the beams of light radiating from the golden towers.
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
Stunned, Ivo twisted to face her. Her hand fell away from the book and the cover flipped shut. 
“Emaranthe, are you all right?” he asked. He reached for her, but hesitated before gripping her arms. She swayed and blinked up at him in a daze. “Did it hurt you? Did you see anything?”
Sesti jumped the last dozen ice steps and joined them. Jadeth followed, the fragile map clutched in her hands. Her ears flicked with excitement at the sight of Emaranthe unharmed.
“What happened?” Jadeth asked.
Emaranthe rubbed absently at her chest, her thin fingers clutching her tunic as if to be sure it was in one piece. Ivo frowned, puzzled, but said nothing. Pushing her to explain would get him nowhere fast. Instead he gathered her to him, his touch gentle. She buried her face against his chest with a shudder. Broad, calloused, fingers traced along her jaw to her ear in soft, repetitive caresses. She leaned into his embrace with a soft sigh.
“I’m fine. A lot–happened. I’m still trying to figure it out. I will tell all–wait where are the others?” She pulled away just enough to see past him. His steady heart beat was so solid, so real, so wonderful.
Ivo grunted, mumbled from her tangled hair. “An alarm sounded. Incoming strangers at best, the enemy at worst. Gabaran, Dehil, and Jaeger are the welcoming committee. The three of us stayed to guard you and decipher the map.”
Emaranthe nodded. “We must hurry, Ivo. Time is drawing near.”
“Wait, we have the map. Rodon can’t find this Crown thing without it, I thought,” Sesti said. She gestured toward the scrap of parchment in Jadeth’s hand. “Why do we need to hurry? Why not simply destroy the map?”
“Because this is about more than finding The Crown of Gods. I think he doesn’t know what it really is, like us, but whatever it is we need to find it first,” Emaranthe said. 
“The spelled book didn’t tell you what The Crown of Gods is, I suppose?” Jadeth asked. 
Emaranthe shook her head against Ivo’s damp tunic, her gaze downcast. His muscled arms twitched as he held her tighter.
“Emaranthe, the map seems to be of an island far from Ein-Aral,” Sesti said. Her eyebrows arched high. “It appears to have no names, no features other than the odd double ring of mountains depicted on the map.” Sesti traced the shape, a sideways number eight, in the air.
Jadeth added with a frustrated growl. “And we have no way of getting there.”
Emaranthe slipped free from Ivo and tugged on her gloves. She dropped her gaze, unable to look him in the eye. His hands remained outstretched, shaking, but his jaw set and he let her go.
“Yes we do.”
 
***
 
The wind whipped Jaeger’s dirty blond hair into his face. Out of habit he glanced around for his brother. He grimaced and turned back to the scene playing out below the tall parapets of the Tevu-Anat fortress. The Tevu guards had stationed ten deep and a hundred wide in the open expanse behind the biggest stone doors he had ever seen. On the inside a large square bailey, void of anything but a handful of lit fire pits and a sea of snow, on the outside a wild mountain range, high and ragged, and blanketed in cold fog, cradled a single narrow path to the outside world far below.
A scout caught up to them as they made their way to the surface of the fortress. A small party reached the lower mountain pass that led to their secretive world. 
“Let them come. They won’t get through the Cold Gate,” Gabaran ordered. The scouts scurried to comply. “I want to see them with my own eyes.” 
His gaze flared white in the grey gloom of the frozen mountain weather, beacons of cold anger. 
“Too small for a war party, Gabaran.” Dehil leaned over the stone wall, his upper half invisible. “I wonder why anyone would brave coming here.”
Through his friend’s body, Jaeger studied the ragged valleys below, and between the steep gorges and heavily snowed peaks, the narrow path that was the only way in or out of Tevu-Anat. The forbidding ice and snow, the jagged peaks, and the fact that Exiles ruled the last Citadel of the Windwalkers was enough to keep the wary at bay. More than one soldier had flanked him in a barely concealed effort to take him on. Only Gabaran’s harsh growls and glowing eyes had turned their spears and swords aside.
“I wonder that myself,” Jaeger muttered. He wondered what would happen if they knew what he could do to them in seconds. He shoved that thought aside just as quickly as it came. He  vowed long ago to never use his powers for offense, had sworn an oath on the deaths of his wife and daughter. He dragged a cold, shaking hand over his face. “How long until they reach the gates?”
Gabaran studied the empty road. The switchbacks and narrow ravines made full observation impossible. The intruders could easily stop in a blind spot.
“Hour or two at the most unless they stop and make camp at twilight. The road at night is perilous.”
“Night?” Jaeger glanced up. The constantly shifting cloud cover let the sunlight come and go, alternating in both warmth and cold. This far north the sun had little strength and it vanished quickly with the ever-changing weather. As he watched, a foggy mist shrouded the peaks far above the fortress towers and walls, and the light dimmed into a grim grey. “I see what you mean.”
Gabaran grunted. “Our weather is as unforgiving as we are, friend.”
Jaeger eyed the giant elf. Gabaran leaned on the stone wall, both hands gripping so tightly that his fingers dug into the stone. Tense and motionless, he radiated a brooding anger that Jaeger had never before seen. 
“You know who approaches,” Jaeger replied. It wasn’t a question. 
Gabaran’s broad shoulders stiffened.
“I suspect, nothing more.”
It wasn’t an answer.
 
***
 
“What do you mean?” Ivo asked. 
Emaranthe’s gaze remained on the puddle riddled floor. Without Jaeger the ice would slowly melt, including the stairs and platform. 
They were out of time. 
The words pierced her chest like a dagger to the heart, the thought so bitter that she almost laughed out loud. An Immortal out of time. Such irony, but their existence was unnatural, the hasty spell work of gods playing with their creations in an attempt to stop something they should have done themselves long ago. Emaranthe frowned. She didn’t know where that thought had come from. The truth hit home.
She glanced up. “I need to see the map. It might work. We need to hurry.”
Ivo’s heart dug into his ribs. “What are you talking about?”
Jadeth gripped Ivo’s arm. “Ivo, you know what she is talking about.”
“She can’t make another portal. It might kill her.”
Fiery eyes clashed with pain darkened green. Shaggy hair, dark and damp, hid Ivo’s face. Usually shielded behind iron, the feeling was familiar and comforting. The jag of panic each time his heart beat wasn’t. 
“If I see where I’m going or have been there before, I can do it. I brought us here, to my home, Ivo. To a place I never thought I’d return to.”
“I can’t lose you,” he said. “I just found the courage to love you and I don’t think I…”
“Don’t,” Emaranthe whispered. She stepped close enough that her linen covered breasts brushed against his lean stomach. 
He inhaled and his muscles tensed at the brush of soft, curvy, flesh. He studied the emotions shadowing her gaze. He knew it was mirrored in his. The guilt. The sorrow. The pain. The fear. The loyalty. The honesty. The love. All of it now focused in her upturned face.
She whispered, “Don’t you dare tell me you are not brave. Don’t you dare tell me you don’t know what you will do if I die. I know what I would do if you were lost to me.”
Ivo shuddered. He closed his eyes against the tide of panic. He molded her sleight frame against his. 
He asked, “What?”
“I would burn down the world for you.”
“I can’t Emaranthe,” Ivo said. His words rang in the room, gruff words of rage and denial. “I can’t live without you.”
Again.
The word hung, silent and unspoken. 
“I know. That’s why we must do this together. All of us. As we were meant to,” Emaranthe said. “I love you, Ivo, more than anything.” 
He lifted her against his broad chest, heart hammering. Soft lips teased his, leaving a scorching heat roiling deep within. Her soft exhale, a gasp of pleasure against his mouth, stoked it.
Far away in the gloomy depths of the Citadel, drums beat in the dark.
War drums.
All but hidden in his arms, Emaranthe’s slender frame stiffened, her gasp of shock mirroring his.
Ivo set her on her feet, a protective arm still curled around her. He slid his sword from the shadows at his side and put it between Emaranthe and the danger without second thought.
Emaranthe pressed a soft kiss to his dark jaw and pulled away, her staff already aloft. Her let her go. He had to. Even if he didn’t want to.
A sharp gust of wind ripped around the room as he tested the farthest corners for danger. Glowing embers drifted and danced above Emaranthe’s staff, its cracked and splayed crook stoked by a deep, fiery power.
Jadeth appeared at the foot of the ice steps, her hammer glowing a faint green. 
“Something is happening out there.” She moved to join Sesti in front of the open doorway.
Ivo and Emaranthe followed, weapons readied.
Sesti stared into the blackness beyond the doorway, mute and pale.
“What is it, Sesti?” Ivo asked.
“No, that’s not possible,” she whispered, ignoring him. “Not here. Not now.”
“What is it? What do the drums mean? Are they war drums?” Jadeth asked.
“Those are no war drums,” Sesti spat out. Her dark hair swirled when she spun on her heel and marched to the ice steps. The light from the oculus had faded into a stormy gray twilight and with it a foreboding feeling rose with every sharp rap her heels beat on the stairs. “Those are royal heraldic drums.”
“What does that mean?” Jadeth yelled up after her.
Sesti paused, her back to the Immortals below.
“It means my mother has returned.”
 
***
 
The drum beats rode the snow laden wind, faint at first, then gaining strength and volume with each successive minute. The sound carried far in the jagged valleys below the fortress, a slow, steady beat of pending arrival. Or doom. Mayhap both.
“What are they doing?” Dehil asked the silent males on either side of him. At the first sound of the distant drums in the dark, both stiffened and grew silent. “Why drums?”
Jaeger frowned when it felt like his heart beat in sync with the drums. He rubbed his chest, the ache of uncertainty unwelcome. “Why would they announce their arrival? Do they hope to show that they are not weak by this display?”
Gabaran hunched over until his forehead touched the rough stone wall of the battlement. The rock dug into his skin unfelt. It was the steady, horrible, drum beat instead that hurt.
“No. That is no war party,” he muttered. “It is something far, far worse I’m afraid.”
Jaeger twisted to stare at him. He traded looks with Dehil. 
“What could be worse? It can’t be Rodon. Who else is such an enemy?” he asked.
Dehil straightened, his gaze on the hundreds of soldiers blockading the Cold Gate. He scanned them, noting the armor and shields, the undrawn weapons. The giant gate, when closed as a first line of defense, didn’t seem to need an actual army behind it.
“Gabaran, who comes?” Dehil asked.
“Ishelene. My twin sister.”
“Ishelene is your sister,” Jaeger muttered. He paced, his gaze was crystalline, icy.
“Ishelene was Immortalized a thousand years ago, among a dozen others of our kind. We were Co-rulers of Tevu-Isid. Our home was to the west, in Isid, but on that night—” Gabaran hesitated. “That night our home was destroyed because of Ishelene. She turned mad, out of control, made crazy by The Fall. I tried to stop her. I was struck, took the full force of her power. Yet I lived when many perished.”
Dehil whispered, “What power does she possess that does such damage, Gabaran?”
“I do not truly know. I saw the stars fall from the sky. I tried to stop her.”
“You did what you could. You were mortal, too, my friend,” Dehil said. He traded looks with Jaeger, whose own eyes swam with the power of the sea. 
Gabaran continued, “Ishelene forced us survivors to flee. Told us all, even her own daughter, to forget her. That the old gods had forsaken us. We left her to burn with the city, to live with what she had done. We became exiles. The godless.”
Dehil paced along the wall. “Something else happened, Gabaran, something that you refuse to acknowledge.”
Gabaran laughed, a hoarse, pained grunt of bitter amusement and rage. The sound turned Jaeger’s stomach and made his throat too dry to swallow.
“What happened?” Dehil asked.
“I don’t know. Something.” Gabaran gestured to his eyes and the pinpoints of starlight within.
 “Your eyes?” Dehil asked. He frowned, his ears flicking wildly. “Yet you do not have Immortal abilities?”
“No. I don’t know. I can do nothing. I am mortal, I cannot wield it, nor do I wish to,” Gabaran whispered. His eyes slid closed just as the last of the gray, stormy twilight faded into the kind of darkness only the mountains can possess. The temperature dropped and the drumming halted. “She is nearby. Near enough to destroy us all if she wished.”
“That’s not going to happen, Big Brother,” Emaranthe’s voice rose over the wind. “We will stop her before she sets foot in your Citadel.”
All three jerked, startled, and turned to find the source of her voice. 
Fire swirled. A miasma of flame and heat waves erupted in the middle of the battlement. Snow melted into puddles at their feet and the burst of light turned their shadows into a melee of jagged shapes along the walls. The fire flickered out, the sudden switch between icy cold, scorching heat, and back leaving Jaeger, Dehil, and Gabaran with crawling skin.
Emaranthe swayed on her feet, her breathing a hoarse rasp. She bent at the waist, shaking hands on knees in a vain effort to regain the energy literally burned so suddenly.
“Emaranthe, how did you–” Dehil lunged forward when she sank to her knees, but stopped, ready to catch her. “Are you all right? What happened?”
“I used too much energy too fast,” Emaranthe whispered. Golden eyes glowed beneath the tangled fall of pale hair hiding her face. The glow faded, leaving them all in an even darker, colder, twilight. “I’ve never tried it that way before. Huh.”
Jaeger frowned. “Tried what?”
Gabaran’s frown grew stormy. “She teleported a goodly distance without a portal. Without seeing her destination. She has always been able to do it, to flicker on the wind like a little burning flame, an ember, but never this far. She has to see where she’s going. She can otherwise form portals to teleport distances, like the one she made for our escape off the plateau. She has to have been to her destination before, and the energy drain to do it is costly to her soul.”
Jaeger’s eyes widened. They swirled with frosty anger, cold and blue. He remembered his first encounter with the urchin at the Inn all those years ago. He had marveled at the tiny female vanishing and appearing in a blur of fire and then later, when battling the Necromancer. 
“You could have just as easily gone off of the wall or burned up your soul, couldn’t you?”
Emaranthe shrugged. She shifted to a less painful position on the damp stone. The snow and ice had melted when she had blazed onto the wall, leaving a cold puddle of water for her to sit in. Shivering, she drew her legs and arms closer to her body. 
Farther down the corridor, a heavy iron door exploded open, ripped off its hinges, and sailed off the wall. It may have clattered noisily as it bounced down the mountain, but it went unheard over Ivo’s bellowing.
Everyone spilled out of the narrow doorway and onto the wall walk, weapons bristling in the eerie green glow of Jadeth’s hammer. Led by a furious Ivo, and flanked by two scowling elf females, they crossed the distance to the huddled group in a heartbeat, but their opened mouths and sharp tongues stilled at the sight of the army guarding the massive gate.
Sesti reacted before anyone could stop her. 
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
With a hiss, she leaped atop the crenellated wall and stared into the dark crags of the mountain valley below. The wind howled through the ragged passes as she scanned the darkness. Below, hundreds of tiny pinpoints of light winked into existence and the entire parade ground glowed with row upon row of torches glinting off iron and ice.
“They know who approaches,” Gabaran called up to her, his eyes pinched shut as the deep, steady thump of the drums returned, magnified. “They know not to relax their guard, niece.”
“We can’t let her in, uncle,” Sesti snapped. She jumped to another crenellation, her eyes narrowed on the rows of soldiers below. “We must stop her.”
Gabaran’s broad shoulders sagged beneath the weight of her conviction. Emotionless and cold, Sesti had a very good reason to hate her own mother.
Jaeger leaned over the wall and squinted to see beyond the Gate. The darkness was absolute, the only light now what filtered to them from the rows of torches held by the soldiers and Jadeth’s still faintly glowing hammer.
“I see nothing, where could they be hiding?”
Gabaran grunted. “The trail twists and turns, leaving more blind spots than an old hag has. We won’t see her until she wants to be seen, and we won’t know her reason unless she wishes it to be known.”
Jaeger continued, “Atil was our ally. Rodon is not. So, Gabaran, do we trust your sister?”
A grim silence fell over the group. Thoughts roiled. Hearts slammed against ribs in time with the distant drumming.
Gabaran’s scowl carved grooves in his face and hardened his gaze. 
“I don’t know.”
The green glow of Jadeth’s hammer turned Dehil’s features into a jagged map of shadows as he spoke.
“I believe Atil spoke the truth, knew the truth, about Rodon. I fear he underestimated Ishelene. I don’t think he knew about her powers or who she is allied with. Neither do we.”
Jaeger stiffened, his broad shoulders rigid. The frost ringing his pupils darkened until they were a blue swirl, like a stormy sea. 
“And now Rodon is on the loose, Atil is gone, and Ishelene has come calling for her brother.” 
“Something has turned the tide, but what?” Jadeth asked.
“We can’t trust her,” Ivo said. “We don’t know whose side she is on. She may be a spy for Rodon.”
Dehil’s ears twitched, his gaze grim. “We need to confront her and discover what she knows.”
“Sesti, Jadeth, and I will return to the library. We need to find a way to the Crown of Gods’ location. The rest of you stop her from approaching any closer. We need answers from both that book and Ishelene. You need to get them one way or another,” Ivo said. Heads nodded around their circle, and Ivo’s pained stared settled on Emaranthe.
He whispered only for her. “Please, be careful.”
She smiled back.
The fire swirling gently around the edges of her pupils flared, but without a word Emaranthe turned and joined Dehil, Gabaran, and Jaeger at the battlement. Ivo and the others raced for the door to return to the inner depths of the mountains.
“Now what?” Gabaran paced along the crenellated wall. 
Emaranthe studied the distance to the top of the Cold Gate, her gaze now calculating.
“We move closer,” she said to Gabaran. “Hold on to my shoulder.”
Gabaran did so without question and she grabbed Dehil and Jaeger’s arms and held tight. Fire slithered, coating her sleight frame in roiling heat waves and ghostly flames. She spun on her heel, twisted, and leaped. 
Time slowed until all sense of it vanished. 
Sky and earth wheeled away, swapping places as gravity failed. 
Dark and light clashed, up became down, and all the stars in the cold universe spun in place.
Reality rushed back all too soon. 
They stumbled to a halt on top of the Cold Gate hundreds of yards away. Panting, Emaranthe released their arms and the last tendrils of ghostly fire retreated. The males groaned in unison. Gabaran’s large hand squeezed her shoulder and fell away. He was familiar with her fiery teleport ability and no longer dreaded it.
“Never again,” Dehil muttered. He bent at the waist, hands propped on his knees. “You could have warned us.”
Emaranthe peered into the narrow gorge beyond the Gate. Only darkness looked back.
“If I had, you would’ve wasted more time trying to talk me out of it.” 
She reached for her staff and held it at her side for a long moment. The charred shepherd’s crook, cracked, and splintered at the curl, glowed deep red within the ancient wood. Embers, stoked by her Immortal soul, occasionally drifted from the god forged staff to twist and dance on the cold wind.
“Do we meet them head on, or try to approach unseen?” Emaranthe asked. Dehil frowned at a hot ember as it fluttered between them on a chilly breeze, mere inches from his nose. 
“There is no way to get past them unseen. The road is too narrow. We’d have to climb the mountain ridges,” Gabaran answered. “Too risky.”
“Then we have no choice, Jaeger.” She glanced up at the blond warrior. “Be prepared if we need a wall of ice to block an escape attempt. Dehil, keep invisible, be our eyes and ears. Gabaran, let’s go have a talk with your sister.”
Jaeger grinned, but the amusement didn’t reach his eyes. They narrowed, frosty blue, on the snaking, narrow path and he remained silent. 
She exhaled and traded grim looks with Dehil and Gabaran. “Let’s go.”
She took a step off the Cold Gate into mid air. Just as she moved forward, a staircase of ice erupted out of the ground a hundred feet below and rose up to catch her foot before she could plunge down to the jagged rocks. She threw Jaeger a grateful glance before marching down the steps at a rapid clip. The males followed, taking them two at a time. The bottom of the ravine was darker and, if possible, colder than higher up on the walls and cliffs. The wind rushed through the narrow gap between the cliffs in a bone chilling mix of snow flurries and ice. 
Emaranthe led the way, her petite frame hidden beneath the giant hooded cloak. Her breath fogged the air as she pushed forward, gripping the edges of the frayed indigo wool with gloved hands. The others followed, ready and watchful.
“Dehil, your turn.” Her teeth chattered from the depths of the hood, barely audible. Dehil nodded and vanished, his form now nothing more than a warping of the air. He slipped away, breaking into a crouching run. 
All but Gabaran followed at a distance, keeping tabs on him by the footprints appearing in the snow quickly covering the stone path. Gabaran lingered behind, keeping an eye on the path behind them.
“Can you see them yet?” Jaeger asked.
Emaranthe squinted into the swirling snow. “About a mile, around the next bend. Seven people in total.”
“Seven? Not a large entourage. That’s odd.”
“I have a feeling there’s a reason why,” she said. The steady running was harder for one so short. “And we might not like the reason, Jaeger.”
 
***
 
“Wait!” Emaranthe slid to a halt. Everyone froze, including Dehil’s out of place footprints. “They approach.” 
 A group of seven came into view around the bend. They fanned out to block the narrow path and returned the steely looks. Emaranthe knew when Gabaran approached when seven pairs of eyes slipped past her.
Silence reigned. A crow cried somewhere. A cold gust of wind teased Emaranthe’s hair into the air. 
Ghostly fire slithered through the strands. Her gaze tamed to unthreatening brown before she pushed passed Jaeger and Dehil and called out over the caw of the crow. 
“You call upon the Tevu-Anat unannounced. State your business.”
The interlopers remained silent, watchful.
She studied the group with narrowed eyes. Two males and two females led the entourage, with a third female behind their protective formation. A pair of figures trailed at the rear, a great war drum held silent between them and at the ready. 
None of the interlopers bore arms, but what was surprising was the depth of their Immortal powers. The energy field radiating from just the four Guardians at the fore was enough to make her take a closer look.
The two males, both Earthlanders, stood at the center of their flesh shield. Their similar size and grim looks of patience were enough for Emaranthe to realize that they were brothers much like Ivo and Jaeger. The older male wore his age well, he had been perhaps 40 or 50 summers before being cursed by immortality. Vivid blue eyes watched her like a hawk from beneath a straggly brown mane and above a graying beard. The younger brother was perhaps just younger, his age also told by the gray threading through his hair and beard. Lighter of hair and still grayer of beard, pale gray eyes studied her in an open attempt to judge her abilities.
The older looking of the two women was an Earthlander with fair skin and dark brows. The mass of red hair, bright and wild, coiled in a bright, unbound fall to her knees. It was only Emaranthe’s keen eye that noted the threads of burnished silver at the woman’s temples. Brown eyes, wide and guileless, studied her right back. She looked oddly familiar.
The fourth Guardian was an elven female, Eideili by her sleight frame and twitching ears. Jet black hair slipped to her waist and did nothing to hide ear tips banded with jewels. Sapphire blue eyes, framed with crow’s feet, stunningly set in her fair skin saw perhaps more than Emaranthe herself did. 
Emaranthe took another step toward the group. She couldn’t see who sought protection behind the four Guardians, though she knew without a doubt that the Lady Ishelene stood waiting for them to make the first move.
“Speak or be spoken against,” Dehil shouted. The cliff walls bounced his harsh words back and forth until the uneasy silence reigned again. “Ishelene of The Unknown City hides behind her Guardians?”
The four Guardians shifted uneasily. Their gazes darted about the narrow ravine as if in search of hidden foes. When none charged they stepped aside to reveal the Lady Empress herself.
Ishelene, long hidden in the gilded halls of The Unknown City as a founder of The Unknown Sun, had come to the frozen north. She stepped forward, her bold stare lingering and meeting each of theirs. 
Dehil asked, “Lady Ishelene, what is your purpose here at Anat?”
Ishelene’s eyebrow arched. Her face, an older, more mature version of Sesti’s, had none of her daughter’s charming, if alarming, frankness. Cold, calculating blue eyes pierced Dehil with a glare that should have burned holes into his skin before skipping past him to glare at her brother.
She marched forward and the Guardians fell into formation behind her, keeping pace. They halted only feet from Emaranthe, Jaeger, and Dehil. Behind the trio, Gabaran remained silent, his vivid gaze on his sister.
His growl made the hair on Emaranthe’s neck prickle.
“You walk into my world now, sister, be mindful of your words for their price may be too high for you to pay,” Gabaran warned.
Emaranthe studied Ishelene from the shadows of her hood. Branded as the Empress to the elves by her own words, she carried that banner through the years before The Unknown City was completed and their army of Immortals organized. The three leaders had sat on their thrones and enjoyed wielding the gifts of others while setting no example of their own. In fact, until recently, none of the them had ever used their Immortal gifts in public. The secrecy had been often unwelcome. 
“I come with information, brother.” Ishelene sneered.
“What is this information?” Jaeger shifted uneasily at Emaranthe’s elbow. His fingers curled on the semi-visible handle of his axe. The Guardians mirrored his motions and bookended the elf leader in unsubtle warning.
Ishelene glared down at him. As a Tevu elf she stood taller than him, barely. She met his frosty blue glare but paused, noting the icy blue swirls within. “You are bold, Earthlander. What is your name?”
Jaeger stiffened. His jaw worked for a moment. “I am Jaeger, brother to Ivo, son of Veriuc of the eastern sea peoples of Saro-Shir.”
“Your eyes. They are unusual, like my brother’s, and the Child of Fire,” she said. She tilted her head and length black hair swished against a fur layered dark green robe. 
“Lady Ishelene speak your peace and leave,” Emaranthe broke in. “We do not seek a battle of wits, weapons, or words with you and your people.”
“Child of Fire, you know nothing of what you seek or why. I come bearing warning and counsel.”
Gabaran’s scowl mirrored Dehil and Jaeger’s.
“Then speak and be gone, sister. I have little patience for your brand of wit.”
Ishelene’s sneer faded. “I know what you seek, but you know not what it is nor why you must find it, brother,” she said. “We have much to discuss and little time. Where are the others?” 
“The Loremaster’s Library.” Emaranthe chose her words carefully. She had a hunch about what had drawn the icy empress to Anat. “We have The Book of Gods.”
Ishelene stared at Emaranthe, stunned. “No!”
“Was it real, Ishelene? What I saw?”
“Child of Fire, it was as real as it gets. You have The Book of Gods, the path to knowledge that we seek. Where is it?” Ishelene said, her face ashen. Her voice cracked. “Please, it’s vital. Far more than you realize.”
“I am the one who found this Book of Gods, Mother,” Sesti’s sharp voice rang out from the darkness behind them. She stalked out of the foggy shadows, her lips pressed thin and brows drawn. 
“Sestiravi.”
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
“Sesti, why are you here? The others need you,” Emaranthe asked. “Did something happen?”
Gabaran slipped behind Jaeger to keep Sesti from pushing past them to take the quiet rage burning in her dark blue eyes out on her mother–though he was not sure why he bothered. Dehil and Jaeger traded frowns and Gabaran, silent and watchful, eyed his sister and niece askance.
Too many tales to be told, too many truths to unravel. Gabaran didn’t know what to believe or why. His arms, crossed before his chest, rose and fell with his steady, too calm breathing.
His gaze narrowed on his twin.
Ishelene studied the daughter she had not seen in a thousand years. A daughter she had, Gabaran knew, willingly abandoned for her higher purpose.
Sesti explained softly to everyone. “The library has flooded now. Ivo and Jadeth seek a way to get to the place.”
No one moved for a long moment. Sesti remained tense and unyielding, her gaze hard on her mother, her chin high.
The older Tevu Immortal stood in silence studying her only daughter. Gabaran watched the emotions cross his sister’s face but he was unable to read her. He frowned.
“Why did the book show me what it did?” Emaranthe asked. She tipped her head sideways as if studying a problem. Her eyes narrowed on Ishelene in a familiar gesture that almost made Gabaran smile. 
“It shows us only what we need and when. It is but a tool. You must take me to it. I will explain all I can now that I know what you know,” Ishelene replied, her focus now on Emaranthe.
Jaeger opened his mouth, shut it, and tried again. “How in the name of The Four would you know what Emaranthe saw in the book? She hasn’t spoken of it to us yet.”
Gabaran’s lips tightened. He knew how. He didn’t have to be an Immortal to discern some of the abilities of them. He shot a glare at the Eideili Guardian standing at his twin’s right hand. She glared right back.
“Because I know what it is and what she was searching for within it.”
Jaeger ground out, “We can’t trust you. You destroyed your own home, the faith of your own people, and abandoned them to a fate of exile.”
Ishelene turned to the warrior, her gaze colder than the snow riding the wind.
“I did not choose this life, warrior. I did not choose to be Immortal,” she sneered. A cold wind whipped through the narrow canyon tossing snow and hair into the air. “I did not want what had happened to my people, both here and in my home world.”
“Yet you let it happen. And our world paid for it.”
“What do you mean, ‘home world’, sister,” Gabaran growled at last, his patience done.
“I will only explain it once, brother, and not here,” Ishelene snapped. She spun to face the Guardians at her side.
“Echara, lead them to Isid. Gather any other survivors and wait word. We will need everyone we can find to win this war.”
The tall dark haired Eideili elf bowed and led the others back to the drummers. Together they vanished into the howling white without a word.
“What are you doing?” Gabaran asked.
“What needs to be done, brother.”
Her gaze swept the cold ramparts, towers, and terraces created by the Windwalkers millennia before. Her frown deepened to match Gabaran’s as he turned to lead the way.
 
***
 
The sound of feet echoing through the passageway jerked Ivo to attention. He caught sight of Emaranthe. Their gazes locked until she could push through to reach him.
Ivo crushed the petite mage against his broad chest, the feeling all the more surreal with the lack of armor between them. Heart to heart, they clung to each other in a long, silent moment of relief.
His voice cracked when he spoke into her ear. “What is going on? What took you so long?”
Against the firm muscles of his chest, her heart jerked. Her breath hitched, an inhale of terror that drove daggers into his heart. He reluctantly released her, letting her slim, womanly body slide to the waterlogged floor. He didn’t remove his arms.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
A stranger stood before the statues. Dancing shadows caused by the handful of lit braziers encircling the room cast her cool features into relief.
It took him another moment to recognize her.
Ishelene.
His gaze picked out Gabaran, standing at the doorway, his scowl a brewing thunderstorm, his starlit gaze pinned on the female.
“Ivo, they’re twins.” Jadeth appeared at his elbow, her face tense in the flickering light. “Ishelene is Gabaran’s sister.”
Ivo saw. He also saw no trace of Sesti.
To his surprise, and apparently everyone else’s, Ishelene dropped to her knees at the foot of the giant statues. Icy water soaked through her richly layered gown as she bowed low. Her forehead touched the chipped stone foot of the figure.
The silence grew tense. 
“What is going on?” Gabaran’s voice was deadly quiet. For half a heartbeat, no one spoke or breathed.
Ishelene tipped her face up to the statues, not seeming to have heard her twin’s cold anger. Longing, grief, and fear lingered in her uplifted gaze.
Ivo roped Emaranthe closer to him, unable to look away. She twitched against him and gasped. His thumb smoothed along her side until she relaxed into him.
“Ivo, the statues,” she whispered for his ears only. 
Ivo squeezed her lightly to acknowledge that he’d heard and shifted to see the tall stone figures better in the dim light. His skin crawled as he noted the same thing Emaranthe must have.
The statues’ eyes were glowing.
“What. Is. Going. On?” Gabaran roared. The sound echoed throughout the room. He stalked across the waterlogged floor, a growl turning the corners of his lips tight. 
Ishelene stood and faced her twin’s rage with cold grief.
“It is time,” she said as he halted before her. “For you to know the truth.”
“What truth, sister?” he sneered.
“The one you won’t want to hear, I’m afraid.” Ishelene reached out a hand and touched the hewn stone. It crumbled at her touch. She pulled back, an odd grief lingering in the slow motion.
Sesti stalked through the doorway and halted behind her uncle, her gaze locked on her mother.
“Mother, you honor the old gods still?” Her mouth twisted at the irony.
Ishelene’s gaze slipped past her brother as if he wasn’t there and settled on her only child.
“Yes. I do, daughter. For they are part of the truth few will want to hear.”
“What is this truth you speak of? What did you do to the statues?” 
Ishelene ignored her daughter’s question. “Truth is a fickle thing. It is only held true if there are facts and proofs.”
Sesti’s eyebrows matched Ivo’s now.
“I have none,” Ishelene said. Her hand rested on the massive stone foot once more, her fingers bent as if to caress it. She ignored the tome resting in the cupped stone hands. “But I can tell you that I do not lie. It is up to each of you to choose to believe it or not.”
“You know of The Four and their choice to create Immortals in their images to battle an evil unleashed on this world,” she said. “There is far more to that story, however, and it begins with a race of people, on the brink of annihilation, in a far away world.”
Sesti shifted, her gaze flitting between her mother’s face and the statue’s. Both were impassive and emotionless. Like stone.
Ishelene continued, “These people were very advanced. They could travel the stars and many bore powers, like the Immortals here, yet so much more. The survivors carried with them all the hopes of a dying race.”
“The Four are of these Starfarers?” Sesti asked. “Their people?”
Ishelene smiled sadly. “Yes, daughter, The Four belong to those you call the Starfarers. They named themselves Soldeuns. They traveled to this world when a massive cataclysm struck down theirs. They were homeless, lost, and very afraid.”
Exiles.
“The legends speak of others arriving with The Four, but no names were ever mentioned.” Jadeth frowned. “My mother used to talk about meeting them as a youngling. That was over fourteen thousand years ago.”
“Yes.” Ishelene turned to look at her, taking in Jadeth’s red braids the massive hammer held at the ready. She then turned to stare her brother down. “It was even before our time, brother.”
“Speak your words well, sister, this had better not be a waste of our time,” Gabaran snapped.
Ishelene smirked. “The Soldeun survivors
were few in number, disastrously so. Of an entire race only a few dozen remained alive after their starship crashed somewhere here on Ein-Aral.”
“Starship? What is that? Like a canoe?” Jaeger asked. His eyebrows wrinkled in confusion. 
“Imagine a ship, the size of a mountain, which could sail through the skies, Jaeger.” Ishelene turned to face him. 
Jaeger flinched, but held her gaze. The thought of such a ship of that size was…unbelievable. Beside him, Ivo shifted uneasily. Boats they knew. Their village of Saro-Shir was beside the great sea to the east, but to have a ship so large as that?
Jaeger clamped his mouth shut, his jaw flexing.
Ishelene’s gaze slid to Ivo and Emaranthe, who was all but hidden protectively in his arms. His arms tightened around the small woman as if to shield her from the Empress.
It amused her, apparently, because her lips pulled into a smile.
“The loss of their loved ones and home was devastating, but they had to survive. They reached out to the native peoples here, the Windwalkers, the Elves, the first Earthlanders, and were welcomed and given aide. It was a great honor, and humbling.”
“But at the same time we had a problem,” Ishelene continued. “We carried a prisoner of war, a traitor who had committed genocide, had started the war. He escaped in the crash.”
Emaranthe stiffened in Ivo’s arms and he watched Sesti’s gaze narrow on her mother. His gaze swept between the two, but he remained silent.
“Several of us roamed the wilds in search of him. Others sought aide from the Windwalkers who were learned in mystical studies similar to our own. Still more were taken in by the Elves and Earthlanders… and over time we forgot.”
“We?” Gabaran asked quietly.
Ishelene reached for the book with shaking fingers that seemed to claw at the fire tossed shadows. Her gaze locked with his and held.
“Who are ‘we’?” he asked even quieter. His crossed arms hid little of his feelings.
Her hand lightly traced the plain brown leather cover. Nothing happened.
“Time passed. The prisoner was lost. Our sick and wounded had healed, the dead buried. Over the years we forgot who we were and why we had travelled the stars,” Ishelene continued as if Gabaran’s words had gone unheard. “We grew content. We figured it would be fine, that everything would be right in the world. We also made certain that our secrets were safe.” 
She dropped her hand, the motion pulling everyone’s gazes to the book. 
Understanding dawned.
Gabaran hissed, “You grew arrogant.”
Ishelene leveled grief stricken blue eyes on him. She nodded.
“Yes, arrogant. We forgot what we shouldn’t have. The very things that were meant to remind us were left hidden and disregarded. Forgotten.”
“Like the book and crown?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
 “Ishelene, who are ‘we’?” he asked again.
She ignored him again. Her voice grew raspy, her breathing strained.
“The prisoner did not forget. Not until later. When it was too late. The attacks were small at first. A hunting party killed mysteriously here. An entire village gone missing there. Animals gone berserk for no apparent reason.”
“I remember those years,” Sesti said when the silence grew unsettling. “I am about the same age as Jadeth, so I was a youngling when the dark years began. I remember hearing whispers around the campfires. Stories of abandoned villages. People dying for no reason. At first we thought it was a plague of some sort.”
Ishelene continued her tale. “Then the Windwalkers began to turn mad, one village, one Citadel at a time.”
Gabaran wheezed a sigh. “Anat was the first to fall to this darkness, was it not?”
Ishelene nodded, her gaze on the tome again. Her fingers rested on the perfectly normal looking cover.
“After Anat fell, and all the Windwalkers within turned into the Tainted we began to realize that we had been blind,” she said. “It took several hundred years for us to even realize who must be behind it and by then we had been in an all out war with the Tainted for nearly as long. With no central figurehead, no organization between the races, to work together, to fight as one, the people of Ein-Aral were failing.”
“The Four must have been together when they realized that something had to be done,” Jaeger spoke from the shadows flung by the nearest brazier. His cold gaze lingered on Ishelene with frank curiosity.
“As far as I know, yes, that is true,” Ishelene admitted, her gaze still on the book. “But before you even ask, or assume, I cannot tell you who they were.”
“Why not?” Ivo asked. His frown dug creases in his skin that would probably not smooth out. He could feel Emaranthe’s body tense, but did not dare to look down at her upturned face.
“I was not there that day,” Ishelene said. “So all I know from this point forward is hearsay and legend.”
Ivo released Emaranthe and crossed the library to stand near Ishelene and Gabaran. Their silent war had returned with matching glares, leaving Sesti shocked silent in their shadows.
“Ishelene, what happened to the Starfarers?” he asked. “The ones that had spread among the races here. Were they all immortalized too?”
“No, some were killed outright that fateful day. Only a few were actually immortalized. It appeared the curse was far more dangerous to us than the other races. The mortality rate was high.”
A series of gasps from Jadeth and Emaranthe from just behind him made him glance back. They’d crept closer, curiosity having won out. Jaeger still stood in the shadows of the stone shelves, his frosty gaze ever watchful and curious.
“Killed?” Gabaran asked, his voice soft and bitter. “I do not understand.”
“Our bodies turned to dust. Our souls scattered far and wide until a new body could be found and taken for our own. It all happened instantly, of course, so no one was the wiser that something had gone horribly wrong.”
“I gather my soul was not so lucky? That I was one who had gone wrong?”
“I don’t know. I believe your soul tried to take a mortal before the body could die and accept an immortal soul. I don’t know why, or even how any of this was possible. As I said, I do not know who was responsible, just that it was four of our own working together to create the curse.”
Ivo frowned at them, puzzled and turned to study the faces of the others carefully. He could feel his brother’s icy stare on his back. Skin crawling in the prolonged silence, he finally turned to face Emaranthe.
Her face was ashen and drawn in the golden warmth of the small fires in the surrounding braziers. Shadows clung to her jaw line and beneath her eyes.
Eyes that no longer glowed with her fiery power.
Instead, grim understanding burned.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
“You think we are The Four who did this?” she asked Ishelene.
“I think Rodon thinks you are.”
“Why?” Ivo asked, his puzzled frown now a slash against his tanned skin. “What have we done to make him think so?”
“I cannot answer that, warrior, only that I have ears as much as Atil had unseen eyes.” She turned to face the statue again. She knelt again at the stone feet. “Something must have made him suspect.”
“We did not immediately seek to join The Unknown Sun once we arose as immortals,” Jaeger offered at last. “Could that have given his suspicions merit?”
Ishelene studied the book with sad eyes before turning to him.
“Possibly it is because none of your previous incarnations did as well,” she said. “He watched for you over the decades, centuries, waited for each incarnation of you to find each-other and then find The Unknown City. You never did. Not once. Not until this time.”
“He had to have known our previous bodies then, to have hunted is so,” Jadeth said. Her voice softened. “I’ve had six, I think. Is that why he made such an issue of it?”
“I have no doubt. Plus his interest was piqued because of another thing,” Ishelene replied. She turned to face Emaranthe again and studied her with a slight, sad smile.
“What is it?” Emaranthe asked.
“He never found Emaranthe at all. Not once. He does not know who she is or was. It disturbs him. Intrigues him. Like Jadeth, he has some memories, but they are chaotic and incomplete. They drive him. You are a puzzle he wishes to solve. The Youngest. The Nameless.”
“No.” Emaranthe shook her head in dismay. “I am no one. Why would I matter?”
 Ishelene bowed her head and sighed.
“It matters because before the Starfarers fell that night, we were more powerful than Immortals and we had a chance, a slim one, of defeating him. As Immortals we are all but powerless, the gifts we retained are weakened and unsound in these fragile mortal bodies without the energy provided by our star.”
“If you had the chance to defeat him, why didn’t you? Why in any world would The Four have to create the Immortals in the first place?” Jaeger snapped. 
Ishelene raised an eyebrow and returned his cold glare, but didn’t waver.
“We did try. You know this,” she said softly.
“No, I don’t know this,” he said, even softer. “I have no doubt that my soul has walked in many bodies. But this one…this one was the last straw. I lost my love. My daughter. I lost everything that night. I did not ask to become an Immortal. I did not want this life I lead. If I could leave it behind, and become the dust on the ground you so casually claimed to have become, then so be it.”
He spun on his heel and stalked into the deep shadows to join Dehil. 
Ivo swallowed the lump of grief and guilt as he watched his younger brother go. He didn’t take offense at the thought that Jaeger felt he had lost everything, he understood.
“What is the point of this conversation, Ishelene?” He turned back to the Empress. 
She exhaled and turned a sad smile to him at last. “The point is, Ivo, that your brother is right. We should have taken care to ensure that Rodon would never had been able to do what he did all those eons ago. But we didn’t, until it was too late, and everyone has paid for our mistake ever since.”
Guilt riddled silence, heavy and angry, fell.
“I think I need to tell everyone what I saw in the book now,” Emaranthe said to the silent room at last. “Because I really don’t understand what I saw or why.”
Ishelene’s right eyebrow shot up.
“Very well, Child of Fire. Speak.”
“There was nothing for a long moment, no light, no dark, no up, nor down…”
 
The Book of Gods ~Emaranthe
 
Emaranthe reached for her staff, suddenly needing to hold its comforting weight as if it alone could ward off the crushing uncertainty biting from all sides. It did for a peaceful moment, before everything went pitch black.
The blackness was absolute. So was the hollow silence that seemed echo her rapid breathing. 
“Hello?” Emaranthe asked the darkness. It didn’t answer back, but let her trembling voice ring into silence. Goosebumps prickled along her bare arms and her fingers tightened around the staff. The wood creaked in her hands. Bare toes curled on an unseen ground. She forced herself to relax. Hard to do stuck in absolute nothing with only a staff. She slammed the end of the staff down, hard.
It cracked on what sounded like stone. She shuffled a bare foot sideways. Smooth to the touch, flat. She stabbed the staff downwards again, and the sharp crack echoed, louder. Eyes closed, she listened.
The sound traveled in all directions unimpeded, but to her left the sound abruptly muffled.
She opened her eyes and turned on the spot to face the anomaly. Something plopped to the invisible ground perhaps twenty feet away. Water?
“Hello? I know you can hear me,” she said. “Hello?”
A shuffling footstep. The sound drew a shiver along her spine. A faint glow bloomed in the darkness. It flickered, small and golden. Fire.
A petite shape shifted in the glow. The drip of a liquid broke the tense silence.
“Who are you?” Emaranthe asked. Her voice rasped with the effort to reach the figure.
“I am no one.”
The girl’s voice startled Emaranthe into loosening her grip on the staff. It hit the floor and clattered away. A small candle, barely a nub, lifted higher by thin arms. It illuminated a small girl in a puddle of flickering golden light. The light wouldn’t normally have been so bright, but in a world gone so dark it was a beacon.
“No one? How can you be no one?” Emaranthe asked. She squinted to see through the flickering glow to the girl. She appeared small, but not a child. A young woman. The candle stub raised in both hands seemed overlarge for her. Beyond the candle, large eyes of gray reflected the dancing flame. Fair hair tangled to the girl’s knees and Emaranthe realized that she was able to look her eye to eye.
“Because he told me so,” the girl whispered. She let go of the candle to cradle a hand to her middle. Emaranthe frowned.
“Who said so?” She eased closer. “Who are you?”
There was a pause followed by a slow, raspy breathing. 
Drip. Plip.
“Ainoa.”
Emaranthe exhaled. “Ainoa is your name? How old are you, Ainoa?”
The blonde hair bobbed up and down. “I’m seventeen or eighteen summers. I think.”
“Ainoa, who were you talking about?” Emaranthe asked. She tried to ignore the fact that the girl was thin and sickly looking. Dirt and bruises covered her pale face.
Another step closer. She could see the patched brown and gold tunic that was long enough to be a dress. It hung off the girl’s too thin frame in once elegant folds that spoke of a richer time in the past. Now it was all but a rag. 
She could also now see the red-black stain dampening the entire front behind the trembling fingers.
“My father. He tried to destroy it. We tried to stop him. We burned. I think. No, she burned. It was too late for me,” Ainoa whispered. Her small hand clutched at the damp stain on the tunic, plucked it away from her skin. A dark red rivulet traced a jagged path to the frayed hem. “What is your name? How did you get here?”
Plop. 
The sound turned Emaranthe’s stomach. She exhaled a low moan. Fear and suspicion punched her in the gut. 
Blood.
“I am Emaranthe. Ainoa, what is his name? Who is your father?” 
She inched closer until she stood at the edge of the light bathing the ground. The sticky stain on the girl’s front continued to spread. The drops fell faster with each motion Ainoa made. 
The girl tipped her head sideways, her lips pursed. “Dro-Rodon-Aconi. The Emperor. He tried to kill the The Heart of the Star.”
Rodon.
Rodon was this girl’s father? And an Emperor?
Emaranthe struggled to process that. How is…was…that possible? 
She latched onto the other words the girl freely spoke.
“What is The Heart of The Star, Ainoa?”
“It’s the core of our star where our power comes from. Without it we are weak. Father wanted to put out the star and destroy us. My sister and I tried to stop him.”
Emaranthe swallowed the bile stinging the back of her throat. Tears stung the corners of her eyes. “He did that to you?”
Ainoa nodded. Her grip on the candle wavered. “We tried to stop him, I swear.”
Emaranthe blinked to stall the fall of tears, unable to look away from the spreading stain. The gutting, heartsick, feeling magnified. The rivulet of blood tracking from beneath the girl’s hand turned into a steady, slow river.
“I believe you, Ainoa. How did you stop him?”
The girls face fell and for a split second fire rimmed silvery irises. Stunned, Emaranthe watched the flames swirl, then fade, leaving only tear dampened eyes the color of the sea in a storm.
“My sister became the Heart of the Star to keep it safe, to save us instead.” Ainoa clutched at the bloodied tunic. A trembling hand tugged it aside to reveal a gory hole easily six inches in diameter. The blood bubbled from the wound with each wheezing breath she took. “He stabbed me with his spear. He tried to force me to stop her so he could take the power, but it was too late.”
Plop. Plop. Plop.
“Stop her?” Emaranthe swallowed, nauseated, as she struggled to follow the story.
Ainoa grimaced. A hiss of pain. “My sister had to burn the world down to stop him. I was able to watch from here, in The Void, after I died.”
Emaranthe shook her head to hide the hot tears stinging her cheeks. “I don’t understand. The Void?”
 “The Void exists between time and space, neither there or here. The living use it like a bridge. The Dead await here for another chance on The Dead Road, like me.”
Emaranthe felt ill. “What happened then, after your sister and father fought?”
“The Heart failed. I think the survivors fled into The Void on a ship. They travelled the stars to find a new home. It was too late for me. I could not go with them.”
“What happened to your sister?”
Ainoa blinked and tears fell. “I don’t know. I couldn’t find her here. I tried! I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay, Ainoa, I know!”
Emaranthe shuddered, but dropped the subject. Ainoa’s father was Rodon…the Dro-Aconi. The very phantom enemy they had been fighting for so long, and he had murdered one daughter and driven another to…
“Ainoa, one more question? What was your sister’s name?”
Blood trickled from the dying girl’s mouth when she tried to speak. A gargling bubble and wheeze of agony were the only sounds Ainoa could make. Her knees folded. The candle clattered to the unseen ground.
Darkness swallowed them.
Heart pounding, Emaranthe lunged forward and caught her. Together they sank to ground.
She twisted, her gaze scraping the darkness of The Void for her staff. Scarred fingers reached for it. It sailed into the air and into her outstretched hand and burst into flame. Bathed in the violent golden glow, the darkness shrank away from the fire.
“Ainoa, my friend is a healer, she can help. Hurry!” Emaranthe cried out. She grabbed at Ainoa’s arms and struggled to tug them both up. She had no idea how she could take the girl back into the real world, gods knew she had no idea how the spelled book had sent her into The Void– but she had to try. 
“No, it’s too late, Emaranthe. It’s too late for me now. I’m long dead. This is nothing more than my soul now. It’s okay.” She coughed. The girl twisted an arm out to the candle, lifted it with shaking hands. How she knew where to find it, Emaranthe couldn’t guess. The candle re-ignited. Shadows danced between them.
 “Remember me.” Fire swirled around the girl’s grey irises, throwing the flickering shadows off her fully, revealing a thin, dirty, ashen face and a nose lightly dusted with a constellation of freckles. 
Recognition sent a jolt through Emaranthe, but before she could form the thought, grasp the memory, it was gone. She blinked, stunned.
Ainoa lifted the candle and bubbled at the corner of her mouth as she blew.
“No! Wait! Ainoa! I remember you! How do I know you?!”
The flame guttered. The stench of blood melded with smoke.
The emptiness of The Void returned to claim Emaranthe and tears burned instead of fire.
 
The Present
 
Emaranthe fell silent, the girl’s name a scream cut short. The only sound left in the cold, dark, library was the sound of the wind stirring the air and everyone’s dark thoughts.
Ivo swallowed. Opened his mouth. Shut it. The wind howled louder, a mirror of his turbulent thoughts.
“Who is Ainoa?” he asked.
Emaranthe blinked. Tears, scalding hot, burned on her ashen cheeks.
“She said she was Rodon’s daughter,” Emaranthe whispered. “But she was familiar. I just can’t remember.”
Ishelene stiffened, her full lips twisted. Ivo watched pain and panic tighten the corners of her eyes.
He glared at her. “Ishelene, you know something.”
“Very well,” Ishelene replied. “I do have some knowledge. That name is familiar. It is not my story to tell, however, but hers.”
Gabaran, silent and glowering throughout the tale, stiffened.
“Tanari?” he asked his twin. Dread battled hope for control of his heart.
“Yes.”
 “How so?” Ivo asked when Gabaran fell silent, despair now in the hard lines of his face.
“Tanari is Rodon’s twin sister.”
“How is that possible?” he asked. He shot a look at Gabaran and flinched at the burning pain deep within the older elf’s gaze. 
“Our people were always borne in pairs.” Ishelene gave her brother a sideways look. His jaw flexed but he didn’t speak. “Often times the younger, weaker, twin will die at birth and the surviving one will inherit more power. Sometimes not. But by the time Tanari and Rodon were born as the heirs to the Soldeun Empire, our star had begun to fade. Our power began to diminish. At first, it was not noticeable. But centuries on, by the time they were born, it became apparent that something was wrong.”
“Centuries?” Jadeth asked. 
“We were long lived, but not Immortal. The irony, right?” She barked a bitter laugh and gestured at her elven ears. “The Four thought they had fixed that particular flaw.”
“What did the failing of the star do to you?” Ivo asked, honestly curious. His gaze skated between the elven twins. Emaranthe huddled against his side again. Her gaze was wide, brown, and sad. Lost.
“Children were being born without any abilities at all. That was considered immoral and unclean by our culture.”
 “And Rodon was a crown heir with no powers at all,” Ivo mused. Ishelene nodded and continued.
“Tanari was born second and survived, but with a very rare and impressive ability, leading Rodon into fits of jealousy from an early age.”
“WorldWalker,” Gabaran whispered. His gaze took in the four statues downturned faces in earnest interest now. “I don’t know why I know that word.”
“Yes, she was–is–a Worldwalker. She can travel The Void through space and time and shape the very existence of us all. She has been doing so since the very beginning. Quite possibly she was the only one who knew that something so terrible would happen and sought ways to stop it.”
“What happened? Is what Emaranthe saw true?” Jadeth asked. 
“Yes that is how our world ended. Ainoa was Rodon’s daughter and Tanari’s niece. She was his heir apparent to the throne.”
“Why didn’t you say any of this before?” Ivo asked. “What about this sister Emaranthe mentioned?”
Ishelene’s lips thinned and her gaze hardened. She would speak no more of it.
Silence reigned for a long, tense moment.
“For what it is worth, Ivo, I am sorry. I truly cannot say more.” Ishelene grimaced, not looking at him nor Emaranthe. 
“Now what?” Jaeger asked. “We lack answers and truth, but our quest stills stands.”
“It does, brother,” Ivo said after a long moment. He released Emaranthe and gripped her gloved hand instead. “Care to share what have we found, Sesti and Jadeth?”
Sesti frowned at her mother, but reluctantly nodded.
Jadeth explained, “The scrap of the map is very vague and marked in a language we could not read. The orb atop.” She pointed to the nearly invisible metal object towering high above. “Appears to be a representation of our entire world. We found one place that shares similar features, but there is no guarantee that is where we will find The Crown of Gods.”
Ishelene and Gabaran nodded simultaneously, their faces twin studies of grim contemplation. Jadeth shivered and continued.
“Emaranthe has offered to try to teleport us there.”
Gabaran’s head whipped around, his growl of denial short and swift.
“No.”
Emaranthe stiffened and released Ivo’s painfully tight grip. Her glare literally burned as she swung around to face her adoptive big brother.
“No? There is no other way, big brother,” she snapped. “I’m the only one here who can do so.”
“You can’t be sure you will be able to reach it. You’ve never been there.”
“I can and I will do. I have to,” she said. Her hood tumbled away, freeing her pale hair. Embers stirred between the golden strands to match the anger in her eyes.
“There must be another way,” Jaeger added before Emaranthe could accidently torch Gabaran. She could almost feel the heat waves emanating from the furious mage. “How else can we travel such a distance?”
“A portal.” Dehil slipped from the shadows to stand beside Jadeth. “What about a regular portal?”
“I cannot travel by Immortal portals,” Gabaran barked. He cut off Ishelene’s reply before she could open her mouth.
“You think you cannot, brother, but what if you can?” she asked after trading a frustrated glance with Ivo and Jadeth. “How do you know you cannot?”
Gabaran glanced away, his shoulders slumped.
“Because I tried once. I tried to enter The Unknown City. I wanted to see if you were okay. Once, long ago. I had also hoped Emaranthe had made it there after she had left Anat.”
“Okay, we need a plan then,” Dehil said. All but one pair of eyes traveled to where he hovered at the edge of the firelight.
Jadeth’s ears flicked as Dehil spoke, his familiar voice washing over her like a blanket of familiarity. Her gaze turned to the tome lying innocently on the stone hands as something caught her attention. A word, in charred black slashed across the plain leather cover almost too quickly to catch.
A word, a single word.
A name.
Jadeth
Her hand reached for the book of its own volition. Her fingers grazed the corner.
A howl of agony wrenched from her lips as everything spun into darkness.
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
The Void ~ Jadeth
 
Everything faded into shades of gray as if the color was leaching into the darkness, much like a winter dawn. A cold white fog, damp and heavy, seethed along the snowy ground at her feet. Goosebumps rose on Jadeth’s flesh and the icy chill that seeped through her chain link tunic and leggings was as real as anything she’d ever felt.
“What’s going on?” she called out to the graying nothingness. She turned in a rapid circle. The snow crunched beneath her boots, ankle deep. She stumbled, slid, and righted herself, feeling lost in the swirling, cold fog.
“Hello?” Her voice echoed plaintively off stone. The cold turned her breath frosty and her teeth chattered. She clamped her jaw shut and squinted into the blanketing mist for…anything.
“Where am I?”
A wind ripped into her, slapping her face with icy needles and tearing her hair into a scarlet banner. The ragged ties corralling the braids vanished into the blinding flurries, lost.
The gust of wind brought an even colder chill with it, but it also swept away much of the fog. Jadeth realized, with a shiver, that it was not fog, but clouds…and she was high in a small clearing on a mountainside. 
The wind howled relentlessly, forcing Jadeth to search for shelter. She turned in a circle again and surveyed the mountain peak far above. Her nose burned from the icy air, as did her ear tips. She wished for a massive hooded cloak like Emaranthe’s. Instead she had to wrap her arms about herself and search for cover…or help.
Her precarious position on the mountain was baffling. Why would the book send her to this place? There had to be a reason. She scanned the small, rocky clearing for clues. 
The clearing was barely that, nothing but a rocky hollow between a steeply forested mountainside and a sheer drop off bookended by towering boulders. 
She forced her feet to move. The giant boulders would have to do for shelter until she could figure out what in The Four the book thought this had to do with her. She sank into a crouch in the  most sheltered spot she could find. A small patch of snow collected at the base of the boulder, but the wind seemed to have shifted to another direction leaving her out of its nasty bite. Numbed fingers clutched the ice cold handle of the hammer. 
She waited.
 
***
 
Jadeth squinted into the gray fog and struggled to judge the time of day. This high into the mountains the sunlight was weak at best, despite having two suns, and but for the large boulders she huddled behind, there was little else to tell time by. She squirmed into a less painful position, her left shoulder wedged deep into the crevice where the spire of rock merged with the spine of the mountain ridge. The other boulder’s shadow traced a faint path at a sharp angle.
“Late afternoon,” Jadeth muttered to the sleet laden wind. Even as she spoke the shadow faded, leaving only the snow swept clearing and two massive pillars of stone for company. And the wind, of course.
A sound rose over the howling wind, catching her attention. Ears perked, she struggled to identify the noise and, more importantly, the location. The sounds were muffled, distant, but rose and fell in a low toned pitch.
 Voices. And more than one of them.
Jadeth reached for the hammer she’d propped into the crevice and stood. She ignored the stiffening of her limbs and closed her eyes.
The sounds grew closer, more recognizable, but not understandable. She focused on the words and though they seemed only whispers in the wind, she let her ears do all the work. She turned on the spot, honing in on their approach with a flick of one long ear. 
Hammer readied, she waited in the shadows of the lee of one giant boulder. The flurries of snow made visibility poor, but out of the white washed gloom two figures appeared higher up on the spine of the mountain. The figures had no trouble traversing the precarious path down and no problems with the icy cold or snow. These two were  familiar with this odd location.
The snow flurries subsided just as the pair reached the tiny clearing. Laughing and huffing, bundled in layers of cloaks, leggings, and packs, they halted.
Jadeth wedged herself deeper into the crevice. Their voices were now clear and high pitched. Females. They stood with their backs to the boulders, talking animatedly. Jadeth watched as the two females started to shift their gear and tug off cloaks and packs.
The closest tossed her hood back, revealing a long indigo braid interwoven with strands of auburn. Sharp ears poked from the top and twitched when Jadeth gasped out loud. She knew that hair, knew those ears.
The other one halted, her own hood half lowered. Wary eyes scanned the clearing before lighting on her companion. Her hood fell free, revealing elven ears and hair even redder than hers, but Jadeth had only eyes for the darker haired elf.
It couldn’t be, could it?
“Did you hear something, Esbetha?” The red headed elf turned and scanned the clearing, her sharp blue gaze somehow skipping past Jadeth hidden deep in the shadows. 
Esbetha frowned and studied the shadows ringing the clearing. A sharp gust of wind whipped her cloak into the air.
“I can only hear the wind,” Esbetha said. “I thought she was to be here by now.”
Esbetha? Jadeth’s heart twisted. Be here? Her? She clutched at her chest with both hands as the pain became one of hollow anguish. The hammer fell with a dull crack against the snow swept ground and both females froze at the sound.
“Mother?” Jadeth whimpered. The word was lost in the howling wind and for a heartbreaking moment the snow laden air turned the world into a white haze.
Jadeth stumbled away from the protective crevice and cried out. “Mother! Mother! It’s me!”
The snap of wings drowned out her cry and turned the sleet laden wind into a blizzard. A figure dropped from the sky, heavily shadowed beneath widespread wings. Jadeth jumped backwards to avoid the sharp fringe of feathers that swiped the air inches from her face. She crouched, stunned, as the Windwalker stood and struggled to fold giant white wings. 
A Windwalker? Jadeth eyed the newcomer with a frown. The race of the winged people had fallen hard and fast beneath the Dro-Aconi’s cruel rage from the very beginning. Jadeth had only ever before seen Atil, and he was not overly fond of anyone.
This Windwalker, an Immortal, was different, powerful. Even more so then Atil perhaps. She radiated energy somewhat like the Dro-Aconi had done as the StormWarden, but an energy of calm, peace, and hope. Goosebumps raced up Jadeth’s arms. She rubbed them through her chainmail tunic and slunk deeper into the frosty shadows.
“Mareva, what’s wrong?” Esbetha lunged for the Windwalker when she only continued to stand, swaying and silent, her wings askew.
At her words Mareva collapsed. Wings and lean limbs tangled, she sagged into Esbetha’s arms without a sound.
“Mareva! Oh gods, Jawyna, help her!” Esbetha gasped. Shaking fingers smoothed aside russet colored curls, baring the Windwalker’s ashen face and blue lips.
The red headed elf sank to her knees beside the injured Windwalker.
“Mareva, talk to us. What happened?” Jawyna asked. She searched the sprawled limbs for wounds but her fingers came up blood free. “Mareva?”
“They’re gone.” Mareva whispered.
Jawyna and Esbetha traded worried looks.
“They?” Jawyna asked. Her hands roamed Mareva’s legs and torso, her fingers quick and skilled.
“We did it, Jawyna. All of Orin-Iad has been saved. They are safe now.”
“You did it then? Maybe some good will come of this war at last,” Esbetha said. She held Mareva’s hand and watched Jawyna work. “Where is your brother and the Worldwalker then?”
“Gone.”
“What do you mean? Where did they go?” Jawyna reached the nearest snow white wing with her steady fingers and Mareva flinched with a hiss. Esbetha exhaled, horrified, her attention now on the Windwalker’s large, beautiful wings.
“How, Mareva? Who did this?” Jawyna asked, her earlier question forgotten.
Jadeth leaned out of the shadows, unable to see what had drained the color from their faces, leaving them colorless in an all pale world.
It took a long moment of squinting for Jadeth to understand. The Windwalker, Mareva, had flown to the tiny clearing atop this mountain on shattered wings.
Her fingers twitched around the grip of the icy cold hammer, the urge to help the broken woman overriding her need to hide. She actually took a full step into the fading light, away from the rock formation, and started to lift the hammer when the other red headed elf, Jawyna, did exactly the same thing.
As if mirroring Jadeth, Jawyna reached for something at the shadows of her back and retrieved the last thing Jadeth had ever expected to see. A hammer. Her hammer. The hammer she now clutched to her chest in mute shock.
She whispered, “My hammer.” 
The three females didn’t hear her, or perhaps couldn’t over the constant howls of the wind and rasp of the snow. Or, Jadeth wondered, if this was an intangible illusion. She was obviously still within the book. But where was she and why had it shown her this?
The hammer. Jadeth wondered how this other red headed elf had come to possess it and why.
Her jaw ached from the strain to hold back a torrent of questions, but Jadeth retreated. And waited. And watched.
Jawyna lifted the hammer and a familiar green ribbon of light erupted from its blunt, two sided head. Tears swam, blurring the odd scene into a miasma of white and green, as the healing light wrapped around the damaged bones and feathers of the Windwalker. Bones straightened, feathers revived, and slowly the Windwalker breathed easier.
Jawyna let the hammer drape over her shoulder in a pose that was strikingly familiar. Jadeth resisted the urge to mimic her and instead forced her attention on her mother and Mareva.
The Windwalker stood and shook out her wings with a relieved exhale. The wingspan was far greater than that of the tiny clearing and Jadeth had to duck once more.
With a frown, she waited to see what would happen next. Seeing her mother as well as two Immortals, one bearing the very same hammer she now held in her hands, was nothing short of awe inducing. And terrifying. 
Jadeth erased the tears with a shaky hand and waited. The threesome now huddled close together, Mareva’s wings providing a protective and private shelter from both the wind and prying eyes.
Just as Jadeth had grown too impatient to be cautious and stepped away from the rock outcropping, their hushed voices fell silent. Jadeth froze, startled, when the gap between the two spires of rock beside her hiding spot erupted into a spiral of fire and lightning. Jadeth ducked back into the shadows, squinting from the sudden flare of arcane light. 
The air rippled and whirled as it spread, until it spiraled into a large, oval ring framed by the stones. The center remained swirling, static laced, opaque as the three females turned to face the newly opened portal.
“She’s here,” Mareva said. Her wings snapped shut, blasting icy air into Jadeth’s eyes. She blinked and rubbed them until the need to see what was going on outlasted the sting.
The portal continued to swirl another moment longer before the center cleared and the warped, shimmery light within rippled with some unseen motion. Through the portal walked a tall, willowy Earthlander female, her riotous red curls blasted into the air by the force of the magic.
Tanari.
Jadeth gaped at the statuesque god.
“Mareva, Jawyna, Esbetha.” Tanari halted, mere inches from the swirling vortex of the portal. A gust of sleet laden wind muffled the three female’s responses. Frantic to hear more, anything, Jadeth scooted closer, one hand on her hammer, the other buried in the wrist deep snow. 
“What is the news?” Esbetha asked. “We have heard nothing from the Earthlander delegation. I fear for them.”
“The Dro-Aconi’s reach grows long, as you know.” Tanari nodded to Mareva. The Windwalker flicked her wings in a helpless shrug. “The Southern Skyfall Citadel is hidden, safe. Only Mareva and her brother remain here of their people.”
Esbetha frowned. “What of the…others?”
Mareva swung on the Eideili elf, wings snapping wide. They trembled.
“We do not count them as our people, Esbetha. They are lost to us. The Dro-Aconi has done his dirty work and made puppets of my people.”
“We must stop them. They continue to swarm and kill in his name.”
“Esbetha,” Tanari warned. “Enough.”
“No, Tanari. We have a right to know! Our village is small, defenseless. We hide in our forests and wait. We need to stop them!”
“The time for that will come, Esbetha,” Jawyna interrupted. “I have hope.”
Esbetha shrugged away from the Tevu’s outstretched hand, her shoulders hunched. Fear clouded her eyes.
“I don’t have time, Jawyna,” she whispered.
Tanari’s sharp gaze landed on the elf with the indigo and auburn braid. 
“What do you mean, Esbetha?”
Jadeth crept closer as the howl of the snow laden wind increased, drowning out the clarity of the stunning words. Heart beating faster than the wind, she waited for her mother to speak.
Tears dulled Esbetha’s blue eyes. She shook her head.
“Anaroth was killed last night. He never made it back from the council meeting in the east. Dehil found him late last night.”
A chorus of gasps, Jadeth’s included, filled the snowy clearing. 
“Father?” Jadeth swallowed. She hadn’t thought of him in years. She had never been close to him, few Eideili daughters were. She ducked deeper into the shadows, mind reeling.
Now that she had a time frame, she knew when this odd meeting happened. She even remembered her mother returning home for the Lamentation…but she had not known that it had been Dehil who had discovered her father’s corpse.
This was just a hundred years after The Fall. The first hundred years had been chaotic and full of disorganized fury. The Immortals had clashed with the mortals and the Tainted in confusion and panic, and thousands were killed on all sides before Rodon, Ishelene, and Atil had gathered up all the lost Immortals and founded The Unknown Sun as a way to control the chaos and realize the purpose of The Four. 
It had taken decades, hundreds of years, to fully bring The Unknown Sun to the forefront of the battles with their unseen and unknown enemy and their enslaved armies and become the voice of The Four to bring order to the chaos.
“They didn’t know that they’d fallen into the Dro-Aconi’s plans all along,” Jadeth muttered. “Rodon planned this all from the beginning.”
 She eyed Tanari. Had the mysterious god known as Light known? How had she become the whispers in wind for the Tevu? For the Windwalkers. For the Eideili?
The god turned as if hearing her thoughts. Her gaze bored into the shadows and locked with Jadeth’s. Instead of acknowledging her unwarranted and most likely unwanted presence, the god simply glanced down.
Jadeth’s gaze followed in time to see Tanari’s fingers twine around a scrap of white cloth.
The cloth from the desert sandstorm outside of Shed-Akr. Behind her, the portal swirled in a blur of fire and shadow before sharpening on a single moment in time.
Chaos.
Death.
Blood.
Cries.
Jadeth watched the image bob and weave through a crowd of people as if she were using someone else’s eyes. Maybe she was. She certainly couldn’t look away. Numb with horror, Jadeth watched the gory scene play out in the glades of a familiar forest as if she’d not seen it once before, long ago.
Her mother appeared at the tail end of a throng of fleeing elves, her face ashen, her eyes wild. Blood and mud streaked her once pale blue tunic and leggings. Her long dark braid, laced with scarlet, bounced in time to her swift feet. Esbetha screamed into the crowd ahead of her, the words lost in the chaos.
But Jadeth remembered, and her mother’s words still haunted her all these years later.
Jadeth! Run, Jadeth! Hide!
Cold grief twisted her stomach as the image swung around at the strident cry and another figure darted into view. Dehil, his face stark with panic, his dark hair tangled with the gore of fallen friends and family, stumbled to a halt, weaponless and witless. As she watched, yet again, Dehil turned tail and ran, turning to the shadows of the deep forests and away from his people. She heard her own voice then, younger, higher pitched with fear and tears.
“Dehil! Dehil! Mother! Where are you?”
Jadeth curled into the ball, her eyes pinched shut. The cold stone and snow was nothing to the pain of what was in her memories and that portal.
She didn’t need to look at it. She remembered it quite well. She  spotted her mother at last among the throng of escaping Eideili and had struggled against the tide of bloodied bodies to reach her. Her mother, struggling at the back of the pack, helping those too wounded to run, stopped to call out for Jadeth one last time.
The mutilated, twisted, creature leading the pack grab for her mother. She watched the disgusting Tainted’s spear-like nails pierce her mother’s slender frame and emerge, bloodied and tangled in gore, from her chest and stomach, then snap free with a splash of blood and guts.
Esbetha only uttered one more gurgling sentence that Jadeth, in her tears and terror, could make out over the screams of her dying people.
Find it in the chest. Take it. It was always…yours.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Jadeth’s sobs broke free. Not even the sleet laden wind could hide her now. Tears hundreds of years in the making streaked down her numbed cheeks.
She choked out, “Oh, gods. Mother. You knew.”
Snow crunched. Footsteps. Jadeth peered up at the red-headed god through a veil of tears.
“Yes, she knew.”
“Why? Why did she have it, Tanari? She knew I’d find the hammer in the chest, knew what I would do?”
“Yes.”
“Did she know I would become this?” Jadeth slapped her palm over her breast with a moan.
Tanari nodded, her lips thinned with sorrow.
“How? When?” Jadeth asked. Her burning gaze studied the others now standing immobile in the snowy clearing. “What’s happening?”
They were unmoving, frozen, but not from the cold. A shimmering dome of light encased them. Jadeth’s spine stiffened. She recognized that barrier.
“What must. Good bye, Jadeth.”
Tanari turned away, her shoulders stiff and unyielding, but not from the cold.
Atil’s voice, one Jadeth might not have ever recognized before the fateful night they had received their orders to locate a map, rang out over the mountain tops. Large brown wings filled her vision as he landed with a thud. His wings snapped shut. The sleet laden wind churned and swirled in a cloud of fog and ice. The shimmering barrier between the others and Jadeth evaporated.
Empty eye sockets fixated on Jadeth. She shrank away from his unearthly glare. Finally he rounded on Tanari.
“They’re coming, we’re out of time.”
Tanari turned to Jadeth one last time, her scarlet hair tangling into the sleet laden wind. Jadeth’s shocked gasp was lost in its howl.
Tanari’s eyes were empty orbs and within wheeled all the universes in all the worlds. Tiny pricks of light swirled and spun. Galaxies rotated and stars flared to life and died in glory. Her voice, hollow with the weight of all the ages, echoed off the cold stone cliffs.
“Go, Jadeth. It is our time now. Yours is coming. Remember who you are. The others must do the same. Use this tome as a guide on your quest for the Crown of Gods. As you have seen, it will show you the knowledge you seek but only when you need it. You must use it wisely.”
Jadeth’s tears burned hot against her skin. Her ears flicked wildly. Torn between this last chance to see her mother one more time and the knowledge that this was but a piece of the past that had already come to pass, she hesitated, then nodded.
Shrieks and the flapping of many wings from high above drowned out all sounds. 
A swift motion beyond Tanari and Atil caught her eye. She watched Jawyna shove the giant hammer into a stunned Esbetha’s arms and push her bodily at the still open portal. Her words filled the screech laden air.
“Go Esbetha! Run! You will give it to me later! Run!”
Her mother cast one last desperate glance at Jawyna and toppled through the spiraling glow. It popped shut behind her with a blast of heat and fire. Between the twin stones the fog lifted, giving everyone a stunning view of a distant Citadel perched amid stone and ice.
Jadeth stared at the empty spot, heartsick, then at the elf who now turned to face the incoming horde weaponless, powerless.
“Why did she give my mother the hammer? She’s defenseless now.”
Those endless eyes bored into Jadeth’s sapphire ones.
“She gave it to the one who would need it more, Jadeth.”
“But, why did…”
Tanari turned away from Jadeth, now concerned about the approaching battle instead of the teary eyed elf.
The gray fog rolled in again, swift and blinding. The chilly mist and rasp of sleet sent a shiver of fear up Jadeth’s spine. Blind again in the whiteness, the sounds of battle reached her ears as if they were distant and muffled.
The roiling white darkened until the urge to blink grew strong. Her eyes flicked shut and then opened to see a ring of concerned faces surrounding her.
Dehil’s face hovered the closest, his worried, scarred, and age lined face so very different than the once young elf she had loved and blamed all those years ago.
Against her will, a sharp sob tore from her, a howl not unlike a wounded animal.
 
The Library, The Present
 
“You saw your past self and your mother,” Emaranthe whispered. “I’m so sorry Jadeth.” Everyone wore the same look of shock.
“And you saw Atil’s twin sister. Mareva was killed that day. Atil never said what had happened to her. He came back a broken man,” Ishelene added. Her face was void of emotion in the flickering lamplight. “The only survivor that I know of. He would never tell me more than that. I do not even know where that was.”
“Tanari,” Gabaran croaked, his face ashen in the faint light of the illusions. “What happened to her?”
Jadeth swallowed the thick lump that choked her throat shut at the sight of his shuttered, hopeful, gaze. The twin sparks of light in his eyes had faded with dread.
“I don’t know. She sent my mother away through a portal that formed between the stones. I was released from the book and never saw what happened next. I’m so sorry, Gabaran.”
Gabaran grunted and turned away. He faded into the shadows where Dehil stood in watchful silence again.
“The book showed you the answer we needed. Two stones forming a portal.” Ishelene moved to the tome and stared at it, puzzled. “And you could not tell where you were, Jadeth?”
“Not exactly. It was a cold mountain top. I think I saw this place for a split second before I returned, but I cannot be sure.”
“What is Orin-Iad?” Jaeger asked. His frosty gaze lingered on Ishelene.
Ishelene frowned at the warrior. “Orin-Iad is…was… the southern citadel of the Windwalkers. It rose to glory long ago in the southern-most mountain range at the same time as this one. Unlike Anat it never fell to the Dro-Aconi.”
Jadeth’s ears twitched. “Wait, Mareva had said that Orin-Iad was hidden. What did she mean by that?”
“She meant what she said. She, Tanari, and Atil, had hid the citadel far from Rodon’s grasp. With it went many Windwalkers, I presume. To where we don’t know and may never will, but they are safe and have been for nine centuries.”
“What about the Crown of Gods? If these stones are portals we can use them to get to it, correct?” Jaeger asked.
“I believe so. That is what the book was telling Jadeth.”
“Can you tell us again what you saw of the surrounding mountainside? Mayhap we can recognize its location?” Jaeger asked Jadeth.
Jadeth hesitated.
“I was in a small clearing, very high up, at nearly the cloud line. There were many rocks, but just the two largest jutted up at the edge of the cliffside overlooking the spires of rock and trees. The mountain rose steeper still above me along a ridge, and there was a narrow, winding path that vanished into the clouds.”
Sesti jumped in, eyes narrowed. “And you glimpsed the Citadel from across the valleys? Was it perched higher, lower, or about the same height as the stones?”
“About the same height, but a little far away.”
“How far? Could you see detail or was it just the basic shape of the towers and terraces?”
“Just the basic shape.”
“Where were the suns in the sky?”
Jadeth flipped a soggy braid into her mouth and chewed. Her gaze grew vague as she struggled to recall.
She spit it out. “It was cold and growing colder. I could only see one, the bigger sun, and it was sinking. It appeared to be sinking to the right of the Citadel and the stones.”
“Then we look northwest. If there is a trail, we can find it.”
“So be it,” Gabaran said, arms crossed. “But what about Rodon and his army? We must have some sort of defense should he appear with war on his mind.”
Dehil stepped out of the shadows and bowed low. His dark skin and the shadows did little to hide the gruesome scar.
“I will stay and assist the Tevu,” he said. “This is my calling.”
Jadeth’s face drained of color, but she clamped her mouth into a tight line and nodded when he slipped passed her. No one commented on the pained gaze that remained on the doorway after he’d left.
 “You, my twin, are now the problem,” Ishelene said at last.
“How so sister?” Gabaran scowled at her. His odd eyes flared bright giving weight to her next words.
“You should not be mortal, but you are,” she explained. “The journey may kill you.”
“So be it. I will find her, Ishelene, and once and for all find out what is going on.”
“Very well.”
She gave her brother a look that he scowled at.
He grunted, “We leave at first light to locate these portal stones. Rest while you can. Dehil will have watch from here on out.”
“What about the book?” Jaeger asked.
“It will go with us,” Ishelene said. “We may need it in the end. Sesti, as you have demonstrated that you can bear it without burden, you are now its keeper.”
Sesti grabbed the book without hesitation and stowed it into a nondescript travel bag not so carefully emptied of its previous owner’s junk.
Everyone shuffled away to find something to lean on. Rest would not come to the weary so easily, however, and instead they found themselves huddled around a brazier in one corner of the library.
 
***
 
The roiling clouds did nothing to suppress the uneasy feeling that crept along Rodon’s spine. Even the darkest reaches of the night in The Unknown City weren’t dark. The glint of yellow metal gracing all of the city was now an annoyance. Thunder rumbled, distant still.
Two things now hindered his plans–time and transportation. He paced away from the balcony for the hundredth, perhaps three hundredth time, and cast a last look at the beckoning gloom. 
It had been folly to destroy all but one of the portals in the city. His army was slowed leaving by the sole remaining portal. He estimated a two day march from the nearest portal in Old Wood to the Citadel.
“So be it.” He spat at the creeping gloom. Flashes of purple lightning lit up the clouds from behind, turning the faint golden glow of the city into a haze of clashing color. “I am out of time. I must reach the Crown of Gods before they do.”
A bolt of purple lightning split the sky and struck the balcony before him. The stench of burning skin and decay stung his nose even as the blinding shards of light faded. He faced the source of the stench with a scowl. The smoke cleared, but not the scent of death, and Rodon waited impatiently for the Necromancer to emerge.
“Alarandia.”
Soulless black eyes flared red in the candlelight. She bowed, a sneer twisting lush red lips into an ugly pout. Her towering headdress defied gravity.
“Master Rodon.”
“Why are you here, Necromancer?” Rodon grunted. “You were defeated by those children. You earned your exile.”
Alarandia laughed. Her head thrown back, the headdress wobbled dangerously atop the mound of dark curls. “Rodon, your pets were your favorites once, remember?”
“I remember they spared you.”
The laughter halted. “Mercy is wasted on the dead, Rodon?”
Inky black swirled in the Dro-Aconi’s gaze at her words. His manic chuckle echoed within the cavernous room. The meager light from the candles dimmed behind the weight of his darkness.
“You speak the truth, Necromancer,” he sneered. “And yet here we both are.”
“I have what you want,” Alarandia said. “I know what you are doing.”
“You know nothing.” 
Alarandia stalked past him with a haughty sniff. Her wiry curls swayed with each long step. Lean, curvy legs flashed in and out of view as she crossed the room. A jagged black scar, slick and cold, halved one calf. One couldn’t heal if one was undead.
She halted beside the door and flicked a finger at the latch. It shuddered, cracked, and melted, sealing the massive door shut.
“I know that the Youngest was right.” She spun on her heel. The ornate carpet singed as if burned beneath her tall heel. “I know that you would never had given me what I wanted. So instead I will trade for it.”
“What do you have that I want, Necromancer?” He sniffed. A flash of silver iris bled through the oily black of his gaze for a split second. Alarandia saw and sneered.
“I know that you search for the one thing that can ensure your vengeance on the surviving Soldeuns. The Crown of Gods has waited for nearly fourteen thousand years, hidden from the world for so long that only whispers from the dead speak of it. That is what I know.”
Rodon clenched his jaw until his rotting teeth began to crumble. “Answer my question.”
Alarandia’s smirk twisted in triumph.
“You want a quicker way out of this city and I can give it to you.”
Rodon paused, his gaze narrowed. He mentally searched for a trap.
“How?”
“I am dead. You are dead. Well, your body is dead. I travel with the dead. How do you suppose I got here, of all places? I am the Necromancer, Master of the Dead Road.”
“You traverse The Void with energy you steal from the dead. You can direct it where you wish?”
“Of a fashion. Nothing living would survive, of course, but you would. You are strong enough, Immortal, yes?”
Rodon scowled. “How do I know you won’t betray me, Alarandia. I will not be led into a trap.”
“You don’t, Dro-Aconi.” Alarandia waved a dismissive hand at the door. It burst into thick black ash and billowed into the air to coat the floor and hall outside. “But you are running out of time, remember? You want a fast way out of this city and I want something in return.”
“What is it you ask?” Rodon eyed the Necromancer. The desiccated door notwithstanding, as the mistress of the dead, an Immortal cursed to rule the underworld was not someone to underestimate. That she could walk the border between life and death as a means of travel was  intriguing.
Alarandia’s sigh filled the room with echoes of regret.
“I wish to be free. I wish to die for good. I am First Fallen and wish to be at peace.”
Rodon schooled his features into a semblance of understanding. And he did understand. All things must die. Especially those meant to die and Alarandia the Necromancer had been cursed to become an Immortal and yet remain forever undead.
“So be it. Don’t make me regret this, Necromancer. You’re certain you can do it?”
“I will return in a day’s time. I can only take you, no one else. Your army will have to travel the old fashioned way, I’m afraid.”
“I must retrieve the map from them. Can you take me to the old Windwalker Citadel in the north?”
 “I can get you close, no more. The Windwalker wards extend into The Void. You are on your own after.” Alarandia said. She crossed the room to the balcony and spun to face the black eyed god. Lightning struck, scorching the air and trading the Necromancer for the gut turning stench of death. 
The blast of light faded from behind his eyelids. Rodon opened them to stare at the charred ash that remained where the Necromancer had stood. He turned and surveyed his destroyed door.
“Damn it.”
 
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Gabaran’s Tevu army was formidable, but mortal. Dehil also wasn’t sure if they would follow an Eideili outsider. Time would tell.
Weariness tugged at his soul. His form wavered for a moment, but he forced himself to focus. He paced the length of the gate like a madman, determined not to let the Citadel fall to The Traitor.
Once the attack came, it would be up to him to keep the enemies’ eyes off his friends and this time he couldn’t, wouldn’t, let Jadeth down.
His heart twisted, a sharp stab of regret that made him stumble. He gripped his tunic over the battered organ and held on as if to keep it within his body.
That day came to mind, unwanted and unbidden. He had failed Jadeth and their people so terribly that he had wanted to die once he realized what had happened on his watch.
He rubbed his chest and kept walking, his ears twitching to hear every sound riding the winds.
It was going to be a long night.
 
***
 
Ivo rubbed his thumb over Emaranthe’s gloved one. Unfocused eyes stared at the small flame fluttering in red hot coals in the brazier. He leaned back against the wall and pulled her close to his side. She leaned into him with a soft sigh and he buried a kiss in her pale hair. Silence reigned, but it was an oddly comfortable one.
“We need armor.” Jaeger sat upright, his shaggy hair damp and now bizarrely slicked down. “We can’t go out there in just trousers and tunics.”
“What do you suggest? Our armor was destroyed in the blast,” Ivo muttered. He’d briefly thought on it too.
“I’m sure we have some leather or chainmail that will fit you,” Gabaran offered. He sat opposite his sister, but refused to look at her. “Sesti can take you to the armory now.”
Sesti stood and nodded, her expression grim. 
“Come.” She headed toward the door. “It’s decently far.”
“Will you be warm enough until I get back?” Ivo leaned into Emaranthe, his warm breath tickling her right ear. 
She nodded, but pulled her damp cloak tight around her thin body as he reluctantly stood.
“What about you?” Jaeger asked Sesti as he followed her and Ivo out of the room.
“I do not have armor,” she said with a backwards glance. “I do not need it.”
“No, with that tongue you certainly don’t,” said Jaeger. Her glare sharpened on him as they rounded a corner.
“Ha ha,” she said. “Come. Less talk and more walk, boys, or we won’t be able to climb the mountain once the suns rise.”
“How big is Anat?” Ivo asked once his brother fell silent.
“Big. I have no other words for it. It is a maze of tunnels, terraces, ice and stone,” Sesti said as their pace quickened. Soon all three were panting. The corridors just kept going. Plain stone and ice blocks made up the floor, ceiling, and walls. No decorations, only a single brazier every so often. It was dark, cold, inhospitable.
Just like the Exiles, Ivo mused. He wondered how much the Tevu had modeled themselves after their new, icy home after The Fall and subsequent loss of their own kingdom.
“What about Isid?” Jaeger asked. He huffed as they rounded yet another corner and began to descend a set of spiraling stone steps. “What was it like?”
Sesti halted and spun to face him. Jaeger nearly collided with her, but instead caught her against him to keep them both from tumbling down the stairs head over heels. Streaks of red burned her cheeks and she twisted away from Jaeger’s gentle grip.
“Why do you care, Earthlander?” she asked with a scowl. She spun away and darted down several steps before either of them could even move one foot.
“I care because I believe knowledge is power,” Jaeger retorted. He jogged down the steps on her heels. “I’m sorry if I offend, again.”
“Our people,” he added to her stiff back. “Were solitary. We rarely ever saw any other races, much less other Earthlanders. We kept to ourselves and now I see that may have hindered us that day so long ago.”
Her ears twitched. Ivo watched in amusement as he realized that Jaeger had captured her attention.
Curiosity won. She whispered, “How so, Earthlander?”
“If we had allies perhaps our village wouldn’t have been attacked and my wife and daughter would still be alive. We had no one to help us. No friends among others to seek out for aide. We were alone.”
Silence.
“I’m sorry,” she said at last. “I know they walk with your ancestors in the morning sun.”
Ivo nearly stumbled and tripped down the remaining three steps when she apologized. He reached for the wall to steady himself while Sesti wrestled with the latch on a massive wood and iron door barring their path.
“I used to look for her, you know,” Jaeger continued as if he hadn’t heard her. Maybe he didn’t, because like a broken dam, the words kept coming like water down a river. “I would search everyone’s faces. Even children I saw. Every village. Every town. Every pub. I had hoped against hope that maybe Mirena had been immortalized too. And then I realized that it was a foolish dream.”
She stopped, her frown thoughtful.
“But you still have hope?” she asked. “You must, to be doing this, here and now.”
Jaeger glanced away, pain chiseled into the lines at the corners of his eyes.
“I don’t know.”
The door grated open.
Sesti flinched, whispered, “You…you can look for them in the book.”
She stood aside and waited for them to enter. Ivo moved past quickly, leaving them in the doorway.
Jaeger halted and looked at her, eye to eye.
Pale blue, frosted with grief, locked with dark blue in the shadowed entryway.
“I fear the day I won’t be able to remember their faces, Sesti. I don’t need a spelled book to make me remember what I’ve lost. I fear for my heart and soul if I seek them there and don’t find them.”
Jaeger stalked into the dark room to join his brother. Sesti followed, eyes downcast.
“You are welcome to whatever you wish from the armory,” Sesti whispered. She crossed the darkened room and halted before a torch embedded in the floor. She lit it and retreated to the doorway to let them view and try on the available armor. Benches and crude mannequins dotted the room, sporting various styles of armor and leathers in various qualities, hues, and repair.
Jaeger browsed the well stocked tables absent-mindedly. He pulled on a padded gambeson, hauberk, pauldrons, and chausses. He could not see anything for his feet, head, nor hands, but he would not complain. 
“They fit well,” Ivo grunted as he arranged the fall of the hauberk. “Luckily the Tevu warriors are near our size, brother.”
“I do miss my armor,” Jaeger said. “I wonder where our helms ended up.”
“No idea, I wonder why there aren’t any here though?”
“The Tevu don’t wear helms. The ears,” Sesti spoke up from the doorway. “Hard to fit a helm on an elf.”
Jaeger grunted. He ran a hand along his jaw. The scruff was quickly turning into a beard, something he had not bothered with before. He wasn’t sure if he liked it or not, but he definitely didn’t like not having a helm.
“We must make do, either way,” he said. He strode past the tall elf and into the corridor. “You coming, brother?”
 
***
 
Emaranthe paced the length of the library, her ankles and cloak swishing in the freezing water unnoticed. A small flame trembled above her upturned hand as she wandered and absently studied the shelves lining the cavernous room. 
She could feel Ishelene’s gaze follow her movements. She forced herself to ignore the empress and the uneasy feeling that lingered in the too quiet room.
“What are you looking for?” Ishelene’s voice echoed off the  walls and stone shelves. 
Emaranthe trailed a gloved finger across an empty shelf and studied the pattern left behind in the dust.
“Nothing,” she whispered. “I but wonder why and how you came to us with such timely warnings, empress.”
“I have my own spies, Child of Fire,” she said. “You are ever suspicious.”
“Yes, I am,” she said. “What did your spies have to say that made you entertain the thought of certain death at the hands of your own brother?”
She moved to stand below the statue and stared at the empty stone hands.
“They informed me that Rodon had destroyed all but one of the portals to The Unknown City. He knows where you are and will come. Soon.”
Jadeth stood to join Emaranthe, a frown on her lips. She opened her mouth, but shut it again with a puzzled expression clouding her eyes.
“Where,” she asked slowly, drawing out the word as she formed the question carefully. “Where you then, if not at The Unknown City?”
Ishelene barked a hoarse laugh, a bitter one.
“I had fled The Unknown City as soon as Atil did. I took my guardians and headed west.”
Jadeth’s frown tightened. “You went home, to Isid.”
“Yes. I went home to the very place I had errantly destroyed a thousand years ago,” Ishelene studied her hands where they fidgeted in her lap.
“Why?” Jadeth asked. “That’s four days south west of here, why not just come here?”
“I wanted to see the proof of my guilt. I wanted to feel that anger, rage, grief, and be able to direct it to the one rightly to blame. Myself.”
“Did it work?” Emaranthe asked.
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “It wasn’t what I expected.”
“Just what did you expect? You’d destroyed your home. The home of your people. Many perished, from what Gabaran spoke of,” Emaranthe snapped.
“I had expected to see ghosts. Ghosts of those that had died at my hands. Instead I found silence and decay–and that was far worse than facing the dead and seeing their condemnation.”
“Guilt is a powerful feeling, empress.” Ivo appeared in the doorway, a tall, broad shadow bathed in leather and firelight.
Emaranthe, Jadeth, and Ishelene jumped, startled by their unnoticed entry. Behind Ivo, Sesti stood still, her jaw set and eyes flashing with dark pain. Without a word she turned and shoved past Jaeger to vanish down the corridor again.
“It is, warrior.” Ishelene said. She watched her daughter walk away from her again, and bowed her head. She fell silent for a long moment as Ivo and Jaeger crossed the room to join Emaranthe and Jadeth before the statues.
Ivo peered up at the statues. He wondered who they were. As if reading his mind, Emaranthe wound an arm through his.
“I suspect they are The Four,” she said at last. Ivo twitched, startled, but continued to study the stone figures in silence.
“I believe so as well,” Jaeger added. He sighed and turned his back to the ancient stone and sank to the floor and leaned back.
“I wonder if that’s what they really looked like. Ishelene, do you recognize them?” Emaranthe leaned to one side to study the other carved faces in the dim firelight. They were unfamiliar to her. Then again, everyone and everything would be to someone with no memories.
“I do not know. I truly do not know who they were, I swear,” Ishelene finally spoke up. “I was not present when they cast the curse that ruined everything.”
Emaranthe closed her eyes and leaned into Ivo’s side. His hauberk was hard against her skin despite the bulk of her overlarge cloak.
“If you had been there, had seen what they were doing, would you have attempted to stop them?” she asked softly.
Silence.
“I don’t know.”
“Wait, where is uncle?” Sesti spoke from the doorway, her face puzzled. She scanned the room, worry tightening her features when her gaze landed on the place she had left the travel bag.
It was gone.
 
***
 
Gabaran slipped out of the library. He’d tuned out the whispering of the women, his thoughts solely on the book that could do what he could not. All his thoughts were centered on her.
Tanari. A woman who walked the world as a ghost might. In and out of time with nothing more than a sad smile and hope in her brown eyes.
His fingers reached for the scrap of parchment tucked into his travelling cloak. The feel of the fragile paper adorned with her blood and tears against his calloused and scarred skin was enough to twist his heart all over again. The strap of the bag dug into his left shoulder as he made his way along the darkened corridors. He extinguished the braziers as he went…they were not needed any more.
He half regretted taking the book, knowing what it might mean to Emaranthe, and even Ivo, Jadeth, and Jaeger. Even Dehil has some stake in learning about the Crown of Gods and why it may be so critical to their effort in stopping the Dro-Aconi after all this time.
But he didn’t, did he? He did not want to admit that he cared about the war between the Immortals and their enemy, but he did, and once he found what he sought, he would return the spellbound object to Sesti and they could continue their quest to find a way to where they needed to go.
The last brazier guttered, he stepped out of the narrow, pitch black hallway and onto a terrace that opened up between the sheer cliffs and walls of the Citadel. To the untrained eye it perched on a series of precipices that seemed destined to collapse, but the expansive open-air walkways, terraces, and tunnels were far sturdier than they seemed. The Windwalkers, he knew, did nothing poorly.
The dark chill of the night air turned his breath into white puffs as he made his way across the expansive platform. Large and spacious, the thousands of terraces were perfect for a species with massive wings.
He shrugged the pack off his shoulder and let it drop to the smooth, reflective stone floor. Plain of color, it was highly polished and reflected the night sky. He found his image staring back, his glowing eyes overly bright and obscene. He ignored his reflection and pulled the book free with shaking fingers.
It sat in his broad hands and did nothing. He sank to his knees and placed it on the mirrored floor, desperation making his movements clumsy.
“Please, help me book. I need to speak with Tanari–Light.”
The book remained still, a mere object.
He placed his palm atop the cover and willed it to do something, anything.
Nothing.
Hot tears burned his eyes. The sleet laden wind whipped strands of graying black hair across his face and across his eyelashes, blurring his vision. The sting of that was no match for the crushing ache turning his heart to ashes.
“Tanari, speak to me, please. I don’t know what I am to do.”
His hand burned hot against the leather cover and he jerked it away. A charred handprint remained.
“What?” He turned his palm up and studied his unburned hand.
He cautiously replaced his hand atop his own charred handprint. Had not Emaranthe done similar? His hand burned again. He gritted his teeth and ignored the pain.
Lightning followed the heat, bolts of pain that surged through his flesh and blood.
A scream ripped through the world. His. Gabaran clawed his fingers into the leather cover and waited for death.
 
The Book of Gods ~ Gabaran
 
Darkness rushed through. A cold with it. So deep, so vast. So…empty?
Awareness of his limbs came first. They tingled, the nerves raw and twitchy. The hand on the book spasmed and jerked free.
Gabaran blinked and saw.
A darkness.
An emptiness.
The Void.
So foreign. So familiar.
Unseen fingers of air trailed goose bumps along the exposed flesh of his neck. Blind in the dark, Gabaran shook out his hand until the burning resided, and his eyes adjusted to seeing when there was only nothing.
Half dizzy, he squinted as the vast blackness became a vague grey in the distance. The grey lightened until a haze made seeing just possible. He glanced down at his stinging fingers and cold skin, just able to see their outline in the odd gray-darkness.
“Where am I?” he finally asked out loud. His deep voice croaked at the end, and he struggled to swallow.
No answer. He was alone.
Gabaran’s fingers curled into fists, his gaze not really seeing the scarred, calloused, flesh and bone. 
His fists relaxed and he studied the marred palms with no little sorrow. His hands were large, strong, and could do so much more than hold a bow or release an arrow. But what could he do to fix a world gone so wrong when he knew nothing, not even what he was?
“Help me, Light.” He peered up into the odd darkness. “I don’t understand what is happening. Or why. I just know that I have to do something.”
Tiny sparks of light twinkled and flickered in the dark far above. Or, he thought it was far–but there was no sense of time, distance, ending, or beginning. 
Gabaran’s gaze fell in defeat, his broad shoulders hunched beneath his black cloak. He reached for the scrap of parchment and clutched it to his chest with shaking fingers. A cold wind tore at him without warning and his grip tightened. The black cloak billowed, just visible as a shadow to his gaze. Even his odd eyes were of no help here.
“It means you are discovering things that you were always meant to know, Gabaran.”
His head snapped up, his jaw unhinged. She stood before him, radiant where only darkness had been.
“Light.” 
Her smile lit up the night far brighter than his eyes ever could.
“You came.” she said. 
She stepped closer and Gabaran fought the urge to reach for her, to make sure she was real and not some figment of his imagination. Her red hair tangled on the ever present wind. Like her name, she radiated the only light in the darkness. His darkness.
“Is it really you?” he asked. “I have always wondered if you were real.” A fitful breeze sent shivers up his spine. He couldn’t fathom how she could stand there in little more than a simple tunic dress.
Tanari’s smile faded as she regarded him with steady brown eyes. No galaxies wheeled in them now.
“I am as real as I can be in The Void, Gabaran.”
Long, slender fingers, untouched by blood or scars, reached up to cup his jaw. He stiffened at the hot surge of longing, the twist of his heart. 
“Help us. Please,” he whispered. He closed his eyes and leaned into her caress. “We are lost. We don’t know what to do. What do I do?”
She spoke softly. “Gabaran, only you can answer that question.”
His teeth ached from the effort it took to keep from bellowing in frustration. Instead his broad fingers wrapped around hers and held them to his lips. He spoke, his lips grazing them.
“I don’t know the answer. I don’t know what I am or what I must do.”
“Then you must find it. You must answer the question you’ve always known.”
Gabaran swallowed. He pressed a kiss to her knuckles and let her go. “Who am I to you?”
Tanari’s smile trembled at the corners of her full lips. She moved closer. He could see her freckles now. He’d half been afraid that she would wear the evidence of their last encounter, the gruesome wounds that had marred her beautiful face–but her fair skin remained smooth, freckled, her eyes brown. His breathing stopped altogether when she halted mere inches from him.
“Tanari?” he breathed her name. Without wondering if he should or shouldn’t, he drew her into his arms. She melted against him with a soft, airy sigh.
“I’ve missed your hugs after all these thousands of years,” she whispered, her voice soft and pained. Gabaran’s arms anchored her to his side, her slender curves molded to his lean, muscular body. Giant fingers sifted through the riot of red curls in a caress.
“All of these years?” He swallowed. “How many years have you known me Tanari? How many have I somehow lost?”
“Too many to count,” she said. 
“Tanari you know who I am…was, don’t you? Am I immortal or not?”
She stilled, her breathing hitched. She shook her head, sending curls cascading around them both.
He whispered, “You can’t tell me.”
“No.”
“What do I need to do then? Please, help me,” he pleaded. “I can’t do this alone!”
“You are not alone.” She blinked tear laden eyelashes. “You are never alone. I have always seen you.”
“Then tell me, what am I meant to do? Why did you bring me Emaranthe? Who am I? Who is she?”
“You only need to remember.” The tears fell. “I cannot help you. This is your quest, Gabaran. Your story.”
“Remember what?” 
“Remember us.”
Before he could respond, warm lips met his. His eyes closed in the age old mix of pleasure and pain. She pulled away from his embrace, left cold air in her place at his side.
The breeze sharpened, a sigh of regret that sounded like words his mind couldn’t process fast enough. His eyelids remained crimped shut. He didn’t want to open them and see a world without her.
The wind whispered.
Remember me, Gabaran.
The wind raked and Light’s sigh faded with it. He opened his eyes, not sure what to expect, but a deep, dark, snow filled forest was not it.
“What is this?” he asked again. His skin crawled even as he shivered. The sleet laden wind turned the forest into a haze of white.
His breath clouded the air as he automatically reached for the bow and arrow strapped to his back. His fingers grazed the sleek, black wood and halted. This deep, cold snow. The blinding white. The cold, darkness, was familiar.
This wasn’t real. He was still within the book, The Void.
Remember…
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
The Book of Gods: Northern Wilds, Three Hundred Fifty Two Years Ago
 
“Gabaran, please!”
The voice echoed on the frost clouded air from somewhere ahead. The cold was a minor annoyance, barely felt. But the sound of his name on a stranger’s lips in the middle of the thickly forested slopes of his mountain home made him pause. He squinted into the swirling snow, his black bow a slash of color in the stark whiteness. 
A shape emerged from the blanketing whiteness, no two. One clutched the other, smaller figure, as they stumbled across the small clearing. The deep drifts and hidden obstacles seemed determined to bring them to their knees.
Her.
Gabaran frowned. What was a female doing in the middle of this weather?
Without thinking about it, he slung the bow over his shoulder and plunged the hundred feet through the snow toward them. He halted, startled, by the sight of an Earthlander woman cradling a smaller one to her. 
Wide brown eyes, wild with panic and framed by snowflake laden eyelashes, caught his gaze and held it. She glanced down at the bundle of cloth she was struggling to hold upright. Pale braids trailed from the shadowed hood. A girl child?
“Who are you?” he asked. He didn’t spare a second glance at the girl child. She seemed already dead to his sharp gaze. “And how did you know my name, woman?”
“Please, help us. She is dying.” Tears tracked filthy streaks down her ashen face. A stray gust of sleet laden wind snagged her hood and tore it free, releasing a banner of scarlet curls. 
Gabaran grunted noncommittally and shot the unmoving bundle of cloth and pale hair a glance. He couldn’t see much, the dark blue hooded cloak was overlarge for the pitiful creature’s tiny body. For a split second he almost asked why he should bother, but Her gaze caught and held his once more.
The gentle brown was gone, replaced by pitch black. Tiny specks of light pulsed and flared deep within. Stars wheeled and galaxies spun through an unending darkness, and Gabaran knew then that he was seeing the universe.
His knees buckled. He sank into the snow, unable to pull his gaze away. Those eyes didn’t have to command him, didn’t have to do anything but show him how insignificant he was in a giant, beautiful world. He watched, transfixed.
“Who are you? How do you know my name?” he croaked again. The shockingly cold snow bled through his cloak and trousers but he didn’t feel it. What he felt was the weight of her startling gaze and the sight of tears spiking dark eyelashes.
“I am nobody, Gabaran,” she pleaded. “And I have always known you. Please help her. I cannot.”
He finally took a good look at the girl. Limp in the redhead’s grip, the girl was probably dead already.
“She’s beyond help…”
“Light, I am called Light. Please.” The tears fell, coursing a frosty line down ashen cheeks. “Please help her.”
The woman shoved the bundled girl at him, forcing him to grab the unmoving child or dump her into the snow.
A faint whimper caught his ear and he glanced down, startled.
A small hand, smeared with raw, seeping burns and caked with blood unfolded from the wad of clothing and reached up to him. Thin fingers trembled to uncurl, the palms burned beyond recognition, muscle and bone exposed. Deep within the massive cloak, wide golden brown eyes studied him in a haze of pain and fear. Eyes that were far too old and full of knowledge. He was glad he couldn’t see the rest of her, see what other savage damage could have been inflicted on such a tiny, defenseless girl child.
“What happened to her?” Gabaran’s voice hitched on a croak when her bloodied, raw hand dropped limply. He glanced at her mostly hidden face, horrified to see those stunning eyes closed. 
Light stood, swayed, but steadied herself. Her gaze, now normal, dropped. Hidden behind the wild mane of red curls, she shook her head and turned away.
“Wait! You can’t leave me with a dying child!”
Light halted, mid turn, and glanced over her shoulder through strands of red hair and white snowflakes tangling on her eyelashes. She leaned into the sleet driven wind.
Her voice broke, “Save her. Gabaran, you must do what I can no longer do. Protect her.”
“What?” Gabaran said, confusion turning his voice harsh. He surged to his feet, unconsciously cradling the broken girl to his chest. “What are you doing?”
“What I still can do,” she whispered. She turned her back to them and raised both arms to the cold gray sky. “I must go back to them now, before he escapes and finds out what I have done.”
The world around Gabaran halted, inhaled, tilted. He stumbled and planted his feet in the slippery snow before an unseen pull could tug him into the strange woman. 
The air rippled, bent, surged. Toward the woman. An invisible energy rippled the space around her, lifting her off her feet. 
He saw then, to his horror, that her feet were bare.
He glanced up, ready to admonish her for being unprotected in the icy north, but no words could escape his suddenly jumbled thoughts as her scarlet hair seethed into the sleet laden air like coiled snakes. His mouth snapped shut and he clutched his burden closer.
Light hovered a moment longer before curling her limbs close to her body and then snapping them out in a blur of motion. A pulse of energy, seething with fire and lightning, surged from her body. It halted, hovered, as if it were a tiny sun. Perhaps it was.
She dropped to the ground, a faint whimper the only sound she allowed herself to make. Knee deep in the snow, she struggled to her feet and reached for the floating star with her bare hands.
Without thinking about why, or why he shouldn’t, Gabaran bellowed a warning and reached to put himself between Light and the orb. The motion was made clumsy by the dying girl clutched to his chest, and she easily dodged his giant frame. His single free hand swept wide and snagged only air, even as her long, graceful fingers closed around it.
He froze in horror as she prodded and shaped the ball of energy into something roughly oval and large enough for a giant elf to traverse.
“What are you doing?” he asked when her fingers swept along the trails of lightning and fiery flickers. She ignored him and instead worked the orb into a spiraling frame. The center remained a vague haze, untouched by the fiery energy that wove the outside of the oval shaped disc.
She stumbled back from the spiraling disc, her fingers splayed as if to hold it off, head bowed. The vague fog in the center sharpened and cleared. 
“Please save her,” Light whispered. “I trust you.”
“Wait, who is she?”
He was beyond thinking he was sane at this point. He wondered if the extreme cold had finally taken its toll on his mind. 
Light swallowed, pain tightening her lips. Her arms shook with the effort to keep them aloft.
“She is all I have left now.”
“What?” 
The ground beneath them rumbled, startling them both. The fiery disc shivered and Light gasped.
“Go, the portal will not last long, Gabaran,” Light urged. She grimaced. He glanced at it, startled to see, very clearly, the softly lit, cold stone halls and chambers of his adopted home within. A home hidden high in the mountains where no one could find his people. Ever.
“How? What?”
Light swayed on her feet, her face pinched. The edge of the portal flicked and flared at the same time.
“I can’t hold it much longer. Go. Please. Save her!” Light pleaded. She sank to her knees, her simple brown tunic, instantly darkening as the dampness soaked in.
Gabaran stumbled forward but stopped on a horrible suspicion.
“What about you? Come with me!”
Tears froze on her dark eyelashes but her full lips twitched into a sad smile.
“I am nobody, Gabaran. I cannot.”
“I will find you. I will not forget you,” Gabaran vowed then, his deep voice a harsh rasp in the cold air.
She smiled through the tears at him. “I know.”
He plunged through the portal and felt the faint blast of heat and energy ripple as he broke through to the hallowed halls of his home. He turned around, intending to reach through the portal and drag her in as well.
But she was gone. Not even footprints in the snow were evidence that she was ever there.
Light was no mere immortal.
Light was who his people had needed for a long time.
She was hope. 
Gabaran glanced down at the wounded girl. Then and there he vowed to save her. For Light. And then, he mused as he raced down the faintly lit corridors yelling for every healer they had, he would find Light.
Save the girl.
Find Light.
 
The Void
 
The clearing vanished and the heartache returned with the heavy darkness.
He had saved the girl. Just. She’d have to learn to walk again. To talk. She had no memory of anything beyond the few minutes before Tanari had directed him to aide her. No name. For ten years the immortal girl he’d named Emaranthe was his only link to the god, Light. And then she’d left.
Gabaran shook his head and the memories faded. Such vivid memories of a woman he would search the world for, year after year. So tirelessly. His heart had truly broken when Emaranthe had vanished, determined to find her way in a world that did not know her.
But he knew her… she needed him. Her past was linked with his.
 
***
 
Gabaran jerked upright. The pitch black of The Void was now replaced by Emaranthe's pale face and wide, sad, eyes. The book fell from his hands and hit the smooth floor with a dull thud. He wordlessly studied the terrace around them, his throat working to swallow. How had she known?
“Did you find what you wanted, big brother?” she asked. She sat down in front of him, her face carefully devoid of emotion. He shifted from his kneeling position, to sit with her. The silence continued until he worked the knot from his throat.
“I don't know, little sister.” He studied his hands, the tired and calloused fingers, the lines of age. He suddenly felt every one of his nearly thirteen thousand years. “Where are the others?”
“Elsewhere.”
“Oh.” Guilt chewed at him. He did not deserve her non-judgmental regard. “I'm sorry. I don't know what made–”
Emaranthe's head tilted to one side and her eyes narrowed.
“You know,” she said. “You know as I knew. We are yet more pieces in a puzzle that we cannot see the whole of. We don't know where we fit yet, but the book does. It showed you something you needed to see, didn’t it?”
Gabaran nodded. He studied the young Earthlander he had loved and raised as a sister for a decade. He knew her better than he knew himself. Like himself, and Jaeger, her eyes told a story. They just had to find it.
“Why did you leave us?” he asked. “All those decades ago you left with no word. Sesti cried for days.”
She stiffened. Her gaze grew lost and the barest sliver of fire swam along the rims of her brown eyes.
“I am not Tevu, Gabaran,” she whispered. “I am nobody. I have no people, no name, no past.”
“Did you find anything?”
“I found Ivo. Jaeger. Jadeth. And Dehil. They have become my family, too.”
“Then you have found what you have always wanted, little sister. Love.”
Emaranthe swallowed and nodded. 
“Come, Gabaran, we should head back,” Emaranthe's soft voice jerked Gabaran out of his thoughts. He nodded and stood to follow her back to the library, the satchel over his shoulder with the book nestled inside. He dreaded the looks he would get from those within, especially his niece, but it couldn’t be helped.
The sharp snap of his sister’s and niece’s voices rode the still air in the corridor. He glanced down at Emaranthe, but her face remained passive, her gaze calm in the glow of the tiny flame flickering in her uplifted palm.
As expected, they latched onto him as soon as he entered the library. Only Ivo, Jadeth, and Jaeger remained in the background, their gazes glinting with amusement. Emaranthe splashed through the water to join them, leaving him to the mercy of two relatives with tongues sharper than knives.
“Where is it, uncle?” Sesti dove for the satchel as soon as he was within reach. He let her have it. He didn’t care to fight her, or Ishelene, right now.
Believe it or not, he had more worrisome things on his mind.
“What did you do, brother?” Ishelene frowned as Sesti withdrew, bag in hand, and a scowl darker than thunder. “What did you hope to see?”
“Her. I wanted, needed, to see her. Just one more time.”
His pained whisper was so heartbreaking that even Sesti’s barely contained glare faltered. Ishelene traded glances with her before turning to study her brother in the dim firelight.
“You love her still,” she said. “I see that, brother, but the book cannot give you what you want.”
Still.
“She said to remember us,” he added. “It felt so real.” 
“I know.” Ishelene bowed her head. “But it was not real. The book cannot show us real, only possibilities, memories.”
“What I saw was a memory then?”
“I don’t know, Gabaran. The fact that the book let you in at all is a wonder. I don’t understand it.”
“What happened to me, Ishelene? You know something, I can tell.”
“I don’t know what–”
“No, not me, the me I am now,” Gabaran growled. “Who was I all those years ago? How am I this?” he gestured to his starlit pupils. 
“That is not for me to say, brother,” Ishelene whispered. “I’m sorry, I cannot say more. Your past is your path to find and take. As was mine. As is theirs.” She gestured to Jaeger, Ivo, and Jadeth who watched them with ill concealed curiosity. Only Emaranthe’s face remained passive, her gaze thoughtful.
“What is done is done now, we are out of time.” Jadeth sighed. “The dawn will break soon, we must find that clearing, and those stones, before Rodon finds us.”
“Agreed.” Sesti joined the others at the base of the statue and sank down onto a stone foot. “I have an idea about where to begin the search.”
Ishelene and Gabaran traded dark looks and joined her. Sesti waited until everyone had gathered close to explain.
“There are three scouting paths that head up into the mountains. One I know ends in a sheer cliff beside a frozen waterfall. No clearing or stones, so I say we rule it out.”
Everyone nodded and waited for her to continue. She straightened her shoulders when no one disagreed, pleased. 
“The other two paths begin behind the keep and one rings the far eastern edge, while the other rings the western edge. I’ve never followed either very far. They climb high, fast, and the cloud cover grows treacherous quickly.”
“We need to split up, check out both paths,” Ivo grunted. His fingers tightened around Emaranthe’s for a moment in a gentle squeeze. “I will lead Gabaran and Emaranthe on the eastern path. Sesti, you lead Jadeth, Ishelene, and Jaeger to the west.”
 
***
 
The shadows clinging to the corners of the throne room deepened, darkened. Rodon sank back into his seat with a grimace as the Necromancer stalked from the deepest reaches of The Void and across the expansive hall.
Heeled boots tapped on the ancient stone floor and kicked aside the cracked splinters of the shattered thrones littering her path.
Her eyes, redder than the stones of the portal, remained locked on his. Her sneer crept up into a feline smirk. 
“It is now or never, Dro-Aconi,” she said. She halted at the center of the room, leaving a gaping distance between them. 
The fact that he sat atop a throne on a dais did nothing to intimidate her, he realized.
“You will deliver me to Anat in the north, yes?” he confirmed. His fingers gripped the arms of his seat until the frame creaked in warning. A sneer twisted his lips to match hers.
“If you keep you promise, My Lord, I will keep mine. Come, waiting will only hinder our path and alert your enemy to our approach,” Alarandia snapped. She spun in place and swiped a hand at the tall shadow stretching across the floor behind her. 
The shadow writhed and slithered, raising chilling goose bumps along Rodon’s skin. He stood, his clawed fingers prying loose from the hapless seat, and silently moved to join her.
His own shadow did not give chase.
Rodon turned to study the room, the small golden braziers lining the walls. They still flickered, giving a soft glow to the stark room, but all shadows remained still and unmoving.
All but the one stretched ominously across the floor that now resembled a door.
“A door, so amusing,” he grunted. Leaving his shadow behind, he shoved past the Necromancer and approached the flat, intangible doorway to The Dead Road. “What must I do, Alarandia?”
He felt the return of the chilly unease, or perhaps it simply strengthened. He waited for her answer. None came.
“Necromancer, what is…” he snarled over his shoulder at her, but the room was now empty.
Her voice filled the room in a sneering whisper, bodiless and ethereal.
“Open the door, Dro-Aconi. What do you, the Emperor, have to fear, hmmm?”
Rodon scowled and spun to face the illusory door. As he watched it swung open, revealing the pitch black of The Void. The distant shouts and marching of boots grew louder.
“So be it. My second in command is now moving the host of our army to join me there as we speak.”
He stepped on the slithery darkness forming the frame of the doorway. His left boot sank down a step and halted on something firm. Another step. Another.
Slowly and surely he walked into the realm of the underworld, of The Void, and the Dead Road where all souls traveled through space and time.
Annoyance soured his mouth. This was easy for him. Another step and another until he continued to descend further and deeper. It grew darker. Colder.
He chuckled and felt spittle trickle from the corner of his lip. He ignored it, instead focused on his goal of reaching the Tevu Citadel and his prize.
His chuckle grew louder. Wilder.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
They parted ways at the uppermost tier of the Citadel. To the left a path climbed westward high along a spine of the mountain and vanished. The right hand path swung eastward and did a series of switchbacks up the side of a cliff before also vanishing into the cloud cover. 
Ivo’s breath fogged the air between him and Emaranthe as they joined Gabaran at the head of the eastern path. They watched the others head west, their cloaks tight about their bodies against the ever present wind.
“Come. We will need to move fast to reach the end of the trail before nightfall, I fear,” Gabaran shifted the bow across his back and tightened the strap of the quiver with short, practiced motions.
“Lead the way, elf.” Ivo chuckled. His borrowed armor actually fit fairly well despite the Tevu being slightly larger of frame. His sword materialized in his hand as he glanced down at Emaranthe. Gold eyes peered over a trailing end of the huge cloak tugged over her nose and mouth. “Ready?”
Her muffled voice, made huskier by the protective warmth of the cloak, barely reached his ears. “Yes, who wants to lead?”
Gabaran eyed the path to the east and its sinuous trail up the side of the cliff.
“I’ll lead, you follow with lamps, then Ivo can take the rear and help steady us against the wind.”
He set off and Emaranthe lifted a palm to the gray, grim sky. A flame burst out of the nothingness cupped in her hand, lighting their surroundings with a golden warmth. She followed, arm held high to light the way, her other hand free at her side, but with her fingers twitching as if to reach for her staff.
Ivo followed, a frown of concentration knitting his brows as he turned the sleet laden wind aside and curled it around them along the edges of the light puddle at their feet. The dancing flame stilled and the warm light brightened as they started up the narrow, winding path.
The endless gray of sky, rocks, and cloud made for monotony, only broken by the steep, narrow path. Every so often feet would slide and scatter pebbles to plink down the drop off to their left. Rivulets of ice cold water soaked boots and hems.
“Have you never been up here before, elf?” Ivo asked. He watched Emaranthe flicker across  a small crevice gouged across the path by a stream, and unceremoniously stepped over the gap behind her. Gabaran hadn’t even broken stride.
“No, never,” he answered over the rush of water and wind. “I wasn’t as adventurous as my niece, obviously.”
“Why not?” Emaranthe traded the flame to the other hand and held onto the sheer stone cliff rising above them. She kept her attention firmly on placing her feet on the slippery trail.
“I never had time, I suppose.”
“You were not home, often, were you?”
He remained silent for a moment, his shoulders stiff and unyielding. “No. After you left, I spent most of my days searching for Light.”
“Leaving Sesti alone.”
Gabaran’s boots skidded along a muddy patch, but he kept going. “Yes.”
Ivo frowned. No wonder the bold elf woman was little skilled in the ways of people. All she’d had were books and silence.
“Do you think there are other hidden things here?” Ivo asked to change the subject. The clouds and fog now obscured the world below them, completely covering Anat in a rolling sea of soft white. It was serene and cold.
“I don’t doubt it. Not even Sesti could possibly search out every secret left by the Windwalkers,” Gabaran said. He halted at the apex of a switchback. “Though I’m sure she has tried.”
They continued to walk, quieted by the path their thoughts had turned.
“I wonder how far this goes. Is there anything beyond these mountains?” Emaranthe asked finally. She leaned against the face of the cliff and peered up into the cloud cover. The misty fog, held at bay by Ivo’s shielding air currents, swirled around them, turning the drop-off nearly invisible. She shivered when the dampness seemed to creep into her bones. She tugged her cloak tighter about herself and tried to hide the effect the cold had on her. Fire was forever susceptible to water in all its forms. 
“I’m not sure. These paths had to have once been for scouting the terrain or for watches. I would bet there is a watchtower somewhere up here too.” Gabaran said, his breathing now a rasp. He turned and pushed on. The path climbed even higher with no end in sight.
 
***
 
“So, who leads?” Jaeger  started up the path ahead of the women as  his brother, Emaranthe, and Gabaran waited on the eastern path. The misty fog rolled and swam against the stone cliffs that rose high above them before vanishing into the cloud bank proper. 
Ishelene eyed him with a frown. He returned it, not at all intimidated by her status–former status–as an Empress. 
“Why don’t you lead?” she asked him.
“I don’t know this area,” he responded, puzzled. “Sesti is best for this.”
“Your control of the ice and water–”
“Is not an asset if I can’t keep everyone in sight,” he muttered. He glanced at Sesti, catching her pinkening cheeks. “This is hers to lead.”
“I’ve only taken this path a little less than half way up the mountain before,” Sesti offered with a grimace. This path rode the spine of a ridge nearly straight up. The going would be treacherous at best. The western edge of these mountains would be cold and snowy, with possibly waist deep drifts. “It will be dangerous.”
“It will be dangerous for you, daughter,” Ishelene interrupted. “You are mortal.”
Sesti’s cheeks flushed darker. 
She snapped, “Thank you for that lovely reminder, mother.”
“I’ll take the rear and keep watch for avalanches. If the snow becomes a hindrance.” Jaeger pointed upwards where the trail leveled off in a saddle like feature that was buried in snow. “I can push it clear of us as long as I can see it.”
Sesti nodded and eyed Jadeth and her mother. Ishelene shrugged and joined Jadeth at the center of the hiking party.
Jaeger frowned as he followed, his sharp blue gaze sweeping the snow banks above them. The tree line was far up, but in between there were many ledges and hanging valleys for snow to collect year-round. It would never be summer up here, he realized.
They climbed the ridge in silence. The sound of their boots crunching on gravel and then drifts of snow could barely be heard over the hiss of the wind.
The cold pulled on Jaeger, on the curl of ice deep within his chest that was his soul. Like before, in the Citadel, it yearned to reach out and touch it. Used to the fickle cares of the ice laden soul within his body, he ignored the pull that wanted to tug him toward the ankle deep snow drifts. The crystalline tinkle of water reached his immortal soul before it reached his ears and the yearning intensified.
He smothered the feeling, bound it in the grief and guilt it had caused him and his family.
It was easier to picture their faces when he fought back his instincts. The pain of their loss, of his inability to save his wife and daughter, or even his brother, was enough to deaden the need outright.
“Jaeger, what is it?” Jadeth’s whisper intruded and the image of Mirena’s face faded from his mind’s eye. Startled, he blinked into awareness and realized he had fallen into a quiet stupor.
His wind burned face flushed behind the shadow of the beard that would never quite fill in. 
“Nothing. I was lost in thought. Sorry,” he mumbled.
Sapphire eyes searched his face in the gray light. It had somehow grown darker without him noticing. He wondered how long they’d been walking.
“Memories?” she asked after a long moment. They kept walking with her ahead, but her left ear tilted to catch his words as they scrambled up the steepening slope.
“Of a sort,” Jaeger admitted. “My soul craves the cold, the ice, the water. I remember them to help control it.”
“What was she like? Mirena?” Sesti asked. She halted to let them catch up. Ishelene pushed past them and kept walking.
Jaeger opened his mouth. Closed it. He’d never actually talked about his wife to anyone, he realized. He’d talked about what had happened to her, and his daughter, Anya, but not about them.
The words poured out from a throat scratchy with grief.
“She was a childhood friend to both Ivo and I in Saro-Shir. I think I was a year older than her, but now I’m not sure. It felt like it was always the three of us together all those years ago.”
He hesitated. “Until it wasn’t. We held a Sunset Ceremony on the bay. Anya was born a year later and then we were four. It wasn’t a perfect life. But it was my life, and theirs.”
Snow flurries drifted past his field of vision. He barely noticed. “And then they were gone. Lost to the black water that sank our entire village.”
Sesti tripped and stumbled to her knees, yanking them all out of the story. He froze, startled, to find the flurries of snow dancing in time to his turbulent thoughts, and reached to help her to her feet again. She clung to his arm for balance for a long moment. Her face pinkened and she released it.
“Are you all right, Jaeger?” Jadeth asked. Her gaze flicked between the pair standing together in the snow to the snowflakes.
He didn’t answer. The flurries of snow became sleet, sticky, damp, and cold.
Jaeger had no doubt that he was what had turned the weather, but he couldn’t find the energy to care. The world had become a blur of grief once more.
 
***
 
Emaranthe trailed her gloved fingers along the slick stone cliff to her right. To her left, a sheer drop-off bathed in roiling gray clouds. Behind, Ivo’s breathing had sharpened, as the path had cut steeper and steeper up the mountainside. 
Gabaran walked ahead of them, not caring that he was inches from a deadly drop. His leanly muscled, broad shoulders worked with the effort of climbing and he had long fallen silent to his own thoughts.
“We must be miles up now.” She panted. The steep terrain made for difficult breathing for her. She was far smaller than either male and she felt the stinging burn in her thighs and arms as she worked to keep up. “This path is longer and steeper than the one up the plateau near Stone Hold.”
Ivo grunted, his own thoughts caught in the past instead of the present. Her words jerked him back as he recalled what she had meant by her comment. It was definitely a longer, steeper path. And far more treacherous. Pebbles, damp or slicked by unseen ice, rolled beneath his boots. More than a couple times he’d had to lunge to grab Emaranthe’s arm before she could slip and tumble off the cliff.
He frowned at the thought and the tight tug of alarm it sent racing through his chest. Truth be told, he knew she could take care of herself. He’d seen her do it even. But the thought of her in pain, injured, lost, or gods knew what nearly sent him into a panic. He forced aside the unwelcome images of her dashed upon the needle sharp spires of rock below and instead focused on making his boots move up the path. Carefully.
“Let’s stop here for a moment,” Gabaran called out from the lead a few yards ahead. Emaranthe leaned against the slick stone cliff face with a sigh and Ivo halted, startled. He’d been lost in thought again. “The cloud cover is thicker now.”
“This path feels endless,” Emaranthe said to neither of them in particular. “Are we even near where Jadeth had spied the Citadel from?”
Ivo squinted into the fog and cloud covered valleys far below. The cold air tossed his black hair across his eyes as he worked to find the suns and the Citadel.
The suns were now midway in the sky, mere hazy blobs of light that barely penetrated the cloud cover. The Citadel rose out of the clinging mists like a cold blue and gray castle built into the towering peaks of the mountain across the way. They were now well above the tallest tower.
“Does this match anything like Jadeth described, Gabaran?” he asked.
“I don’t think so, not here anyways. The path keeps moving up the mountain, but I feel like we are already too high up based on what she spoke of,” Gabaran said. His frown crinkled the lines at the corners of his mouth. Nearly white strands of hair threaded through the black teased into the air on the cold wind that raced along the narrow gorge.
“We need to keep going, I think,” Emaranthe added after a moment. She squinted up at the sheer cliff above them where the path carved narrow switchbacks all the way into the cloud cover. “I just wish we could see better.”
“Let me try to move it,” Ivo replied. The wind sharpened at his silent command, turning the soft sleet into shards. With a gasp Emaranthe huddled deeper within the hood of her cloak and watched from the shadows as the wind stirred the air.
The cloud cover swirled and eddied against the stone face before slithering and gliding aside at Ivo’s command. The sunshine brightened perceptibly and the shadows and gray fog retreated.
The mountain rose far above them still, its peak now pointed directly at the blue sky and smaller sun.
“Thank you, warrior, that’s more like it.” Gabaran chuckled. Ivo smiled, glad to be able to help in a cause that was worthy. “Look, there is another path!”
“Where?” Emaranthe asked. She scanned the twisting path until the small offshoot stood out against the rock face. “Oh, that’s even narrower!”
“Yes, but I bet it leads the direction we need. Come,” Gabaran said. He turned and continued to hike, this time a lighter spring in his step now that there was promise at the end of the path.
They made their way to the fork in the path in silence, their gazes locked on the loose rock at their feet. No one wanted to topple off the mountain at this elevation.
“I can see the path better now,” Gabaran called back to Ivo and Emaranthe. “It’s narrower, but much flatter.”
“It looks like it heads around that rock face over there,” Ivo said as he drew up beside the elf when he halted at the fork. He pointed at a prominent rock face that seemed to jut out over the gorge. The path wove around it and disappeared around the bend to somewhere unseen. “We need to get past that point to see where it goes.” 
The fog closed in abruptly, turning their world white. If she hadn’t been clinging to the rock face beside her, Emaranthe would have believed she was adrift in a cloud. Uneasy tension radiated from both males and a shiver worked up her spine. The feeling of being hemmed in, or watched, grew.
“Let’s just keep moving. Head for the outcropping,” Ivo urged. He drew his sword from the shadows. “I will be behind you, Emaranthe, Gabaran will lead us to safety out of this fog.” 
He nodded at the elf. Gabaran drew his bow and knocked an arrow in one swift and practiced motion before turning and hurrying ahead into the whiteness. Despite the rocky terrain and swift pace the bow and arrow never lost their unyielding steadiness. 
Emaranthe followed, her fingers grazing the arcane staff still hidden at her back. It would be dangerously unwieldy in such a place, but she did not need it to use her powers. With a flick of a gloved finger a halo of flames encircled her head. The small ghostly flames formed a wreath of faint light that highlighted her stunningly beautiful freckles and lit up the narrow path despite the fog. They could now see their feet.
Ivo followed close behind, his sword ready. His left arm ached with the emptiness of not having his shield. He summoned the wind with a silent call. It wheeled and tugged on his dark hair before forming a shield of dust and pebbles that hovered over his outstretched forearm. The weight of the air shield was different, but no less effective for both defense and offense. He didn’t try to use it to turn aside the fog. It would have been a waste of energy.
Emaranthe called over the howl of the wind and the crackle of fire.
“We need to find the others. I am not convinced we are on the correct path now.”
Gabaran glanced at her over his shoulder, the bow not moving an inch. “We have to find them first.”
They reached the knobby point and inched around it, very aware of the yawning drop-off invisible to them. 
“They could be anywhere,” Ivo replied with a grimace. “We may be miles from them now.”
The bend in the path unwound and leveled out. The wall of fog receded just as abruptly as it came, now roiling and swirling over the mountain above them, briefly giving the cloud the resemblance of fingers curling into the stone. It was eerie and Ivo pushed the shield of wind out further to give them more room to work with.
The fog continued to seethe and curl about them as they moved as fast as possible.
“Your fire circlet is genius, little sister,” Gabaran commented. “It’s giving us light while keeping your hands free. Many thanks.”
She remained silent and watchful, her gaze only lingering on Gabaran for a moment. She shrugged and Ivo imagined the eye roll cast on the elf’s back, unseen.
He bit back a chuckle and concentrated on keeping the wind around them steady and his shield ready.
 



 Chapter Seventeen
 
 
A piercing wail rose from the misty clouds clinging to the mountain top above, just loud enough to be heard
“What in the name of The Four is that?” Jaeger asked. 
His skin crawled when the disembodied cry rose and fell in a keening lament.
“I don’t know. Where is it coming from?” Jadeth spun in a circle in search of the source of the sound.
“I can’t tell. Up there, somewhere,” he said. They turned to Ishelene and Sesti, but they stared back in wide eyed shock.
“I’ve never heard this before, mother.” Sesti tugged the furred hood free of her long ears. They flicked as she concentrated on locating the eerie sound. “Is it a beast, perhaps?”
“Beast? No,” Ishelene whispered. “That is no beast’s howl.”
Her ears flicked wildly as she turned to study the landscape with narrowed eyes. The fog had thickened. Trees bent from the constant winds poked through the fog like the fingers of giants might.
“We need to move, now,” she commanded. She shoved Sesti ahead of her and together they broke into a run. Jaeger and Jadeth bolted after them as the sharp, insistent sound echoed off the cliffs around them. 
“Here, up here!” Sesti screamed and shot sideways, up a steep, snowy embankment. The mountain rose above them, a steep slope peppered with large trees. The ever present fog seemed to not be able to penetrate the forest.
Jaeger swore softly as they ducked into the darkness. The loss of sunlight and the deep snow slowed them to a stumbling walk.
“Why this way?” he called out to the elf in the lead. Sesti’s ears flicked, but she didn’t answer right away. He grimaced up at the heavy tree canopy above. Snow a foot thick clung to the tops of every branch and leaf. He sent a feeler out, a whisper of cold to test the branches. The snow on the thick branch above him shivered and the tinkling of ice echoed like the sound of cracking pottery.
Ahead of him, Sesti halted, her face turned up and ears flicking to locate the sounds.
“Keep moving, I’m freezing the snow to the branches to keep it from falling on us,” he pushed past Ishelene to grip Sesti’s elbow. He urged her to move and realized that the sound had vanished.
“It’s gone.” Jadeth moved to pace beside Jaeger in the snow. Luckily it was deep enough to keep them from sliding backwards down the steep slope. Unluckily, the forest and incline stretched on without an end, or the sky, in sight. “What could it be?”
Jaeger grunted and pushed ahead. He did not know and found that not knowing was something he was beginning to hate. 
 
***
 
Emaranthe’s toe snagged a stone and she fell hard. The rocky, icy ground bit into her gloves like tiny stabbing needles. She scrambled to her feet before Ivo could comment and continued to follow Gabaran along the path that seemed to go absolutely nowhere.
“Are we lost?” Ivo asked, as if reading her mind. 
She felt him narrow the distance between them, felt the anxiety radiating off him, but he refrained from treating her like a fragile flower. She smiled, grateful that the hood pulled close to replace the guttered fire halo hid the winces as she walked. Her knees had not fared any better than her hands.
“I don’t know. This place is annoyingly maze-like,” Gabaran answered from some distance ahead. If he’d noticed that she’d tripped like a child, he didn’t say anything.
“We have to be close to the mountain top now, right?” Emaranthe asked over the rhythmic crunch of boots. “The sun is fading fast.”
“We’ve been climbing steadily, but I cannot see through the cloud cover,” Ivo mumbled. “We should have pushed through it by now, yet it seems to keep ahead of us.”
“Yes, that is odd.” Emaranthe frowned at her boots as they moved in and out of view. Head down and shrouded within the hood and tangled strands of hair, the muffled sounds seemed oddly loud. “Wait, everyone stop!”
Gabaran halted instantly and swung to face her, alarm brightening his odd eyes.
Ivo nearly collided with her, but instead pulled her close to his broad chest. The warmth of the muscles against her nearly made her moan out loud, but she bit back the sound to explain as they waited patiently for her to speak.
“Do you hear that sound?” she asked. 
“Just barely, why? What is it?”
“I hear it,” Gabaran said from his position ten yards up the path. Ivo and Emaranthe nodded and he grimaced. “It’s faint. Distant.”
They turned in slow circles, eyes and ears peeled as they scanned the jagged terrain for any clues. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary other than the cloud cover that somehow kept at a distance.
“Now what?” she asked. “I think something is wrong, but I can’t place just what yet.”
“What do we do?” Ivo asked. His arms tightened around her thin frame and she turned until her cheek rested over his heart. It beat overly loud despite the armor between their skin.
The faint cry turned into a sharp wail. The cloud cover above them suddenly roiled and swirled as if being stirred by a giant hand.
“We need to find the others,” Gabaran muttered. “We are losing light and no closer than before we started.”
“We’ve climbed so high already.” She gestured below where the path was now swallowed in shadow and the citadel was but a speck on the far side of the ridge. “That we should have reached it.
The wail faded with a strong gust of wind, drawing Gabaran and Emaranthe’s gaze back to Ivo in silent inquiry.
He held his hands up in wide eyed innocence. 
Gabaran scowled. “We need to get to the top of this mountain and find that clearing. Now.”
“How?” Ivo asked, frustration twisting his mouth. He eyed the cliff walls rising above them.
“I can teleport us,” Emaranthe whispered. She kept her gaze on the mountain looming above where the clouds roiled. She felt Ivo stiffen beside her. “I can get us all up there before we get caught on this narrow path in the dark.”
She deliberately lifted her chin and met Ivo’s gaze. In the cloudy gloom his dark green eyes reflected the chaos above them. His jaw worked to keep from voicing the words she knew he wanted to say.
He swallowed and nodded even as his arms wound around her again and towed her to him. Sheltered in his arms and against his racing heart, he buried his face in her hair and held tight.
His soft words both sucked the strength from her knees and sent her heart soaring.
“I believe in you. I love you too much not to.”
The sting of hot tears pushed her to act. She pressed warm lips to his chest where his heart beat like a hummingbird.
“I love you more, Ivo, I always have. Thank you,” she whispered. Slender arms wound around his waist as Gabaran’s hand gripped her shoulder. The acceptance of both her brother and her lover was all the trust she had ever wanted.
She lifted her gaze to the study the roiling clouds and watched for the right time. It was so far that she had to squint.
There. At the very top, a tree jutted out at an angle beside a giant, flattened boulder. Clouds seethed around it like water, leaving the very top of the stone exposed. She pushed aside the uneasy feeling at pulling such a stunt with Ivo and Gabaran in tow, and with no sun to replenish her energy. She concentrated and reached for the invisible strands of energy binding her to this world.
“Hold on,” she whispered to them both. Their grips tightened. She inhaled and let the ember burning deep within her heart ignite. 
Ghostly flames seethed and licked along her arms. Strands of pale hair tangled on a heat fueled wind. The invisible tug of energy sharpened, skewing the world around them into a blur of embers and shadow.
She followed the curl of flames upward as she spun, pulling Ivo and Gabaran with her. 
Time slowed. Everything blurred and all sense of up or down gave way. Seething flames danced with embers on jagged shadows in a miasma of motion behind her closed eyes. Time resumed. Flames snapped and popped, licked and slithered, but did not burn flesh. Her feet touched the uneven top of the boulder and pulled them to a halt.
Everything snapped back into place all at once and darkness caught Emaranthe in its sudden, weightless grip. 
 
***
 
“I see something,” Sesti’s words echoed off the cliff rising above them. The trees had ended abruptly at a wall of uneven stone. “It may be a path.”
“That’s what you call a path?” Jadeth’s eyebrows climbed her forehead. “That’s just a crevasse.”
“But if we can squeeze through it looks like it works its way to the top.” Sesti turned to find Jaeger staring up at the jagged fissure that cut through the cliff face all the way to the top. It would be passable, if steep. A doubtful expression crossed his face.
“It may work, but there is a lot of snow above on either side. If it or any boulders fall, we would be crushed or buried,” he said.
“But it would work.” Sesti’s grin turned triumphant. “Come on!”
She led the way through the narrow crack that zig zagged drunkenly in a rude diagonal across the gray stone. Snow collected on any flat surface, making the narrow space available for their feet slippery.
Ishelene, silent and pensive ever since the screeching cry had disappeared, followed without a word.
Jaeger trailed behind the women, his watchful gaze on the towering cliffs on either side of the crevasse. He barely fit his legs in the gap and fitted his hands along the uneven sides of the fissure as he moved. The going was painfully slow and tedious, but for once he didn’t decry the caution.
“This goes all the way to the top of this ridge,” Jadeth called down to him after an hour of scrambling for footholds and handholds. “But the ridge continues further up the mountain.”
Jaeger saw and he didn’t like the deep banks of snow lining the ridge. There was so much snow that one misstep could send everyone and all the snow off the edge. He followed Sesti as she carefully picked her way up the fissure.
“We need to stop on the ridge to scout. We may be heading in the wrong direction,” he called out.
Sesti reached for the nearest chunk of rock jutting from the cliff face and wedged a booted toe in a crevice. She climbed, looking for and finding places to grab and lips of rock to step on as she moved up the fissure. 
The rest of the climb was silent but for the struggle of breathing and the scrabble of hands and feet on rock. The top of the ridge appeared out of the cloying fog and Sesti heaved herself up and over before turning and hauling her mother and Jadeth up behind her. Jaeger followed, eyeing the hip deep snow blocking the way forward.
“I’m going to move it out of the way, remain still.”
At their trio of expectant looks he grimaced. The tangle of icy power balled at the center of his chest loosened at his command and sent a surge of energy outwards. The wordless command sheared the packed snow off the ridgeline and over the edge of the cliff harmlessly. He frowned, startled, by the ease of it. It used to take more effort, more struggle, to control it.
“What is it?” Sesti asked, frowning. He jumped, startled, by the concern in them.
“I…that was odd,” he admitted finally. “I’m not used to commanding my power so effortlessly.”
“Why not?” She leaned aside to let Jadeth and her mother pass and continue along the now barren ridge. She fell in beside Jaeger and matched his long legged stride.
“I had promised myself to not use it.” He grimaced. The shards of ice within sharpened for a split second as if to let him know they were still there. The cold pain was brief, familiar. “It feels like I’m betraying them now.”
She stared at him, baffled surprise clear in her frown.
His gaze dropped to the rocky, damp path. “I never wanted this. None of this. I had promised to not become what I was forced to.”
She nodded. “You are a good man, Jaeger, and your immortality was forced on you. I don’t blame you for not wanting anything to do with it. I would do the same thing.”
“But?”
“But you can take what you were cursed with and make it a gift.”
Jaeger swallowed. “That’s hard to do.”
Sesti’s smile brightened her face. “Sometimes it is the little things, like clearing snow or building stairs, that is enough.” She bounced ahead, her long dark hair swaying as she hurried ahead to join her mother and Jadeth.
“Enough. Is that ever possible?” he whispered. He halted and turned on the spot to study the wild, rugged, harsh landscape that made up the Tevu empire. Ahead the ridge rose high and rugged to the mountain top. To his right was the steep cliff they’d scaled. Behind, and barely visible, was the distant outline of Anat. And to the left…
“Look,” he croaked, startled.
Everyone halted and turned to see what had captured his attention. To their surprise a faint trail seemed to vanish off the edge where he pointed. Jadeth inched closer and peered down. A ragged path followed the spine of another ridge downward and to the left, straight into a small clearing all but buried in snow. Twin spires of rock framed the edge of the cliff on the far side. Visible between the spires of rock was the Tevu Citadel, Anat.
“You found it.” Sesti gasped. She stumbled forward, but halted beside Jaeger. He stood, head down, hands fisted. “Jaeger, thank you.”
His head came up and their gazes met. Grief dug lines at their corners and twisted his lips. 
“Don’t thank me,” he rasped. “I’ve done nothing.”
She gripped his arm, her frown back. “You do more than you think, Jaeger. For us all. Come.” 
 
***
 
“Emaranthe? Emaranthe, come on,” Ivo sank to the ground, clutching her close. Their split second trip to the top of the mountain had been successful and he’d silently celebrated for an even quicker second when he’d felt his boots touch the stone before she’d collapsed in his arms. “Emaranthe?”
Gabaran’s quick reflexes had kept them from toppling off the flat topped boulder and to certain death below. He released Emaranthe’s cloak and stood with a grimace.
“She’s out cold, Ivo. That was too far to not first pull energy from the sun.”
“I hate that this happens to her and I can do nothing,” Ivo muttered. He gathered her close, making sure she was sheltered in his arms and unhurt. He sighed and closed his eyes. He would never get used to this. This uncontrollable fear when she put herself at so much risk. It wasn’t worth it.
“Don’t,” Gabaran barked. Ivo squinted up at him, blinded by the orange tinted sunlight of the sinking suns now that they were above the cloud line.
“What?”
“Don’t do that, Ivo,” Gabaran scowled down at him and Emaranthe. “Don’t treat her sacrifices like that. She does this for you. For Jadeth. For Jaeger. Perhaps even myself and Sesti. This is how she shows her love.”
“I’m not worth it,” Ivo began. Gabaran’s scowl turned dark and his pupils flared white.
“Don’t.” He growled. “You don’t get to tell her how to love you. Rejoice that she does. I saw her nearly die from her injuries countless times, over countless days, after Light delivered her to me. I expected it, almost wanted her to die so that I could get on with my life.”
Ivo swallowed at the terrible pain twisting the old elf’s face, the self loathing. Heartsick at the cruel words, he could only watch the elf’s emotions change to match his own. 
Love.
Yes, love was what would save them as it had saved Ivo.
And Gabaran.
“I regretted those thoughts the moment she opened her eyes and truly saw me, Ivo.” Gabaran ran a shaking hand over his face, hiding his eyes and the panicked regret there. “She did not fear me. She did not look at me as if I were a monster, something my own people, my own sister, thought.” He gestured at his eyes where pinpricks of light glowed.
“What happened?” 
“She smiled at me and something happened I never imagined,” Gabaran whispered. He closed his eyes and smiled. “Fire burned in her eyes, at first a small flicker, a ghostly flame. Then stronger and hotter, as we studied each other. Her first words to me almost broke my heart before stealing it.”
“What did she say?”
“She said, ‘It’s not your fault, big brother,’.”
Ivo’s frown sharpened in confusion.
“I don’t understand, Gabaran, not your fault?”
“For my eyes, for our exile, for my sister, for everything.”
“You blamed yourself,” Ivo said. “Much as I do. As Jaeger does. As Jadeth does.”
Gabaran’s smile faded. “And yet she still loves us.”
Ivo’s arms tightened around her. His thumb gently traced her jaw to her slender throat where her heart beat. Relieved, he studied her fragile, beautiful face in the fading sunlight. A thought struck him as he marveled at the constellation of freckles dusting the bridge of her nose.
“Was she immortal back then?” Ivo glanced up at Gabaran, puzzled. “She never spoke of her time here.”
Gabaran frowned, his gaze on the unconscious mage. “I don’t know if she was immortalized from what had wounded her, or before that even. I only know that when she awoke, her magic awoke with her. You and I both hope that one day she will remember who she is.”
Yes, Ivo hoped for it. Wanted it. Needed it for her. But a small part of him worried for the day she will remember things better left forgotten.
 
 



***
 
Rodon walked straight ahead, trusting that the Necromancer wouldn’t dare try anything. Every step lead further into the thick blackness stretching in all directions.
“How long is this Dead Road, Necromancer?” he asked the darkness. The steady march of his boots on stone was matched by the sharp click of unseen heels somewhere to his right. The Necromancer kept pace.
“This is not a road for the weak of body or soul,” she spoke, her voice a breathy whisper in the dark. “It is a long journey.”
“How long?” Rodon growled. His sense of direction had gone awry only a dozen steps into The Void. “Is it real time or a shortcut?”
“Neither.”
He halted a snarl twisting his lips. “How is it neither, bitch?”
“The Dead Road is but one part of The Void. Like the rest of it, time and space are–fluid.”
“I know how it operates,” he grunted. “My kind discovered it.”
“Did they now?” Alarandia rolled her eyes and glided further down the unseen road. Unseen, at least, to anyone but her.
The Dead Road was just that. A road for the dead to travel to their final place in the universe, wherever that might be. She sure as hell didn’t know–she resurrected them for her own use and didn’t bother asking politely where they wished to be sent when she was done with them.
“As time and space are not easily framed, I estimate a good day or two until we reach the edge of the Windwalker kingdom.” Alarandia relented. She turned to face the Immortal leader of The Unknown Sun and didn’t bother hiding the smirk. He walked confidently, his gaze sharp in the darkness, but wary.
“Keep up, Dro-Aconi, we wouldn’t want you to get lost here.” She chuckled.
She continued ahead of him. The path was narrow, faintly glowing, a mere footpath made of starlight and the vacuum of space. Side roads branched off to various times and places, but these she ignored. Occasionally a soul would slip past them and she would feel the shocking whisper of touch on her own cold skin. Judging from Rodon’s confidant march, he did not heed the dead and would instead push through them if they got in his way. 
Most were content to glide by with a scowl for her…and him.
Most.
 
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
“Now what?” Jaeger paced the edge of the small clearing. 
“We hope that Ivo, Gabaran, and Emaranthe find us.” Ishelene stood in the center of the clearing and studied it with narrowed eyes. “This place is old, very old. From the time when the Windwalkers first met the Starfarers.”
“That was over fourteen thousand years ago, right?” Jadeth stood before the twin standing stones at a loss. They were silent, unmoved by any flicker of magic. No veins of red ore. “Why would they build a portal here?”
“After our kind dispersed among the peoples, we shared small bits of our knowledge back and forth. I imagine creating this portal was one of the first things done. We were careful to never be seen with unexplainable technology, however.”
“Technology?” Jadeth asked. She jammed a braid into her mouth as she considered the odd word.
Ishelene grimaced. “It means ‘advanced knowledge’. We had to keep–”
“Secrets?” Jaeger grunted, his cold blue gaze now on the stones.
“Yes.” She sighed. “We all have secrets.”
Jaeger’s frown sharpened, but he remained silent.
“But way up here? That makes no sense.” Sesti propped her hands on her knees and peered out over the chasm into the dark reaches below. Jagged rocks and shifting shadows were all that she saw. The suns were sinking fast.
“You’re right, but you have to think like they did,” Ishelene continued. “The Windwalkers would use this given the location. They could fly up here without a second thought.”
“But why, mother?” Sesti joined them at the center of the clearing. “How does one work it?”
Ishelene shook her head. “I don’t know.”
Jaeger snapped, “You don’t know? You were supposedly one of the Starfarer’s, were  you not?”
Her frown deepened but she sighed. “Yes, but I did not create these, nor the others. That was not what I was capable of.”
“Then who?” He turned to study the gap between the stones. Nothing shimmered like water made of light, no out of focus image appeared. For a split second the urge to reach out and touch the empty space was overwhelming. He pushed the palm of his hands out, unsure if what he searched for was tangible or not.
“Tanari, or to be less specific, her family. And that is what worries me.”
“What do you mean?” he asked. His hands only touched cold air so he drew them back in disappointment.
“If Tanari could open this portal then so could Rodon.”
Sesti moved past Jaeger to stand between the twin spires and turned on the spot, studying them. Her fingers reached out to trace the jagged stone.
A screech shattered the peace and quiet of the clearing, sending everyone to their knees, hands clapped over ears. Sesti stumbled away from the stones with a cry as the ground beneath them heaved and buckled. The trees rising above them bled snow from their branches. The wind sharpened into a howl as the horrifying sound cut off abruptly leaving behind a damning silence.
Jadeth shook her head to clear it. “Is everyone okay?” 
Jaeger and Ishelene climbed to their feet with a mixture of groans and winces.
“What just happened?” Jaeger stumbled away from the stones and reached for Sesti, who had curled into a protective ball. Slender fingers covering long, dainty, ears were coated with blood. 
It had, he realized, hurt her far worse than anyone else. Soft sobs stabbed like a dagger to the heart. Alarmed, he reached for her hand and eased it aside. Blood streaked her jaw line below her ear. “Sesti, breathe. Just breathe.”
She winced, but the gasping sobs quieted. He heard footsteps and glanced up at Jadeth.
“Can you heal her?”
Jadeth reached for the hammer and swung it high. Ribbons of green light, no more solid than sunlight, drifted on an invisible string to surround their entire group. The slight warmth and hum of healing deep within his bones nearly made Jaeger sigh out loud. Instead, he focused on Sesti, his jaw clenched. He did not deserve to feel better than anyone else right now.
Gradually her stiff frame relaxed and she rolled to a sitting position. The utter defeat burning her dark blue eyes hit everyone hard. Jaeger backed away from her, his throat tight.
That Sesti remained silent was tellingly heartbreaking.
“What was that?” Sesti finally croaked. Her gaze swept the clearing, suspicion tightening her mouth. She stood, swayed on her feet, but straightened her spine.
“It was that same wail again, only stronger,” Jadeth said. She turned in a circle to study the clearing with a frown. “Some sort of alarm. I don’t understand why it would go off when you touched it. What had set it off before?”
“I don’t know.” Jaeger’s usual sarcasm failed him beneath the avalanche of guilt. He staggered beneath it, the mental anguish. He felt Sesti’s gaze hone in on him. He swallowed and looked her in the eye. “I don’t’ like not knowing. Are you all right, Sesti?”
She looked at him right back, her features now wan and strained. She nodded.
“I understand this now, warrior,” she whispered. “I felt it for a mere moment and it could have killed me. How do you do this, day after day, lifetime after lifetime? I am so sorry.”
Jaeger opened his mouth. Shut it. That was not the blame and anger he needed.
“You have nothing to be sorry for Sesti. You did not do this to me, us.” He gestured at Ishelene and Jadeth, who watched in stunned silence. 
“That screech hurt. It felt like torture. Of pain. Of guilt. Of Fear. Of anger,” she said. “It was all that you bear for us. I did not understand until now.” She shook her head. Damp strands clung to her cheeks and eyelashes to mix with snowflakes.
He looked up at the sky, startled. Snow was now falling all around them, bringing with it a blanket of muffling cold. The cold gray sky above taunted him, his soul.
“We bear it so you don’t have to, Sesti,” he said. “We bear it for those that have lost everything.”
He turned to face Ishelene, noted her drawn features and weariness.
“Are you happy now, Ishelene. She has finally seen what we are.”
Ishelene swallowed. “And what is that, Jaeger?”
He turned away, didn’t acknowledge that she finally used his name.
“I don’t know anymore. I fear we are not who we were made to be. What I do know is,” he turned to face the portal stones. “That the answers we seek lie far away on the other side of those stones.”
 
***
 
Emaranthe drifted in a nothingness that was more gray than black. Not like ,The Void she realized, but something else.
“Emaranthe? Wake up. Can you hear me?” Ivo’s voice called from somewhere far beyond the grayness. She smiled. She liked to hear his deep, gravelly voice.
The world shook suddenly, violently.
She jerked awake with a cry that seemed to echo the fading one riding the wind. Cradled in Ivo’s lap, he’d hunched his broad frame over hers protectively to shield her from the unknown attack.
It took her a foggy moment to recognize it. A scream, a wail. A tortured, horrible sound. Her fingers spasmned, clutching Ivo’s clothing, her breathing wild and strained, like his.
Gabaran appeared behind Ivo and helped them untangle and stand. Still weak and shaky on her feet, she clung to Ivo, but studied the landscape keenly, not wanting to see the stark worry and anxiety in his eyes. She felt it though, in the stiff, overprotective way he held her against him.
“By all that was holy, what was that?” Gabaran growled at the howling wind as if waiting for it to answer.
Ivo shook his head, but didn’t look away from Emaranthe. It was hard to tell the time of day, but not quite dark. Still light enough for her to see the fear in his beautiful green eyes.
She turned to face him then and held his gaze.
“I’m okay now, Ivo,” she whispered. “It’s okay.”
He studied her face carefully and relaxed. Sort of. He didn’t remove his arms and she was grateful. She was weakened still, by the loss of energy, and with the fading suns there would be none to take for a while. 
“We must find the others. Something is wrong,” Ivo muttered against her hair. 
“I agree.” Gabaran appeared beside Emaranthe, his scowl still on the sky. Snowflakes began to fall until a creeping gray fog prevailed. “I do not like this.” He rubbed his eyes, suddenly appearing older, more tired. She inhaled sharply. Gabaran looked his age all of the sudden.
“That scream. I heard it even while in my sleep. Where did it come from?” she asked. 
“It came from the west,” Gabaran grimaced. He turned to face in that direction, his words now muffled by the heavy snowfall and wind. “It came from the same direction the others went.”
“Can you see anything?” Ivo asked her when she remained silent, a thoughtful look marring her brow. 
She squinted, but shook her head. “My energy is barely holding on. I’m surprised that scream was powerful enough to wake me.”
“Have you had to do that often? Pull energy from the sun?” Ivo asked. He’d never seen it before in all the years they’d been together. 
“Not as much after I met you and Jaeger. Once we got to The Unknown City it was like the energy was almost force fed to me and I didn’t need to.”
“Why would it feed you energy?” Gabaran asked, his gaze still scanning in the direction of the scream.
“The city is made of a gold metal that absorbs energy and reflects it. It was useful with so many other Immortals around.” Ivo explained. 
“A gold metal? I’ve never heard of this. An entire city of gold?”
“Yes,” Emaranthe whispered. “It was both amazing and terrifying to behold, wasn’t it, Ivo?”
“Why?” Gabaran turned in time to see them trade panicked glances, ones of remembrance that were both of stark fear and love.
“Because,” Emaranthe said slowly, her lips pursed as she struggled to form the words. “We had avoided our destiny there, for so many years, that it had become–”
“Become everything that we despised about our fates as Immortals,” Ivo said. His voice was soft, but his gaze had taken on a look of anguish. “Yet we could no longer ignore it.”
“Meeting Jadeth was merely the beginning of the end, wasn’t it, Ivo?” Emaranthe exhaled and turned to look at the blues and grays of the twilight sky above. “It’s getting dark, we must wait for morning now.”
Gabaran sank to the ground and waited for the other two to join him.
“The beginning of the end? Of what? The Unknown City? I wondered about you often, Emaranthe. If you had sought protection there.” he said when they were settled. The darkness fell fast, as if his words had called it, but a tiny curl of fire popped up in the small space between the three of them. The scant glow highlighted the wince of pain at the corners of Emaranthe’s eyes as she let the little fire dance in the air just above the rock.
He glared at Ivo when he turned to scold her for the little flame and waited for the warrior to settle back, his rebuke unspoken. Ivo reached for her hand and held it in his large one very gently, as if she were made of glass.
Gabaran frowned, puzzled. He realized that he had heard very little of his little sister’s years in the wilds. It was time to know.
“Well?” he asked. “We have all night for a good story, Emaranthe.”
She closed her eyes and sighed, nodded. Lines of stress and anxiety wrinkled her still very youthful face. The story would be painful to tell, but it was time.
“It was still a handful years after we met Jadeth that we gathered the courage to journey to the nearest portal that could take us to The Unknown City. We had wandered the wilds in search of peaceful places to live. They were few and far between, and every year that went on they grew harder to find.”
Gabaran nodded. He’d known as much, seen it during his travels as a Hunter looking for Light.
“What happened to make you change your mind?” he asked.
Ivo flinched, his gaze now lost in an inner horror. Guilt and regret had etched lines at the corners of his eyes.
Haunted brown eyes met Gabaran’s over the flame.
“Pain.”
 
South Fork of the Avan-ii River, Two hundred nine years ago
 
“I say we go south.” Jaeger tossed the small flat pebble into the wide, slow current of the Avan-ii River. This far south from the main body of water near Old Wood, the river had gone from narrow and rocky, to wide, deep, and relaxing almost overnight.
He watched it skip three times before vanishing with a plunk and turned to see what the others were doing.
“The way south is desert.” Jadeth’s arm popped up from a thicket of wild roses on the bank. Her hand waved lazily as she made her point before letting it drop again. Jaeger hid a chuckle. She was nearly invisible sprawled out in the hip deep tangle of harmless weeds and flowers.
“So?” he continued. “We’ve been to the west. The fighting is spreading there more and more. And the east is still a hotbed with the mortal militia.”
“I say we head back into Old Wood.” Ivo appeared over the rise of the riverbank, Emaranthe in tow behind. The deep grasses were as tall as the petite Mage. “We still owe Emaranthe an ale.”
“No, that’s okay, Ivo,” Emaranthe muttered from behind him. All but hidden, she had to hop and walk at the same time to see over the grass to where Jaeger stood at the edge of the water. “I really don’t think I can go back there.”
She had not been welcomed in the only village large enough to be called the hub of mortality.
Jaeger shot Ivo a sharp look and his brother dropped the subject as they emerged onto the sandy shoreline. The silky rush of water melded with the wind in the grasses, giving the sense of peace and quiet.
An illusion, Jaeger knew. Ever vigilant since stumbling into the band of rebels six years before, he continued to scan their surroundings with wary blue eyes. The little bits of laughter he could find were rare, however, and to be cherished with his new family.
Well, hardly new. He and Ivo, his elder brother, had died and been resurrected as immortals together. They were opposites, yet the same. Emaranthe had become the smiles and hope they had longed for during their lonely days wandering Ein-Aral in search of peace. Jadeth had rescued them six years before from the militia on the Western Road and became their beacon of common sense and justice. 
She sat up now, her face just visible in the tangle of wild flowers, and stared all three of them down.
“We need to decide. We are running out of places to run.”
Ivo and Jaeger  found the river intriguing, but Emaranthe held Jadeth’s gaze for a long moment, her lips pursed in consideration.
“She’s right,” she said finally. “We’ve avoided this for six years now. We are out of time. There is no peace to be had anywhere anymore.”
“You’re wrong, Emaranthe.” Jaeger frowned at the river, not really seeing it, instead seeing the dark water that had murdered his wife and child and stolen his very life. To go to The Unknown City, to become one of The Unknown Sun, was to give in to the very thing that had destroyed them. “I can’t do that.”
Hurt brown eyes flicked between Ivo and Jaeger at his words. Ivo remained silent, his shoulders hunched as if her sadness could physically wound him.
“Where will we go then? There is no place left that is free anymore,” she said.
“Old Wood, back west. Curse The Four, we can head north!” Jaeger spat. His eyes frosted into chips of ice colder than the mountains could ever create. Frost crept from beneath his boots and spread until it just touched the water. 
Emaranthe frowned at his words. He’d never before seemed so bitter or angry.
“We can’t go north.” She swallowed, looking down to where the frost continued to creep. The temperature dropped noticeably, turning the pleasant, sunlit air cold and clammy.
“Why not?” His hand clenched around the rock he still held. Ice glazed over it. He chucked it at the river and watched it skip and bounce, leaving patches of ice behind as it went. 
Emaranthe struggled to breathe around the knot in her throat as she watched the frozen rock skip along. Every time it struck the water and turned it to ice with a sharp crack, her heart skipped painfully with it. Tears burned at the corners of her eyes.
“I just can’t,” she muttered, her gaze on the river.
“That makes no sense.” Jaeger spun to face her, his voice loud and cold. “Why not?”
“Jaeger, stop.” Ivo frowned at his brother. The icy rage had been Jaeger’s struggle to contain in the many years since their fall. It came to the fore at unexpected times, fueled by his grief, guilt, and pain. But not like this. Not directed at someone else. “We have no right to her story, you go too far.”
Jaeger rounded on his brother, his gaze dark and icy.
“Go too far? What are we, brother? What are we now if we have no free will, no choice, no say in our own destinies? I did not choose this life! Is that not too far!?” he snarled. The air temperature dropped further. The ice spread in tinkling sheets to cover the river like smooth clear glass.
“Jaeger, please.” Emaranthe gasped. The cold air burned her throat and made breathing nearly impossible. He didn’t hear her over the crackling glass or the sudden howl of wind as Ivo gave him a shove.
“What Ivo? You wanted this life? You wanted us to be the only people left of the Saro-Shir?” Jaeger shoved Ivo back. Ice crunched beneath their feet as they both stumbled and slipped.
“I can’t go back!” Emaranthe cried out over their growls and grunts as they wrestled on the frozen sand. “I can’t go back because I don’t know who I am! I am afraid!”
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
They didn’t hear her.
Ivo tackled Jaeger to the ground, his punch made wild by the gust of wind he threw with it. Jaeger dodged the blow and shoved his brother with a knee to the gut. 
“Emaranthe, get back, they are such Earthlander men!” Jadeth called from her perch on the bank. “Let them get it out of their system.”
“What?” Emaranthe turned at the sound of Jadeth’s voice. The howls and curses being made by the males fighting on the shore made hearing her elven friend impossible. 
A clatter snagged her attention over the muffled cursing and fleshy thumps. Jaeger’s axe  skipped and slid along the rapidly freezing river, leaving chunks of bobbing ice as it moved. She  hurried after it, worried that it could disappear beneath the water. She slipped and skid onto the ice, swearing softly. 
The axe dug into a chunk of ice at the center of the mostly frozen river and stuck, giving her time to kneel and creep to it. Her hands closed over it just as she remembered that it was god forged. It faded away and her fingers grasped only air. She swore, and turned back, feeling foolish. Over the sounds of the brawl a loud crackling and popping tuned them out. The ice gave beneath her and she plunged into the water. The heavy indigo wool cloak instantly sucked her down.
The sudden shock of Jaeger’s supernatural cold burned through her skin, flesh, and bones so ruthlessly, that the soul burning at the center of her heart reacted just as violently in response.
The fire burned hot and wild within her in an unconscious battle of self preservation against the invasive magical ice surrounding her.
The two opposing magics collided, sending a surge of fire and ice throughout her thrashing body as they battled. Ice shards stabbed and fire licked and burned. Seizures shook her, sent her plunging deeper into the river with shocks of pain so debilitating that she couldn’t fight it. Lightheaded, she twitched and flailed as she sank deeper.
The river churned and roiled, tossing her relentlessly. Unable to control her power or swim, she closed her eyes and let it go. Darkness called, a feeling vaguely familiar crawling at the edges of her battered mind.
Maybe this was peace? 
The water drained away and light replaced the dark. Shouts and cursing replaced the peace. Someone was crying somewhere. It sounded far away.
Then a warmth came. It crept through her limbs first. A gentle burn that was a little more comfortable than the icy cold seemed to push away the pain a little at a time. The light moved, turned shades of green behind her numbed eyelids.
The pain evaporated. It felt like her body was melting.
The light became glaringly bright green before fading.
The voices came and went. Sobs came and went. Then motion. It was much more peaceful and warm this time.
 
The Present
 
Emaranthe fell silent, her gaze on the tiny flame hovering between them. She waited for Gabaran to explode, to understand.
“You nearly died. Again.”
She hunched deeper into the cloak, the very same one that she had been wearing when given to him, dying, all those years ago. Beside her, Ivo buried his face in his hands, his own grief and guilt a terrible sight.
“I did. I’ve nearly died many times and will do so again if it means they live.”
“It nearly killed you.” His voice had grown thin and angry. Twin flares of white burned the night, highlighting the growing wrath on his lined and age worn face. His ears laid back against his dark hair.
“It was an accident. None of us knew that our elemental powers would battle each other. Fire and ice–” Emaranthe lifted her head and stared those eyes down, her lips pinched and white. “And it was what opened our eyes to the truth.”
“Truth? What truth?” 
“That we were out of control. That we were dangerous. Too dangerous,” Ivo croaked. “We needed to learn and the only place to do so was at The Unknown City.”
Gabaran’s growls didn’t cease.
“Please, it was an unfortunate wake up call. I do not blame Jaeger or Ivo.” Emaranthe rushed to say. 
“I blame them,” he grunted.
“I realized that I loved her, that day, Gabaran.” Ivo turned and looked Gabaran in the eyes without flinching. “I realized that I was not worthy of her, too.”
“No, Ivo.” Emaranthe twisted to face him, aghast. “You can’t say that. I refuse to believe you are unworthy of me.”
Gabaran ran a shaking hand along his jaw as the fight drained out of him. The anger remained, simmering, however, in his glare he trained on Ivo.
“What happened next?” he asked finally, his voice devoid of emotion. “I’m assuming you joined The Unknown Sun soon after?”
Ivo reached for a strand of Emaranthe’s shoulder length hair and sifted it through his fingers like pale water. He keenly felt the lack of the ghostly flames just then.
He exhaled and summarized. “When Emaranthe had healed enough and we had all realized what must be done, yes, we joined. It was not easy. I know Jaeger and I wanted to be punished, wanted the pain of learning to control and accept our abilities.”
Emaranthe smiled and closed her eyes, leaning her pale cheek against Ivo’s uplifted hand as he combed his fingers through her hair.
Ivo continued, his gaze now on Emaranthe. “They tried to separate us.”
Gabaran’s eyes widened. “I gather that didn’t go over well.”
Emaranthe’s smile widened, but the corners of her full lips remained sad.
“Oh, definitely. It took Jadeth keeping an entire battalion prisoner for half a day to get them to see reason,” she chuckled.
Gabaran smiled wryly and stretched out on the rock. The sky was now pitch black and dotted with stars. He studied them, saw the vague patterns and wondered if he too would find his place in the world.
 
***
 
Jaeger sat before the spires of rock that made up the portal. And waited.
Darkness had fallen fast, cold, and hard, and he’d taken guard duty while the others sat around the small fire. Since three were elves and nearly immune to cold, immortal or not, and he bore the soul of ice, the fire was just for light. He used the flickering light to study the stones and avoid conversation with Ishelene and Sesti.
He sometimes caught Jadeth’s frown turned his way, but pretended not to see. He was still upset by the screech. With what it had done to them, especially Sesti. That had shaken him. He did not like unknowns at all. They made him anxious and wary.
He stood and walked around the stones, looking for anything that could give him a clue about their purpose. Most portals only led to The Unknown City, but they did not look like this. Those were carved statues, much like the ones in the library. The starstone used in these unassuming boulders was nowhere to be found. Why?
“What is it you look for, Jaeger?” Sesti appeared as he rounded the boulders for a third time.
“I don’t know. Something,” he said. He continued to circle the pair of stones. “I can’t see any Starstone embedded within. The only physical portals I’ve ever seen had veins of the ore throughout.”
“Those were also statues, were they not?” Sesti joined him for another lap around the rocks. Their boots carved a visible groove in the snow.
“Yes, from pure Starstone, I imagine,” he replied. “Mostly figures of people. Elves, Earthlanders, Windwalkers. Perhaps the leaders of old. I don’t know.”
“Why do you think that horrible sound came from the portal?” she asked, halting between the stones. He halted a step later and frowned at her.
“Jadeth thinks it must be some sort of alarm to warn us off.”
“But why? It doesn’t make sense.” She had to look far above to see the top of the stones. They were easily twenty meters high each. “Nothing about this makes sense.”
Jaeger shook his head. “I don’t know, either. Your mother mentioned being worried about Rodon being able to operate it.”
Sesti kept her gaze trained on the sky and stones above her. “She’s not telling us something, Jaeger. I can tell.” 
“I feel it too,” he whispered. He turned to face the darkened expanse beyond their small perch seemingly at the top of the world.
“How old was your daughter?”
Jaeger flinched, ran a shaking hand down his face. He sank to the ground before his knees could give out. She sat next to him in the wet snow.
“She was six summers,” he said, his voice dull with pain. Dark blue eyes, similar yet so different from his, trained on his face in the darkness. The flickering fire behind them cast long dancing shadows. “I should have never left.”
“What was her name?” Sesti asked, her gaze now on the twitching shadows hugging the snow until they vanished off the cliff. 
He swallowed a lump in his throat. “Anya.”
She looked at him again, surprised. “I am so sorry, Jaeger. I know my words are meaningless right now.”
He shook his head. “I haven’t stopped hoping that I would find them. All the faces I’ve searched over the years are now a blur. What if I forget what they look like, Sesti?”
“You won’t, Jaeger,” she said after a long moment. “You are a good man.” 
His fingers dug into the snow. He relished the cool crunch of slushy wetness as it deformed with the movement. It was something he could feel, at least.
“I am not a good man. I am an immortal. I am broken, lost,” he muttered. “I have done nothing to become ‘good’. I have hurt the people I love.”
“You’ve done your best to live with those you love in a world full of darkness.” Sesti shifted until her shoulder pressed against his. “You had no say in what you would become. No say in what had happened to your wife and daughter. No say in your fate.”
His fingers fisted around the snow and squeezed until nothing remained but water.
Sesti looked at him again. “You have lived this life, and survived, and not used your power to rail against it. That makes you a good man, in my eyes.”
She stood then and pressed a kiss to his jaw before walking away without looking back.
Stunned, he listened to her footsteps crunch in the ankle deep snow, each one creating a stabbing pain at the center of his chest. He ignored it. He let it hurt. It was something to feel, after all. He reached for the area she had touched with her soft lips.
 
***
 
Dehil felt it more than heard it. The restless nature of the Tevu warriors stationed below the great gate gave way to a more nervous rumble, alerting him to the fact that something had changed in their world. They guarded the citadel from any approach from the south, yet he couldn’t quite shake the feeling of wrongness.
“We are at a calm before the storm. Yet we do not know where the rain will fall,” Dehil said. He stood alone at the top of the Cold Gate, invisible, watching. Waiting. Behind him thousands of Tevu warriors readied shields, arrows, and spears in impressive silence.
A strident war horn tore through the stillness. He stiffened and spun to face the darkened ravines below. For a long moment, nothing happened. As expected, pinpoints of light flickered and flared in the distance perfectly lighting the narrow, twisting path to the Citadel’s front door. The distant, muffled march of boots on stone echoed through the narrow gorge. 
“They approach,” he muttered. “So where is Rodon?”
 
 



Chapter Twenty
 
 
“I don’t like this.” Ivo paced along the top of the boulder. “We need to get to the others.”
“I agree, Ivo, but we must bide our time,” Gabaran said. 
Emaranthe listened as she stood facing the sunrise from the mountaintop, her arms lifted to the first golden rays. Swift and golden, the suns climbed fast from the north, chasing the shadows across the rocky, snowy landscape.
The energy enveloped Emaranthe, bathing her in a familiar warmth that spread like flames throughout her flesh. She inhaled with the surge of strength the warmth gave her. She didn’t know why the suns did this, gave her energy. No other Immortals she’d ever met seemed to need its strength. Mayhap because she was the Youngest, or just cursed.
Her arms fell to her sides and she sighed. Gabaran and Ivo were both right. Time was short. Rodon would be near. She turned her back to the sunrise and caught both males staring at her.
Worry dimmed Ivo’s gaze, but Gabaran smiled and nodded. She nodded back and moved to join them. Her fingers twitched at the hollow of her throat, but gripped empty air. She frowned for a moment, puzzled.
“What is it?” Ivo asked.
“Nothing. I must have lost it.”
“Lost what?” Gabaran asked.
Ivo pulled a small disc dangling from a leather cord from under his tunic. It was the emblem of their status as one of The Unknown Sun. They all bore one, though were oft hidden under layers of clothing. They were used as identifying talismans.
Gabaran frowned at it. “What is that? I’ve seen that before, but I recall not where.”
“It is the symbol of our downfall,” Ivo grunted. “It marks us as part of The Unknown Sun.”
“It does nothing,” Emaranthe added. “But is supposed to remind us of the tenet of our calling. It depicts a sun on a horizon and it means that the cycle of creation is unending, that the sun never ceases to set or rise at any given point in time and space.”
Gabaran stared at the talisman for a long moment in silence and Ivo wondered where he would have seen it. It was not something readily displayed to outsiders.
“I feel much better,” Emaranthe said when neither spoke again. “We need to find Jaeger and the others. They will have heard that sound and gone to seek it out.”
“How do we find them?” Ivo grimaced.
“Jadeth said the clearing was below the summit still. We are too far up the mountain. It should be somewhere below us,” Emaranthe said. She paced the perimeter of the rock outcropping, careful to not get too close to the edge of the drop-off. “We are facing west. We need to move over to that ridge opposite. We may see better from there.” She pointed at the spine of the mountainside that ran north to south well to the west of them. It was tall, nearly as tall as they were, but might afford them a better view beyond.
“Hold on to me.” Emaranthe waited for Gabaran to grip her shoulder before Ivo reluctantly encircled her in his arms. He said nothing, but the turn of his mouth was enough to show he worried about her. She smiled and looked him in the eye. After a brief internal struggle, the lines at the corners of his eyes relaxed and he returned her smile. 
She pulled them into the fiery flicker and they vanished in a swirl of heat waves.
They reappeared on the spine of the mountain in a burst of heat and wind and stumbled for a moment to gain their feet.
Gabaran relaxed his grip on her shoulder and turned to study their situation. Ivo’s arms tightened, then relaxed and Emaranthe stepped out of his embrace.
“Well, that was much better.” She shook her hair free from the tangled knot it was in beneath the hood and combed her gloved fingers through it. Ghostly fire followed the motions and she dropped the strands of hair, satisfied, only to find Ivo watching, worry clear in his gaze. “I’m fine Ivo, see?” She sighed.
“I know. I know you are fine.” He closed his eyes and the skin wrinkled between his eyebrows as if he were in pain.
“But?”
“But I cannot help but worry.” He rubbed his hand over the hauberk, over where his heart and immortal soul merged into one. 
“I know, but I am not so fragile as I appear.”
He opened his eyes and nodded. “You are strong, stronger than any realize. It is your heart that is so big that I know you would do anything for me, us. And I love you the more for it.”
“But I am an Immortal and must do what I was made to do, Ivo,” she whispered. “The Four gave me fire. Gave me the ability to travel like an ember on the wind. Gave me the ability to create portals. I have these gifts for reasons and though those reasons are lost from my memories, I must do what I need to do.”
She rose on her toes and gripped his leather hauberk in both hands to tow him lower. Her lips grazed his, soft and sweet. “I love you, Ivo. Only you. Whatever lies in either of our memories will never cloud that.”
Ivo pulled her close, his lips firm and demanding. Steely muscles flexed beneath her hands and she fought back a gasp of desire that threatened to rob her of breath. Heat that had little to do with her fiery gift simmered beneath the suddenly sensitive curves pressed against him.
A gruff sigh shattered the hot moment. Emaranthe’s gaze locked with Ivo’s as he let her slip to the ground. His sharp breathing did little to hide the fact that he enjoyed her body sliding along his. 
Without breaking eye contact with Ivo, she slugged Gabaran in the arm as he paced past.
“Hey!” he grunted. 
He returned the glare she cast over her shoulder as she released Ivo and turned to study the valleys below the ridge. Something moved on the next ridge opposite them, a small figure that appeared to be waving wildly to catch their attention. 
“Look, there!” Gabaran saw the second she did. “It looks like Jaeger.”
“We need to get over there, he’s waving for us to join him.” Ivo reached for Emaranthe and her heart skipped a beat. She knew how hard it was for him to let her be this, the one who has to lead the way, into danger, when he could not protect her.
“Hurry,” Gabaran grunted as he gripped her shoulder again.
With the early morning sun bathing them in energizing warmth, they flickered on a gust of wind and heat waves once more.
 
***
 
Sesti climbed the narrow path behind Jaeger, her gaze on placing her feet in his footsteps where she could see the ground. The ice and moss was slippery beneath the snow and more than once she’s nearly slipped and tumbled off the path. Each time she’d gained her feet again, her cheeks stinging in embarrassment. She could feel Jaeger’s eyes scan her in questioning silence. So far, she’d not bothered to reassure him, but then again he’d not asked if she was okay. She was, and they both knew it. So why was it suddenly so awkward?
She huffed and gained a small rise where a boulder blocked the path. She scaled it, and nearly collided with Jaeger. He reached down to tug her over the last bit of rock to join him on the path atop the spine of the mountain. 
“I’ve found them,” he muttered. “Watch out.”
“Wait, what?” Sesti glanced at him, startled, just as a blast of heated air roiled to her left. Startled, she tripped over her own feet and plowed into Jaeger right as Ivo, Emaranthe, and Gabaran emerged from the heat waves beside them.
Hot faced, she righted herself, freezing in Jaeger’s supportive grip with a mental grimace. She felt his blue eyes burning into her back as she tugged away and turned to face them. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination that his rough, calloused fingers lingered on her arm.
She babbled, “We found it, uncle, but something odd happened.”
They stood, still huddled together and as one their gazes travelled between her and Jaeger. They peeled apart finally.
“That sound? We heard it too, but it sounded distant,” Gabaran replied. The awkward silence evaporated as they turned to follow a still silent Jaeger down to the small clearing.
“What happened?” Emaranthe asked quietly from the rear of the procession. She knew that Sesti heard.
Sesti let Gabaran and Ivo continue on, but her gaze turned to the rapidly disappearing man in the lead.
“It almost killed me, Emaranthe,” Sesti said. She shook her head in disbelief. Her pinkened cheeks turned ashen at the memory. “It was like being stabbed in the mind, heart, and soul with sound. The others were knocked aside by it, but it was as if it attacked me.”
Emaranthe’s gloved hand flashed out and captured Sesti’s. The warmth of the tiny mage’s hand radiated into Sesti like a comforting hug. 
“That is horrible, Sesti, I’m so sorry,” she whispered. They clutched each other’s arms and continued down the path together, arm in arm.
“Mother thinks it is because I am mortal. But uncle was fine.”
Emaranthe halted, dragging the larger elf to a halt. “Sesti, she may be right. We’ve never had a mortal with us and you know as well as I that Gabaran is more than we think. It may be too dangerous for you to be here.”
Sesti stiffened, her lips pinched into a line. “No, I am right where I am needed. I have a place in this.” Her gaze drifted to the blond male with the broad shoulders again.
“Yes, you do Sesti,” Emaranthe said. “And we are ever grateful for you.”
Sesti tugged Emaranthe down the last yards of the path and into the field. Still covered in snow, it was too deep for tiny Emaranthe to cross unassisted. 
“Back up,” Emaranthe called to everyone standing around the dying fire. “I need to clear this snow.”
Without waiting to see if they paid attention, she swept a hand out and a sea of ghostly flames rolled away from her along the ground. The snow evaporated with a hiss, baring rock, fallen branches, and mud.
She squelched across the cleared field and joined the others.
“Now what?” Sesti asked. She moved closer to the stones but halted.
“We need to open it, find the Crown of Gods,” Jaeger spoke up from beside her. She jumped, startled by his sudden closeness. He angled his body so that he stood between her and the portal stones. Her frown grew puzzled but a quick glance from Emaranthe erased it.
“It isn’t that simple, Jaeger,” Ishelene appeared on Sesti’s other side, an eyebrow raised. Heat flooded her cheeks as Gabaran, Ivo, and Emaranthe filled out the circle. No one commented and instead studied the stones.
“How can it get any more complicated?” Gabaran rumbled. He ran a hand over his haggard face.
“It’s different than the ones we use to enter The Unknown City,” Emaranthe said. “I see no Starstone.”
Ivo grunted. “It must be deep inside the rock. It isn’t carved into a pair of statues either.”
The sounds of war horns rode the wind, silencing everyone. Their attention turned to the distant ravines and pinnacles beyond their perch where the gleaming stone and ice citadel sparkled in the sunlight.
The horn blasted again, sending chills up the back of everyone’s necks.
It was followed by the quieter, deeper, rumble of drums and the rhythmic march of boots.
“The enemy has found us,” Jaeger said. “We are out of time. We can’t leave them to fight the legion on their own. We must go back!”
“We have no choice!” Ishelene rounded on him, her cold blue eyes blazing. “We must find it first. They must hold the Citadel.”
Jaeger knew what The Unknown Sun could do to the Citadel, and Dehil was one warrior, a proven ally. The temperature plunged, turning their breaths visible. He looked at Ivo, noted his grimace.
He turned to Emaranthe, ready to ask for the impossible, but she was already studying the perilous ravines and ridges between them and the Citadel. She nodded, but whispered unexpected words.
“Jaeger and Jadeth, you must protect them.”
“You need me–” Jaeger growled.
She cut him off with a wordless glance to the pale elf woman standing beside him. He stiffened, resisted the urge to look at her. Instead, his gut roiling with anxious spurts of energy, he nodded at Emaranthe and turned to glare at the portal stones. A gloved hand tentatively brushed his sleeved arm in thanks before she turned to face her big brother.
 “We will return with Dehil,” she said to Gabaran, her voice thin, her face ashen in the golden morning light. “We cannot save Anat, find the Crown of Gods, and stop Rodon at the same time Gabaran, I’m sorry. We have to choose. Are you with us?”
Rage and pain fought for control on Gabaran’s lined face. Grim resolve turned his lips into a snarl. 
“Let’s do it,” he grunted. One hand reached for Emaranthe’s shoulder, the other for the black bow at his back as he addressed Jaeger. “We will retrieve Dehil, and hold off the army as long as we can to buy you time.” 
“Jadeth, we will bring Dehil back to you as soon as possible. Stay alert,” Emaranthe whispered to the thin lipped redhead. “They will need you in case the enemy gets past us.”
Jadeth nodded, her gaze on the unseen battle far below in the shadowed depths of the mountains. Emaranthe knew she understood why she couldn’t join. Dehil was her liability. Her weakness that would get her killed. Entering a battle after it begun was suicide for a healer.
Even one with a war hammer.
“Destroy the globe.” Jadeth’s head snapped up, her face tight. “We can’t let it fall into Rodon’s hands. And don’t you dare die on my watch.”
“We will be careful. Be ready to move as soon as we return.” Emaranthe spared Jaeger and Sesti a long look. “We need that portal open.”
Jaeger nodded, his cold gaze on the twin stones and not the petite mage’s pale face. He didn’t dare watch his brother slip his arms around his woman and hold on, his face set with despair. He didn’t dare remind himself of what this might cost them all. He closed his eyes.
“Go!” he yelled. 
There was a familiar flash of heat and coil of fiery embers.
Then silence.
They were gone.
 
***
 
Sesti’s hand curled over Jaeger’s bicep. It flexed as he felt her gentle strength and warmth through the thick linen and wool. He glanced at her, startled, to find compassion in her own dark blue eyes.
“We have a job to do,” she whispered.
He nodded.
“Ishelene, I know you know more than you are telling us.” Jaeger swung to face her, his arm still captured by Sesti. He wasn’t sure if it was to lend him strength or hold him back.
Ishelene’s face grew weary, her shoulders hunched, but her gaze remained on the portal, vague and lost. She opened her mouth. Closed it.
The silence was oppressive. The tang of uncertainty in the cold breeze sharpened, bringing more sounds of a battle they could not see.
“Emaranthe. She’s the only one of us who can open the portal.” 
The silence grew sharp with mute shock.
“What?” Jaeger snapped. “What do you mean?”
“Wait, you said Tanari’s family–” Jadeth whispered, her face draining of color. She dove for the empress and shook her by the shoulders, hard. “Emaranthe is of Tanari’s family. A blood relative, like Rodon? Are you sure?”
“Yes,” Ishelene said. “I suspected when I first saw her. She looks just like her mother did so long ago.”
“What? How is that possible? Why did you keep quiet?” Jadeth asked. 
“It was a secret.”
“A secret? Tanari’s? Rodon’s? Emaranthe has no memories! She has nothing! No name to put to a face she can see in a reflection, no name for a people to call her own!” Jaeger’s roar shook the small clearing and turned Ishelene’s face into one of utter sadness.
“Who is she, mother?” Sesti’s face was cold and white in the golden sunlight, all color drained away at her mother’s costly words.
Ishelene shook her head, her lips curling. 
“Who bade you to silence?” Jaeger snapped. His voice rumbled with a growl. Her head came up and their gazes locked. 
“Tanari. I was given no choice. It was the lesser of many evils should Rodon find her.”
“Why would she be a secret?” Jaeger asked. His chest rose and fell, his breathing harsh in the cold air. Sesti’s hand vanished from his arm and reappeared with a dagger pointed at her mother.
“No one knew of her existence but a few. Not even I knew until I first saw her here.”
“She’s the twin sister, isn’t she?” Jadeth wrapped shaking arms around middle. 
“Yes.” Ishelene dropped her gaze, pain tightening lines around her mouth.
“How could you, mother?” Sesti cried out, the dagger still pointed at her mother. “You weren’t there to see what damage was done to her! Your secret has too high a cost!”
“Sesti, please.” Jaeger’s rage subsided in the face of hers. He didn’t blame her. He couldn’t. If anyone else was by his side, he would do the same. But not her. Not the tall, elegant, sharp tongued elf who loved too much and had no way to show it.
“She will get us all killed, Jaeger, she does not care,” Sesti whispered. “She never has.”
“She is like you, Sesti. She loves too much.” He caught her wrist and gently pulled her arm down. It shook violently but she let him. “Just like you.”
“I don’t know how to love, Jaeger.” She turned to face him at last. She didn’t try to pull free from his grip. “I only know loss and coldness.”
“You have everyone you love still. Don’t forget that. Don’t lose it.” He swallowed and looked away as her dark gaze blurred with tears. “Like I did.”
Jaeger faced the Empress.“Tell us, Ishelene, everything.”
“I can’t.” Ishelene looked Jaeger in the eye and swallowed. “That is all I know. Tanari never revealed any more to me other than she was hidden from Rodon for her own safety. I was never even given her real name.”


 



Chapter Twenty One
 
 
They appeared on the wall walk in a burst of embers in the midst of the roar of cannon fire.
Gabaran ducked behind a chunk of rubble as a blast shook the stones underfoot. Dust and rock choked the air. A quick look and it became horrifyingly apparent that the Tevu guards were no match for The Unknown Sun’s powerful sorcery.
The great gate had not been breached, but instead had been swarmed. The host of the Unknown Sun had approached, not through the narrow gorge by road, but had scaled the mountainside surrounding the main bailey, and attacked from above before pouring into the Citadel over the walls. The rest had surged through the narrow pass to battle for control of the gate, cannons close behind. The balance of the battles appeared to involve weapons, with few streamers of magic visible. 
The Unknown Sun were holding back, tiring the mortal Tevu soldiers, playing with them.
He stifled a growl and turned to Ivo and Emaranthe hiding across the debris and body riddled walkway.
“We need to find Dehil and destroy the globe!” Emaranthe hollered. 
“Find him, get to the library. I’ll cover you from up here and follow,” Gabaran barked. He let a black arrow dart into the roiling mass of bodies below. Mud and blood coated everything. He released another and ducked behind the crenellation again. “Go!”
Emaranthe nodded and ducked as a projectile sailed too close for comfort. The smoke and ash heavy air coated her throat and made breathing difficult. She coughed and bent low beside Ivo as a second volley, this time from within the Citadel, rocketed overhead. She gripped Ivo’s arm and they ducked and dodged their way along the wall toward the closest terrace.  
Ivo shielded her with his body as arrows whistled over head. The pace of the battle was fast and brutal. Every so often colorful contrails rocketed overhead to deliver vicious spells. Horns blasted and the cries of the fighting and dying mingled with the clatter of swords and shields. The stone beneath their feet rumbled as soldiers and enemy clashed.
“Do you see him?” Ivo yelled close to her ear. 
Emaranthe shook her head. “He’s probably invisible.”
She couldn’t see anything other than swarms of armored legs and, too often, bodies dropping to the ground in gore laden puddles. She recognized nobody and even Gabaran was lost to the chaos for the moment.
“Come on.” She grabbed his arm and tugged. He followed, hunched over, a shield of swirling air held over them to deflect stray spells or arrows. 
A volley of arrows from the enemy peppered the walkway. Iron tipped arrows bounced too close for comfort, the sound an angry rain. They ducked under Ivo’s shield and huddled against a crenellation, unable to push further through the pandemonium. The gate beneath them rattled, cracked. It wouldn’t last much longer.
“We have to get off this wall,” Ivo grunted as a spear thunked against his shield. It felt like a miniature jab against his soul. “We’re pinned down between both armies up here and we can’t distract Gabaran for further cover.”
Emaranthe glanced back at Gabaran. Sure enough, he stood atop a crenellation, bow drawn, released, and reset with a mesmerizing speed and agility that would have been considered beautifully wicked at any other time. A faint pulse of air, a swirl of his dark cloak, was the only indication that Ivo’s shield extended to protect him as well. 
As it was, he was the only thing holding back a swarm of soldiers from gaining access to their half of the wall walk, and he stood out like a giant, menacing statue over all the battle. If Gabaran were to fall or need turn his attention elsewhere, Emaranthe and Ivo would be overrun.
“This isn’t good,” she whispered, her heart skipping with barely restrained fear. “We’re trapped and Gabaran is only one mortal.” 
She jerked as arrows bit into the stone mere feet from her, kicking up jagged chips. 
Ivo grimaced. His gaze swerved between Gabaran and the swelling tide of soldiers he was holding back. It couldn’t last forever and judging from the intense scowl on the old elf’s face, he knew it.
“Hold them off long enough to get Gabaran to us,” he said finally, his voice flat. Emaranthe swallowed and nodded. She knew the drill.
She shifted to get a cleaner view of Gabaran and caught his attention with a brief pulse of fire at the center of one palm. He nodded, jaw set and swung his gaze to Ivo. 
Ivo grunted. “Now.”
Emaranthe vaulted to her feet and swept her hands high. A wall of flame surged from the stone at her feet and roared high and hot into the wintry sunlight, completely walling off the enemy on the other side. The sudden heat and light caught the attention of everyone and as predicted the fighting hesitated as confusion and concern swept the throngs of soldiers on both sides.
Gabaran bolted off the top of the wall and sprinted to their position, bow taught and arrow ready. Spears peppered the shield and bounced away harmlessly. He slid to a halt beside Emaranthe, his cloak flaring wide until it nearly touched the flames. She shot him a distracted glare.
“Ivo, give it a blast and then over the side, go!” Emaranthe ordered. She pushed her gloved hands closer to the rolling, seething wall of fire and it surged and crackled as she fed it a little more energy. She glanced at them, her jaw set.
Ivo nodded and closed his eyes. Emaranthe braced herself. Gabaran tensed.
A gust of wind ripped through the fire. It rippled, surged, and then exploded into a massive fireball. Emaranthe just had the time to shove the exploding flame at the enemy. She spun aside and leaped just as strong arms circled her waist.
The back draft roared back just as all three leaped off the wall. A gust of hot wind blasted everything and everyone around them aside. A swirling bubble of cold wind formed around the three, tossing their hair into the air and rippling cloaks out like wings. Smaller projectiles, arrows and stones, bounced off the shield of air. The fall was long and the landing painful. 
Emaranthe hit the ground hard and tumbled away from Ivo with a cry. She rolled to absorb the impact. It shook her teeth and made her ears ring. Someone grabbed her arm and shoved her forward. Ivo’s familiar warmth to her left, and Gabaran’s to her right, they ran, ducking and weaving as they slipped through the chaotic battlefield.
A shimmer of light to Emaranthe’s far left caught her eye. She dug her feet into the blood smeared ground and slipped and skid to a halt.
“There! Dehil!” she screamed. She bolted toward the swiftly moving mirage, barely noticing that Ivo’s swirling wind bowled everyone out of her path and was followed by sleek black arrows.
The shimmer froze, twin curved blades buried in the gut of an Unknown Sun soldier. He materialized, jaw agape in shock as Emaranthe, Gabaran, and Ivo tore across the bailey.
“We need to get to the metal map!” Ivo bellowed as they neared. His cyclone batted Dehil’s victim aside, like sticks in  a hurricane, before he could slice Dehil in half. 
Dehil threw up a protective arm as the blast of wind reached him, kicking blood, gore, and dirt into his face. His curved knives jerked free of the fallen soldier with a slippery shing. He stowed them in the shadows behind his shoulders and darted to one side of the courtyard. 
“This way!” he yelled over the chaos. He jerked his head toward the nearest door. He tugged on the large iron latch, but it didn’t even jiggle.
“It’s either locked or jammed shut,” he growled. He spun to face them, at a loss.
“Move!” Emaranthe ordered. She didn’t wait, but twisted around him to reach the latch. A jet of fire blasted the heavy metal, turning it red, then white hot. It liquefied, oozed down the warped and cracked frame. Ivo jerked on the misshapen handle and wrenched the door open. Instead of opening it splintered, throwing debris into their faces. They squeezed through the gap and broke into a run.
Dehil lead them through the maze of corridors. Every few feet a deep rumble would shake the stone walls and dust would seep from the cracks in the ceiling. They rounded a corner at a dead run, dodging falling chunks of stone and the buckling floor. The library door appeared out of a cloud of dust. A jagged crack raced from one side to the other.
“No!” Emaranthe slapped her hand on the star shaped lever. Gears ground somewhere deep within the walls, but nothing happened. “Ivo, come here, we can blast it open together.”
He nodded and moved to stand beside her. Dehil scrambled to stand behind them, curved knives bared to the empty corridor to guard the rear. Gabaran prowled further behind in the shadows, his dark glare on the empty hallways behind them. The rumbles and quakes were growing louder, longer, and more perilous.
“Are you up for this?” Ivo whispered. “You–”
“We can do this, Ivo, this is nothing. I’ll be in the sunlight soon enough.” Emaranthe gritted her teeth. She tugged on the dwindling well of energy spiraling at the center of her heart and soul. “Now!”
A blast of fire, hot and white erupted from her upturned palms. A violent gust of wind stole it and sent it blazing in full force at the giant stone door. The impact blasted the door apart in an explosion of heat waves, stone, and dust. The very core of the Citadel rumbled and groaned.
Ears ringing, Emaranthe started forward, but stumbled to her knees.
“I’ve got you. Come on,” Ivo said. He scooped her into his arms and led Dehil and Gabaran into the library.
At first Ivo worried that the blast had destroyed the entire library, but as the choking dust settled he saw it remained just as dusty, disorganized, and damp as ever. The oculus remained open, its wintry light pouring down on the statues and giant iron globe held aloft by ancient stone arms.
They slipped inside, searching the darkened corners for enemies. Only dust motes and shredded parchment moved in the frigid draft.
“Hurry, they could follow us at any time,” Dehil called from the doorway. His curved blades glinted in the frosty light as he turned his back to the library and held the position. “Why must we destroy the iron map?”
“Ivo, you have to let me down. I have to do this,” she rasped. Her gloved hands clutched his shoulders, squeezed. The dust coating Ivo in a layer of fine tan powder poofed with the small motion. He hesitated, his arms tightening around her for a long moment. She feared he would revolt at the idea, and her heart skipped a beat.
Instead, he eased her to the ground without a word, and let her stand on her own. The only hint to the inner turmoil raging within was the shaking fingers he trailed through the tangled blonde strands brushing her shoulders.
A sliver of flame curled and trailed as he smoothed her hair and stepped back to let her explain.
She had to lean far back to see it. “That map is a link to us. We can’t let Rodon find it. He’s too smart and will know what it is.”
“How?” Gabaran asked. He stalked into the pool of cool light to study it. “The statues are old and Jaeger is not here to make stairs.”
“Help me up.” Emaranthe ordered. She reached for the cupped stone hand that was nearly chin height. Ivo moved to help her climb, his flexing jaw the only emotion he let show.
With Gabaran and Ivo coaching for hand and footholds, she crawled up the statue. 
 
***
 
Emaranthe lunged for the crevice that was the crease in the stone thumb. Her gloved fingers dug into the crumbling rock and held. She kicked her foot up and hooked a leg over the forefinger and shimmied into one of the hands. Panting and covered in thick dust, she stood to study the round metal orb closely for the first time.
From this angle, it didn’t look like much other than a bunch of narrow flat bands of metal wound into a large, nearly solid, ball. Blobs of metal were melded over the top of the bands in a couple of places, large enough to cover most of it. She figured there might be more detail, but the shadows hid them.
“What are you going to do?” Ivo called after a long moment, his voice tight and uneasy. She didn’t look down.
“I need to figure out how to destroy it, but I don’t want to damage the statues.”
“What do you see, Emaranthe?” Gabaran’s voice sounded bored, but she knew better. The lazy, tired, rumble was his version of nervous.
She grimaced and scrambled to kneel so she could reach the orb. Sometimes being very short was a gift, but often not. She touched a band of metal and gasped.
The metal was cold. A quick glance down at the library that sprawled around on all sides made her frown. Jaeger’s power over the ice and snow had long since faded, leaving an ankle deep sea for the scattered and tattered quills and inkwells to float in. Nothing remained of his deep seated magic. If it had, she wouldn’t have been able to cross the library.
“The metal is very cold,” she said slowly. “It shouldn’t be affected by Jaeger’s powers still.”
“Did it do anything to you?” Ivo’s voice roughened in alarm.
“No, nothing,” she hurried to reply. “It’s just…odd. Hold on.” She pushed on the bottom of the orb. It didn’t budge, not even creak, on its hidden axis.
“What is it?” Now Gabaran sounded audibly anxious.
“I don’t know. Let me try warming it. Maybe it’s just stuck and too cold beneath the oculus.” She said. She glanced up at the bore hole drilled straight up through the mountain, but couldn’t see anywhere near the end of it, and the light it let through was stark but far from cold. Or hot. 
Both men grunted in reply. As if on cue the rumble deep within the mountain sent a ripple of energy through the room, shaking dust into the air. Water swished, sending the toppled inkwells spinning and rocking like boats.
Dehil’s grim voice rose over the fading sound. “We’re running out of time. They’re trying to bring down the entire Citadel. They’re going to destroy it.”
Gabaran’s hiss of anger spurred Emaranthe into action. She pulled at the dwindling web of energy curled at the core of her heart and pushed a small ember of it into her hands.
Her hands bloomed white hot, lighting up the room. Heat waves danced, but her gloves remained untouched. 
“Ok, I’m going to try to melt it. I don’t know if it will stay put, so watch out below,” she called out between clenched teeth. It didn’t hurt. The time for that had long gone, but without the sun, she was limited to what she could do for some reason. It had always been so, ever since she woke up here, in Anat, surrounded by strangers in a strange world she had no recollection of.
She heard Ivo and Gabaran retreat a few paces but felt a cool, encouraging breeze slip along her flushed cheeks. She closed her eyes and imagined it was Ivo’s hand. 
They flicked open, burning hot as they focused on the task before her. She reached for a metal strip and hooked her fingers along a wire thin edge. 
Flames roiled from her hands and surged up and over the globe. Embers popped and heat waves washed the room in a miasma of light. The metal slowly warmed, growing red, then orange, then finally white hot to match her narrowed gaze.
It began to ooze and drop onto the upturned palms, hissing and steaming as it touched the chiseled stone. She pushed harder, bending the flames to encompass the globe and melt it faster.
Several anxious moments later it lay in a cooling blob and Emaranthe sank to her knees beside it. Sweat stung her eyes as she let the simmering power beneath her skin fade away. As it did the low, tugging ache of the familiar power drain emerged. She grimaced and stood to look down at the three males all watching her in anxious silence.
Far down.
She shook her head and sighed. A deep, earthy, rumble shook the room and sent dust sifting down from the stone ceiling. Cracks crazed the edge of the oculus and raced along the ceiling to the shattered door.
“We need to go, Ivo,” Gabaran’s voice rose over the sound of creaking stone. The room settled, leaving an eerie silence. “The Citadel is lost, we cannot hope to drive the legions back now. Our only hope is that Jaeger and Sesti were able to figure out how to open that portal.”
Emaranthe leaned out over the trio, her hands braced against a massive thumb. Weariness made her arms tremble, but she hoped that the distance hid it. She masked a grimace when Gabaran’s starlit gaze sharpened on her and a frown tightened his lips. He remained silent, however, because he knew what she had to do. One last glance up at the sole source of energy left to her. The thin, watery, sunlight was now choked with dancing dust motes. It would have to do. There was no way she could flicker them back to the clearing and she knew they knew that.
She called down to them. “Back up, I need room.”
Gabaran and Dehil obeyed with a sliver of a glance at Ivo. When he remained, face tight and arms crossed, she didn’t hide her glare.
“Fine. Watch out for the edges, it will burn you,” she warned.
Ivo tensed, but his jaw clenched as he waited. His dark green gaze glinted with fear for a brief moment, but he remained where he was and didn’t protest. 
He knew that there was no other choice.
“I will catch you, Emaranthe,” he said at last when their gazes locked. “Always.”
She nodded and turned her face to the scant sunlight left.
 
***
 
Ivo’s entire body, every muscle, demanded he climb up the statue and hold her in his arms. Ivo’s heart and soul knew he couldn’t. So it was a battle that raged and burned deep within, creating a tangible ache as he watched her do what she was meant to.
He could almost see the threads of power drifting through the oculus with the dust and air. She closed her eyes and soaked it in, gathered the energy reserves needed to get them to where they needed to go. They were not always obvious, but somehow they were familiar, as familiar as Emaranthe was. It was her unique connection, bond, with her abilities and it was far more than he had ever seen in any Immortal, himself included.
“Can she get us back to the clearing?” Dehil asked, his voice thin and a little awed. Ivo grunted, not daring to take his gaze off of her. He knew that few people saw Emaranthe’s gifts in this fashion but he didn’t care to elaborate, so Gabaran did instead.
“She can now that she has been there once before. I don’t know how she does it and I’ve never seen any other than Tanari create portals out of nothingness.”
“It is a powerful gift,” Dehil muttered, his voice soft. “But costly.”
Ivo’s jaw flexed and Gabaran remained silent.
The air around Emaranthe shimmered, rippled. Her hair tangled into the air on a surge of power as she turned white hot eyes away from the sunbeam. Her arms spread slowly as the energy built and lifted her into the crackling air.
Ivo braced himself, hating what he knew would happen next.
A ball of energy burst from her chest and surged into the air before her. Emaranthe carefully sculpted the ball until it formed a static and lightning wreathed ring of heat and fire. It enlarged with her steady motions, until it hovered several yards in diameter and hovered several feet off the ground, just above Ivo The space inside swirled and eddied as tendrils of energy spiked and flowed along the portal frame. It stilled and sharpened, giving everyone a fuzzy, somewhat distant, overhead view of Jaeger, Sesti, Jadeth, and Ishelene scrambling around the clearing.
Emaranthe’s voice croaked over the crackling static. “Go, jump, I can’t hold it.”
She collapsed, her limbs and body folding as she toppled off the towering statue.
Ivo darted forward, her name a cry that echoed Gabaran’s, and caught her in a tangle of indigo wool and pale hair. 
Gabaran’s cry turned into a command. “Go! Jump!”
Ivo spun, clutching the unmoving mage to him and leaped high. A gust of wind propelled him upwards and through the swirling portal, the elves on his heels.
They fell.
 



Chapter Twenty Two
 
 
Hard and fast, they plunged into the clearing with a shimmer of fire and gust of wind that snapped the portal shut behind them just as quickly. They slammed to the hard, damp, ground in a tangle of arms, legs, and grunts.
Ivo cradled Emaranthe’s unmoving body and shielded her from the confused melee. He ignored the savage pain radiating the length of his back and sat up, bracing her unmoving body against his chest. The collective din of words went unnoticed as he shoved aside legs and tangled hair. He had to see her face. He had to know if–
His heart twisted in his chest as he uncurled his arms from her. He eased her into his lap. Shoulder length blonde hair tangled in his hauberk and her voluminous cloak threatened to strangle him and Dehil.
She didn’t move. Her tipped her chin up with shaking hands and smoothed her hair from her face.
“Emaranthe?” he studied her face, the freckles on her nose. Her eyelashes were long fragile fans grazing her cheeks. They flicked, but didn’t open. The only thing keeping him from losing his mind was the feel of her curves rising and falling with each breath she took.
A green aura enveloped the clearing, snapping Ivo back to the present. He felt the healing sting on his wounded arm and back. Gabaran and Jadeth hovered beside him. Dehil stood nearby, his hands on knees, karambit knives gripped loosely in slack fingers.
“Jadeth, is she going to be okay?” Gabaran asked for Ivo. At her relieved nod he relaxed and tossed his sister a glare. The distant sounds of the battle below continued. 
Jadeth appeared her face pale and anxious. “Ivo, come. She needs to rest, but there is something everyone must hear now that you are back.”
Ivo stood, clutching Emaranthe gently to him. He folded her cloak about her carefully to keep her energy depleted body warm. 
“What is it?” he asked as he spotted Jaeger and Sesti pacing around the twin stones in animated conversation. He wondered if they even noticed them dropping from the sky behind them. He sighed and shook his head. He couldn’t be mad at the sight of his brother getting along so well with the sharp tongued elf.
“Ivo,” Jaeger approached, Sesti in tow. Their animated faces held  a tinge of worry but their excitement was tangible. “Come look at this! Before Ishelene says anything, we think we found how the portal works.”
Ivo followed them, puzzled. “Why would Ishelene say…”
Gabaran’s glare honed on Ishelene at Jaeger’s words, and Ivo almost could swear the Tevu’s eyes speared his sister with his sharp, starlit gaze.
“Here, look,” Sesti bent and pointed to a crack zig zagging across the bottom third of the rock face. It was deep and wide where a chunk seemed to have broken off. “Watch!”
Jaeger’s hand shot out and gripped her arm before she could touch the stone. He called out. “Cover your ears, this will be painfully loud.”
When Sesti harrumphed and took her arm back with a sour look, he stared down at her pointedly. She silently conceded their odd battle and stood, hands now covering both elongated ears, a wince already wrinkling her nose.
Once Jaeger seemed satisfied that everyone had covered their ears, he reached down and wedged his hand into the crack. Something sizzled, sparked, like miniature lightning. Ivo stumbled back, startled. His hands were not free to cover his own ears and now he quickly covered the barely visible curve of Emaranthe’s ear poking through her tangled hair. Another spark and popping sound, and a small line of tiny lights in various colors flickered and hummed to life. Something within the stone buzzed softly, like a beetle might.
Then the ear-splitting screech.
He ducked away from the attacking sound, his hand pressing Emaranthe’s face to his chest protectively. Everyone staggered and grimaced, hands and eyes clamped tightly.
Just as quickly it cut off, leaving everyone staring at each other in uneasy silence. Ivo kneeled and eased Emaranthe to the ground. The piercing screech hadn’t roused her, which was alarming, even if expected. He shot the sun an imploring glance, catching Gabaran’s frown still on his twin.
“What just happened?” Ivo asked. He ignored Gabaran and stood scowling at his brother. To his surprise, Jaeger had moved to Sesti and had carefully pried her hands from the sides of her head and inspected her ears. Apparently satisfied, he moved away and turned to glare at Ishelene, as well, ignoring both Ivo and Sesti.
Disappointment flashed for a split second in Sesti’s gaze before she too turned to her mother.
She gritted her teeth “Mother, now that we are all here, would you care to explain this to them now?”
Jaeger’s crossed arms mirrored Gabaran’s. At Sesti’s words he shifted to place himself between her and the stones again. The little lights and whirr had vanished with the screech.
Ishelene stood from her kneeling position on the far end of the clearing, away from the stones, her dark blue eyes unreadable in the midmorning light. The sounds of the battle far below drifted to them on an icy breeze. It turned Ivo’s stomach to think that they’d had to abandon the mortals there. Judging by the slightly sick look on Gabaran’s haggard face, he felt the same way. Those were his people down there.
“I have no guilt about keeping this from you,” she said. Her gaze landed on Ivo and stayed there. “I did what was best for everyone at the time. But times have changed, and I can no longer stay silent.”
Ivo’s arms crossed over his chest now. He shifted to a defensive stance, her words making goose bumps race up his arms.
She continued, her voice a monotone, her face emotionless.
“There are two things you must now know. One is that this portal, and likely its mate, are not of your world. They are what my people called ‘machines’.”
“What are ‘machines’?” Dehil asked from beside Jadeth. The knives had since vanished into the shadows they resided in. “Are they part of a magic spell?”
Ishelene closed her eyes and appeared to age right before them. Lines edged her eyes and her mouth.
“No,” she rasped. “Machines are not magic. They are great things built to perform tasks, functions, for us. In a way they are similar to be honest, but machines are physical objects that run on a physical energy. No spells or magic. Just science and maths, engineering.”
The foreign words with their unknown meanings fell on them, silencing them until Dehil spoke up again.
“These ‘machines’ are from your world? Created by the Starfarers? Why?” he asked.
“We had a lifestyle that was very  advanced. Remember how I said we could travel the stars in a ship? A ship is one of those machines, not the same as this portal, but similar enough.”
“You said this portal was old, from near the beginning when your people crashed here,” Jadeth replied. “Your people, not the Windwalkers, put it here then?”
Ishelene nodded, visible dread pulling her lips into a frown.
“As I mentioned before, many of us survivors scattered among the peoples of this world. I came here to Anat, as did Tanari. We lived among the Windwalkers for several centuries before The Fall. I–my original body died here.”
Gabaran flinched. Ivo sent him a worried glance, but he remained poised, still, even though his voice became a rusty rumble.
“Why did you not say so earlier?” he asked.
“It was Tanari’s secret to keep. Her only way to weave her way in and out of time, and space, to guide us and save Emaranthe, was to keep everything a secret. Much even I don’t know. As a Worldwalker, even before The Fall, she was a master of travelling through space and time without machines or portal stones. Those came later, when it became clear that swift travel would be needed for everyone, not just her. She created them all. On Soldeus she was what we called a scientist.”
“What else did you not tell us, Ishelene,” Ivo growled. He watched her tense, look away. Guilt bowed her shoulders, a feeling he knew well.
“This particular machine was one of Tanari’s. I recognized it instantly. It was built.” She gestured to the twin stones. “For only one purpose–but before now I hadn’t believed it to be true. I’d dismissed her talk as silly and boring, and disregarded her concerns at the time. But Tanari had seen all of this happening, she knew there would be consequences to actions–or inactions.” Ishelene glanced over at her twin, a puzzled frown pulling her lips down.
“Gabaran, how did Tanari know to find you here, at Anat, all those years ago? Knew where you would be, and that she could trust you with Emaranthe’s life? Had you ever met any of the original Starfarers?”
He stiffened, but his head dropped to his chest. “No. I knew they were here among us. But we were younglings those many years ago in Isid. I imagine she found me by accident, yet she knew my name.”
She exhaled, her head shaking as he spoke, but didn’t dispute this. 
Ivo frowned. “Ishelene, where, or when, did Tanari find Emaranthe?”
Jaeger and Sesti tensed, and Gabaran’s low growl rumbled off the soaring mountains around them. 
Jadeth turned to Ivo, her face pale. “Ivo, you need to be able to keep calm if she tells you.”
He scowled at her, but one glance down at the unconscious woman, turned his throat to dust.
“Why? What is it?”
Ishelene stared down at the bundle of indigo wool and tousled blonde hair. Her mouth thinned with pain.
“Do you remember when I said that my people were born in pairs? The second twin usually did not survive due to the power imbalance between the pair. This happens because the pool of power is limited and then must be split between two souls. In most cases only the stronger twin lived and claimed full powers. In Rodon’s case, he was the elder twin and Tanari the younger. Only, she inherited all the power and he retained none–yet both survived.”
Ivo nodded. He didn’t trust himself to speak. This was heading somewhere he didn’t particularly like. His throat began to close.
“The girl Emaranthe saw in the book was who I said, Ainoa, Rodon’s daughter and heir apparent. Only, she had a twin too. And just like their father, this twin lived. Unlike her father, she too retained powers. Full powers. Their mother, Selaya, hid the younger twin from Rodon when it became apparent that both were extraordinarily powerful.”
“Hid the twin?” Gabaran whispered. “How?”
Ishelene shook her head, her gaze downcast. “Selaya claimed the youngest had perished in childbirth. She hid her child at the Heart of the Star with a caretaker who also wouldn’t be missed much.”
Ivo’s voice turned raspy. “The Youngest.”
Everyone looked down at Emaranthe.
“Oh, dear gods.” Jadeth covered her mouth. “Rodon–”
“Rodon never knew until it was too late,” Ishelene whispered. “Neither did I. In this lifetime he still does not remember.”
Gabaran stiffened, his face drawn. “Tanari. Tanari would have done all she could to–”
“–save her,” Ishelene whispered. “Tanari was kept out of the courts as the spare. She practically raised Emaranthe. Only she, her bodyguard, and Selaya knew. I learned of her on accident just before the cataclysm.”
Jadeth’s gasp caught her gaze. “Rodon murdered Ainoa. And Emaranthe–”
Ishelene nodded and looked away. “The Heart of the Star grew unbalanced. The energy shifted catastrophically with Ainoa’s death. Emaranthe had put herself between them not even knowing that Ainoa was her own sister.”
Ivo whispered, “Rodon nearly killed her too. Why?”
Anguished blue eyes free of deceit and full of fear swung to him. 
“He wanted power. Only the kind of power the Heart of the Star could give. Ainoa, Emaranthe, and Tanari had ever only been the ones able to harness and shape it. Tanari interrupted the battle. I’d followed her. I didn’t know what was happening.” She shook her head, her shoulders shaking. “We were too late.”
“You saw everything.”
“I saw it all. I knew that Rodon’s soul was beyond saving even then. I saw my dead granddaughter,” Ishelene lifted her chin and steadied her gaze on Gabaran. Everyone stilled and sucked in a sharp breath. “And I saw another I’d never met before, on the verge of death, in my Tanari’s arms.”
“You are Rodon’s mother.” Sesti’s hands flew to her mouth, her gaze wild.
Ishelene looked at her, fresh tears glinting.
“I was. I was a lifetime ago in a world destroyed by my only son. Ainoa’s death and Emaranthe’s battle with her own father set off a chain reaction. The Heart of the Star erupted, failed and in the end it destroyed Soldeus. We fled to the stars with Rodon a prisoner, and my only surviving granddaughter half dead. Of an entire race only a few dozen had survived.”
“I…how…what about–” Sesti choked out. Jaeger stepped forward and pulled her close, his icy glare for the empress. Sesti turned in his arms and hid against his broad chest, her entire body shaking with sobs.
“What is her rightful name, Ishelene?” Gabaran asked, his face hard and lined. “She spent decades being nameless, homeless, and lost.”
Ishelene hid her face behind trembling hands.
Ivo stared at her, stunned.
“You don’t even know, do you?” he cried out.
“No, I don’t. I am so, so, sorry. Tanari and her bodyguard refused to tell me anything. I had to trust her to do what was right.”
 
***
 
There were no tears, only a well of emptiness that should have terrified her. Emaranthe struggled to keep her breathing even, thankful for the massive folds of the thick, indigo cloak hiding her from the world. Again.
There should be some feeling, right? A gloved hand nestled near her cheek twitched and she watched the fingers stretch open without feeling it. The feeling was long gone, a consequence of a fight to the near death with her own father thousands of years ago. A fight she didn’t remember and certainly didn’t understand. What was she? Was she immortal? Or not?
Heat burned behind her eyes. She snapped them shut. It was a long second before she realized it was dampness, not fire, stinging her face.
The dampness burned twin paths down her cheeks.
Ainoa. A sister she had failed to save.
Ishelene a grandmother she had never known.
Tanari an aunt she did not remember.
And…Rodon.
Regret.
Panic.
Love.
Rage.
She stiffened as the last emotion burned at her core. She forced it aside and exhaled. Rage was what he wanted. The Dro-Aconi. Rodon. Dro-Rodon-Aconi. Storm Warden. Father. Each word sent a pulse of anger and a sharper pulse of control through the tangle of energy that sat at the center of her heart and soul.
The heart that ached for her dead sister. Her aunt who must have sacrificed everything to keep her safe in a world that had burned down around her. Her grandmother that clung to the past while turning a blind eye to the present.
No running. No crying. Only living would be acceptable. And loving.
They needed to find the Crown of Gods and stop Rodon. 
So they would.
Emaranthe uncurled her scar and burn numbed fingers and pushed them against the damp, rocky ground. She inched upright, careful to keep her face hidden in the hood as she slipped to her feet.
A small glance up was framed by Ivo’s legs, spread in a defensive stance between her and the rest of the group. A look past the powerful muscles explained why. Gabaran and Jadeth stood protectively in front of Ivo. To Ivo’s left, Jaeger had curled Sesti into his body and turned rage cooled eyes on Ishelene. 
Rocks clacked behind Emaranthe and she tensed but relaxed when an invisible shimmer slipped to her left without giving her away. An unseen, and understanding, brush of fingers on her shoulder let her know who was protecting their backs.
Her heart snagged and warmed. Ached. Tears burned again, but this time with love.
They were protecting her.
Her gasp undid it. They spun to face her, and instantly their faces screwed into a mixture of panic, pain, and grief.
Emaranthe walked forward into Ivo’s waiting arms, her gaze locked on Ishelene’s.
“Hello, grandmother.”
 



Chapter Twenty Three      
 
 
“Emaranthe, I can’t tell you how much I wanted–”
“You’re right, Ishelene, you can’t. Not now,” Emaranthe interrupted. Flames swirled along the edges of golden-brown eyes that pinned the elf empress in place like a bug. She inhaled a shaky breath and the flames drifted away. “We need to find The Crown of Gods. The past will have to wait just one more day.”
Ivo’s arms tightened around her thin shoulders, a silent wall of muscle and understanding.
“Ishelene, show us how to find it,” Gabaran grunted, his voice barely constrained by the flat rage in his stark gaze. “If Emaranthe can open the portal, show us. Now.”
Ishelene’s gaze leaped along the sturdy wall of Immortals standing before her. Not an ounce of give in their eyes. She finally nodded.
“I don’t know much,” she whispered. “Just what Tanari showed me once, long ago, before I fell.”
“Why can’t you do it if you are her grandmother?” he asked. A bitter sneer curled his lip.
“Emaranthe is the only one of us here who can operate the portal because she is a daughter of a son.”
“I don’t understand,” Gabaran said. “Daughter of a son?”
“My mate was Dro-Agoess-Aconi. Emperor of the House Aconi, caretaker of the Heart of the Star. It was not his duty however, to be its keeper. That should have fallen to his twin sister. But she died at birth, leaving the Heart unguarded until a daughter of a son of House Aconi lived. Tanari was the first, as a daughter of a son. Ainoa would have been the second, but she was the heir and is dead. That leaves Emaranthe, The Youngest, as keeper of the Heart, and the last of our House. Tanari raised Emaranthe, in secret, knowing this.”
“So how do I work it, Ishelene?” Emaranthe asked. She kept her distance, her petite form barely visible in Ivo’s arms.
Ishelene shook her head, her mouth a thin line. “Tanari said that your powers and blood were bonded with it. That give it what it needed and it would take you where you were meant to be.”
 “We don’t need riddles, Ishelene,” Gabaran grunted, but his ire was flat and pained. “What does that mean?”
“I understand,” Emaranthe said. She pulled away to walk to the edge of the clearing. “It’s okay, I understand.”
Ivo followed her. “Understand what?”
She shook her head and turned to study the distant Citadel. The hood fell away, turning her hair to the watery sunlight settling in shades of grey and blood red on the mountains. A haze of smoke, the stench of battle, clung to the lower reaches. Glints of yellow and roiling smoke trailed from the forbidding castle. 
Gabaran’s gaze followed hers and together in silence they watched their home burn. A thought struck.
He spoke suddenly, quietly. “Ishelene, How did she know where to find me? When you asked me you looked puzzled, as if wondering why I did not know more. Why? What happened when she Fell?”
Her gaze steadied on her twin, searching the depths of his starlit eyes. She looked away.
“She died in your arms, Gabaran. Your arms from a lifetime ago. Before The Fall.”
Emaranthe’s gasp echoed everyone else’s as all horrified gazes shot to the tall, imposing elf hunter.
“How is that possible?” he asked. A stray wind, uneasy and carrying with it the stench of war, stirred white laced strands of black hair over starlit eyes dimmed with agony and grief.
“She has never fully explained it to me, and I was never one to look at a second chance and take it for granted, brother.” Ishelene’s words were aimed at Gabaran but her gaze landed on Emaranthe.
 
***
 
Emaranthe faced her big brother, peering far up to see his eyes. .Gabaran towered over her but Ivo knew that they studied each other in mutual, silent, affectionate, understanding.
“We were loved, Gabaran,” she said at last. “You are still loved. You will find your answers too, big brother.”
A hearbeat passed. He nodded. “You are loved still, little sister. Don’t ever let him go.”
Golden brown eyes snapped to Ivo and a wide smile brightened her face.
Ivo inhaled, his heart beat jagged against his bones. Had he never seen her smile?
A piercing screech shattered the solemn silence. 
Everyone stumbled, ducked, hands on ears, silent cries of pain from open mouths.
Ivo lunged for Emaranthe. He swayed, clenched his teeth, and ignored the pain as he tugged her to the other side of the clearing toward Jaeger and Sesti. Jadeth followed, both ears clamped tight and tears streaming down her face.
Gabaran moved face the danger. His eyes bright with rage. Blood stained the edges of one long, scarred ear, but the elf hunter stood firm.
Ishelene cried out to him, to no avail. The stark terror in her usually calm and arrogant voice turned Ivo’s blood to ice. He’d always wondered if that was what Jaeger felt. Now he knew. 
A flash of static lit up the watery, sunlit clearing, a harsh white light nearly as painful as the undulating screech. He watched, stunned, as the light swirled and shifted between the twin stones.
Dread scoured his mouth dry.
“Jaeger, Jadeth, Dehil!” he bellowed. “The portal!”
The shimmering vortex of light sharpened and two silhouettes appeared. The shadowed figures emerged as the sound cut off. 
Weapons hissed as they cleared the shadowed scabbards. Even Sesti, a scholar, not a fighter, faced them with her small, sturdy, dagger held high. 
Sound returned, muffled by the ringing in Ivo’s ears.
All sounds of rage and terror. Sounds he knew well.
His own roar merged with theirs, his sword ready before he took another breath. A shield of wind swirled and steadied before his other arm at the ready. The air chilled and he didn’t have to look to his side to know that Jaeger stood with a shield of ice and an axe.
At his other side a small, hooded cloak hid the blazing gaze of his lover, his Emaranthe. He stiffened, sick at the thought of what this was doing to her. He pushed it aside and raised his sword. His left hand shifted the air shield to protect them both.
The light vanished with a crackle of static, and Ivo stared into the eyes of the man he hated.
Rodon. 
Ivo paid no attention to the uneasy looking necromancer behind the Dro-Aconi. She saw just as well as he did, that she had burned any bridges of goodwill and mercy by siding once more with their enemy. Her red eyes faded and her shoulders slumped as she stumbled away from the center of the clearing to stand at the edge of the cliff.
Ivo’s rage battled with terror when Emaranthe’s hood whipped free and her hair seethed on the wind. She turned burning eyes to the intruders.
Silence reigned as both sides took stock of the other with cold, steady glares.
A shimmer of light streaked across the clearing.
Ivo saw and watched Jadeth realize what was happening.
“No, Dehil, stop!” Her cry twisted his insides.
The air warped and bent as the spy turned assassin darted through the crowded clearing at an impossible speed. 
For a split second Ivo hoped against hope. Instead, black eyes honed in on the swiftly moving elf.
Rodon moved faster than lightning. He became the lightning. The spear came up and a bolt of energy struck Dehil. 
Everyone cried out, none louder than Jadeth, as the thin, dark elf was thrown back across the clearing and into the ridge above. He slammed into the rocks and trees before tumbling down the steep slope in an avalanche of snow, branches, and rocks. 
Jadeth bolted toward his unmoving body at the base of the path. Her hammer swung high as she leaped boulders, a green aura already filling the clearing.
Rodon stood unmoving, his blackened gaze locked on Ishelene.
“You,” he sneered. “I should have known it would be you after all these years.”
Jaeger and Sesti twitched to put themselves between the pair, but a sharp nod from Ishelene sent them back.
Ivo’s attention snapped back and forth between them. He resisted the urge to push Emaranthe behind him, out of sight, but it wouldn’t have mattered. Rodon’s focus was absolute.
Ishelene’s chin lifted, her gaze hard and cold.
“Dro-Aconi.” Her sneer matched his.
He stalked closer, the long, deadly spear outstretched. Everyone followed his calculated steps with unflinching stares on the golden tipped, god forged, weapon.
“You are a fool, Dro-Rodon-Aconi,” she said. “You have spent over a thousand years building an army and you still remember nothing.”
Rodon closed the distance to Ishelene in three steps and stood facing her, his sneer now a permanent feature on his gaunt face.
“So my dear.” His chuckle was as cold as hers. “Which one were you? I admit that I am very intrigued. You are good at this game.”
“This is no game! Why are you doing this, Rodon?” Ishelene snapped. “Why did you spend all those years putting a plan into motion that you had no idea would ever work?”
“Because, Empress, I had nothing else to either live or die for. All of that was taken from me that day.”
“Taken from you?” Ishelene sneered. “Our entire planet was destroyed. Most of our people died that day! Our family!”
“Who were you to me?” Rodon’s lips curled, his eyes black, oily pools.
“I was nobody to you. Nobody,” she cried out. “There were only three people that ever loved you, and you all but murdered them yourself, Dro-Aconi.”
“Tell me,” Rodon ordered. “Who else remains?”
Ishelene’s chin lifted, her dark eyes indigo chips of pained anger. “No.”
The spear closed the distance between them with a hiss. The golden tip hovered a mere inch from her exposed throat. A round of gasps rode on the wind. Jaeger pulled Sesti aside and moved to close the distance, but another arrogant nod from Ishelene halted his advance.
“You should have known better, Rodon,” Ishelene whispered. “Why did you destroy Soldeus? Our people? Your family?”
The Dro-Aconi’s sneer widened and drool made a disgusting path down one side of his jaw.
“You know why. Now, tell me, who are you, sweet Ishelene?” 
The spear tip wove a mocking path in front of the Empress’ slender throat. She swallowed, but didn’t break eye contact.
“I am not your ‘sweet Ishelene’, Dro-Rodon-Aconi,” Ishelene whispered so softly that the wind nearly pulled it away before it reached Ivo’s ears. Emaranthe tensed, her small frame going wire taught beside him.
“Who are you?” Rodon bellowed. The words rumbled with thunder, shaking the ground. Snow rained from tree branches on all sides. 
A motion to Ivo’s left caught his eye. Jaeger, Sesti, and Gabaran slipped behind Rodon with the distraction of the noise. Rodon was now surrounded.
“Why do you need to know, Rodon?” Ishelene’s question whipped Ivo’s attention back to the more dangerous end of the clearing. The two were now at odds, their collective arrogance and stubbornness to no avail.
“I need to know who yet lives,” Rodon muttered. “I know my sister lives, but no other names I can place with faces.”
“Why would you care?” Ivo asked when he fell silent. All gazes shot to him, half in terror, half in wonder. 
Oddly, the black crept from Rodon’s gaze leaving glinting gray. For a mere moment, the split second it took to inhale again, Ivo could see the last vestiges of Rodon’s morality.
He saw pain and guilt, but those had all too easily been swallowed by rage, jealousy, and fear.
Rodon blinked and the inky black bled back into his eyes.
The spear sliced a threatening arc beneath Ishelene’s chin in warning.
“I won’t ask again, Empress,” he said.
“Very well. I will show you, instead.”
Rodon’s head tipped and puzzled interest burned behind the black. “Now that is a trick I’d love to have, Empress, do tell.”
Ishelene closed her eyes.
“What’s she doing?” Rodon took a step back, the spear now wavering in swift, sharp strokes.
The air surrounding Ishelene shimmered, turning Ivo’s view of her into a warped mirage as if she were under water. Beneath her thin, veined eyelids, stark white pinpoints of light flickered.
They opened as the veil around her settled.
Shocked gasps filled the air. Her tall, strong frame had morphed into a thinner, smaller creature. Lines wizened her once firm, and youthful cheeks. Jowls tugged on her jaw line. A longer nose sat below a pair of gray eyes. Wrinkles bloomed over deathly pale skin and her long, dark hair faded to a wispy gray, revealing slightly shorter ears.
Only Rodon seemed to recognize the woman that Ishelene had become. Even then, he seemed to have a hard time finding his voice. The spear whipped the air between the elderly foreign woman.
“No, that’s impossible!” Rodon cried out. “You are not her!”
“No,” Not-Ishelene croaked. Ivo winced. That voice was nearly as painful as the screeching the portal made. “No I am not her any more. But I was her long ago. I was someone you tried to murder, remember?”
“No.” He backed away, the spear held high again.
“Say my name, Dro-Rodon-Aconi,” Ishelene’s imposter commanded. Her voice rang out, harsh and cold. Ivo’s skin crawled as he turned to look at Gabaran. His friend’s face was emotionless, carved in stone, his searing gaze on the enemy not the magicked crone before them.
“Say it! Say my name!” 
“Dra-Celesa-Aconi,” Rodon cried. His hands shook so hard the spear visibly trembled. “Mother!”
At his words everyone’s head snapped around to Gabaran. To Sesti. 
Ivo’s gaze was for Emaranthe. She flinched. He knew she was thinking about Tanari. About Gabaran. About the girl in the spelled book. 
Rodon’s howl turned into an enraged snarl, snapping Ivo out of his thoughts. His spear was back at Ishelene’s throat. The spell broke as she stumbled back from the sharp point and the Empress they recognized returned. As soon as her youthful, cold face came into focus, she shot Ivo a glance. He understood.
He tensed, and let his power build as his sword readied. As intended, the move signaled Jaeger, who brought his frozen axe into view at his side. 
He knew Emaranthe waited and watched, her golden gaze narrowed, pained, but determined. She lifted her hands, a faint ghostly thread of flames already wreathing around her fingers.
As if of one mind, he and Jaeger lunged for Rodon just as he swept the spear back toward Ishelene. Ivo swung the sword low, Jaeger brought the axe down high, his shield of ice a formidable blunt weapon in between.
Their roars echoed off the imposing cliffs, but Rodon didn’t even glance their way.
Ivo watched something shaped like Rodon’s arm and hand holding the spear peel away like a fast, darting shadow. It lashed out, a blur of solid darkness, while Rodon’s real arm remained motionless.
At the last minute Ivo twisted to avoid it, but the shadow arm swung wide and swept both brothers out of the air mid leap with the thick handled weapon.
Ivo grunted as the shaft slammed into his gut. He tumbled backwards and rolled several times. Rocks and dirt ground into him, gouging cuts and jabs. He dug his fingers into the soil to halt the spinning world.
Jaeger’s own startled cry ended in a grunt as he hit the hard, wet ground, and rolled to a stop near the portal stones.
Rodon ignored them, and instead started to Ishelene, his mouth a slash of rage and hatred. Ivo tensed, ready to spring again, his skin crawling with disgust.
Ishelene’s lips flattened into grin line when Rodon’s stance shifted into something predatory, his focus still honed on the creature that had once been his own mother. 
His sneer returned. “I wish I could say I’ve wondered what had happened to you. But no. As you said, you were never worthy of my regard, Mother.”
Ishelene’s gaze slipped past Rodon, past Ivo, and her face visibly flinched. Ivo twisted to see what had caught her attention. Sesti, her dagger raised, stood directly behind the Dro-Aconi. Lines of pain and disbelief edged her dark blue eyes.
At the edge of the clearing, next to the portal, Jaeger climbed to his feet, his cold gaze pinned on Rodon’s back in utter fury. Gabaran slipped closer to Sesti and a bit of dark blue wool brushed Ivo’s sleeve as Emaranthe crept past him.
The air temperature dropped. Ivo’s breath fogged the air.
A spike of fear wedged itself somewhere in the center of Ivo’s heart. His gaze darted between Rodon, Emaranthe, and Jaeger.
Enemy. Lover. Brother.
His breathing snagged as he studied the faces of Gabaran and Sesti, both betrayed by Ishelene and Immortality. What was family when it could so easily, cruelly, be re-made?
The world of relationships was a tricky web if you were an immortal. If re-incarnated you had no choice of your next body, your next lifetime. Mothers found themselves to suddenly be sisters to the still mortal. Brothers could become uncle or nephew. The Four did not think on the fabric of their spell or what it would mean to the lives of everyone.
He shuddered. Those troubling thoughts would have to wait.
He surged to his feet and reached for his sword. It whispered in the shadows as he moved to join the three approaching Rodon.
Except, he moved too slowly. Shadows are always much faster. Before he could take two steps in their direction Rodon turned.
Ivo saw a blur of black hair and blue eyes. A glint of steel.
Jaeger’s guttural cry shattered the breathless silence at the same time.
“No! Sesti!”
Sesti burst forward, arm raised, dagger high.
Rodon spun and struck in one smooth, practiced, lunge.
The golden tip of the spear drove into Sesti’s unprotected middle and out her back in a slippery, bloody punch. 
Her battle cry choked into silence. Her eyes widened in disbelief as she came to a sudden halt. Blood spilled from her lips as her body folded in on itself and the dagger clattered to the ground. 
Ivo could only watch in horror, his own shout joining the other’s.
He rocketed forward, sword raised.
Gabaran’s starlit gaze flared white hot as he lunged forward to grab Sesti. Emaranthe’s hoarse scream rose above all, a piercing wail of denial. She reached for her sister as flames fueled by anguish raced along her outstretched arms to envelope her.
Ivo’s sword came down on the shaft of the spear as Gabaran and Emaranthe reached her. Jaeger appeared out of nowhere, shoved them aside, and grabbed Sesti to his body. 
His keening wail muffled the snap of the heavy wooden shaft, but nothing could ever muffle the wet thump of them collapsing to the ground. His shaking hands twisted the shattered spear shaft from her back and let it fall into a spreading puddle of blood before clutching her limp body to him.
It would be a sight and sound that Ivo would never forget.
Rodon’s snarl of rage jerked Ivo away from the heartbreaking sight of his little brother hugging the unmoving woman to his body, tears turned to rivulets of ice on his ashen face. Jaeger rocked her, his soft sobs lost in the melee.
Rage burned the edges of Ivo’s vision. He turned, sword raised again, as Gabaran tackled Rodon. They tumbled across the clearing toward Ishelene in a tangle of roars and fists.
The empress just stood there, eyes wide and empty on her daughter’s unmoving body. 
Ivo made to join Gabaran, when something made him halt. A hiss. A soft gasp. Heeled boots clicking on stone. Then splashing through mud and blood.
He turned, a cold fear gripping his heart and squeezing.
Alarandia stood facing him in front of the giant stone portal, Emaranthe dangling in a vise like grip and held high by her slender, pale throat. Again. The Necromancer’s other hand hovered just beside Emaranthe’s left cheek, cradling a ball of roiling death smoke.
Something inside Ivo snapped. It felt like his heart breaking in two.
Golden brown eyes never left his face. 
He staggered a step toward her. He didn’t care if everyone saw his anguish, his fear, his pain.
“Release her!” he roared. The sounds of battle behind him were nothing. Emaranthe was everything.
“Not yet, warrior.” Alarandia’s sneer of manic glee didn’t quite reach her eyes. Pale with ill disguised panic, she glanced over at the chaotic scene filling the small clearing. “I will get my final payment. From Rodon.”
Lightning cracked. A blast of thunder. Blinded and deafened, everyone ducked to hide their eyes and ears but Jaeger and Emaranthe. They were beyond feeling now, Ivo realized.
Ivo regained his wits and blinked past the dark spots crowding his vision. His heart hammered as Emaranthe twisted in the Necromancer’s grip, heedless of the gruesome spell roiling inches from her skin. Fire swirled in her gaze and then surged from her body in a wave of heat.
The blast flung the necromancer’s arms aside. The spell splashed against the base of the portal stone and sizzled. Alarandia stumbled backwards toward the edge of the cliff, and collapsed in a graceless heap. Her screeches added to the cries of rage and anguish filling the clearing.
Emaranthe landed on her knees with a hiss of pain. She scrambled toward the rock and slapped her hands over the sizzling, disintegrating, edge. She held tight, her instant scream of agony punctuating a second crack of thunder. 
“Emaranthe!” Ivo dodged Rodon’s spear by a thread. He spun to meet it with his shield. The crack of energy knocked him backwards, his roar cut off by the unforgiving ground. 
Gabaran lunged in front of Ivo with a hoarse shout, drawing Rodon’s attention. He knocked and aimed his black bow and arrows at the Dro-Aconi. They passed through him, doing no more damage than the wind to smoke. Rodon slashed at him, the spear a blur of motion. Gabaran dodged again, and the pair squared off again near the center of the clearing.
A green ribbon of light crept along the ground and split into several shimmering branches. Ivo stepped away from it. He did not want to feel a healing power that would not save them all.
The green tendrils slipped and folded around the unmoving bundle wrapped in Jaeger’s shaking arms. Nothing happened. Jaeger remained senseless to the battle and Jadeth’s futile attempts. The green faded as Rodon stomped at it, a deadly dance woven between a spear and Gabaran’s wrath.
A shimmer of light crept behind the battling pair and silently slipped in to join. Twin blades reflected the dying sunlight and cold metal as they slid and slashed. No blood darkened the blades, as the enemy moved with the smoke and shadows where they could not.
Ivo stumbled to his feet, his attention caught between Emaranthe and his brother. Sesti remained still and lifeless, as did Jaeger’s gaze.
Emaranthe shuddered and fell back. Her soft cry cut through Ivo’s dazed mind, but a surge of energy blasted him aside once more. He rolled, spitting dirt and leaves, and crept to his knees, but froze, his gaze locked on Emaranthe across the clearing.
 Her gaze, now large and haunted, stared to Ivo’s left. Horror, pure terror, reflected in her beautiful brown eyes, all signs of her inner fire gone.
Ivo stumbled to his feet transfixed.
 



Chapter Twenty Four
 
 
Gone was a recognizable Rodon. He rose high on towering legs of shadows and darkness. Lightning branched out to form legs, arms, and hands. His torso whirled and merged with embers stoking dark and twisted flames. His face was but a twisted suggestion of wraithlike shadow and smoke. Black, empty eyes of pure evil and a mouth that spoke like thunder was all that was left of him.
Stormwarden. 
The very creature that had Emaranthe had seen in her nightmares, in the last moments of a prior lifetime. Ivo resisted the urge to retreat from the monster that was now fully in control. Behind the towering, twisted evil, Gabaran and Dehil paced with stunned awe. Ishelene stood behind them, her face blank of any emotion. Numbed.
The Dro-Aconi spoke with rumbles of thunder and centuries of rage.
Give me the map!  
Gabaran howled over the peals clapping the darkening sky. 
“Never! Your time is here done, Rodon.” 
Thunder rumbled. A humorless chuckle rode the chest pounding vibrations. 
“You are a fool.” The Dro-Aconi’s voice seemed nearly like the old Rodon. He turned and crossed the clearing toward Alarandia and Emaranthe in one step that cleared Jaeger’s huddled form and buckled the ground as it landed. Lightning crackled and surged with the movement, and the ember stoked black flames popped and swirled.
Gabaran charged forward, his bow raised. He crashed to his knees, and slid beneath one outstretched leg and released an arrow. The sound it made echoed the thump of Ivo’s heart against his ribs. He held his breath. The black arrow pierced the smoky, lightning laced leg and sailed away off the edge of the cliff.
The rumbling chuckle shook the clearing again. 
Something red and green rocketed across the clearing. A blur of metal blended with a ribbon of green. Jadeth’s war cry shattered the silence. She swung with the massive war hammer at Rodon’s knees. It connected in a shower of sparks, making the nearest leg stagger. Instantly, triumph became terror when lightning surged and crackled back along the hammer head and down the handle. Jadeth’s screech matched Alarandia’s and the war hammer hit the dirt moments before Jadeth’s ass did. She curled into a ball with a groan, the hammer out of reach for a brief second. It vanished and Jadeth glanced over at Ivo with a grimace before gaining her feet and reaching for it again with a snarl.
Ivo rushed forward to take her place, sword raised. Dehil’s shimmering wake barreled toward the towering monster from the other side, an enraged roar joining the chaos.
Gabaran joined Ivo’s attack, his bared teeth and empty hands the only weapons he had left. The twin pinpoints of light had dimmed with crushing grief and dark anger.
“I’d stop right there, my little Immortals.”
Ivo stumbled at the words, his heart seizing. The three of them skidded to a halt in mute horror beside the unmoving figures of Jaeger and Sesti.
Through the monster’s nearly opaque torso, he watched lightning laced fingers close around Emaranthe and pull her away from the stone. The Stormwarden straightened and brandished his prize high in the air. 
The other arm whipped out and slammed into Alarandia. Her screams followed her off the cliff.
“Your payment, Necromancer,” he said. 
Cold, chilling fear closed Ivo’s throat as the Stormwarden’s fingers squeezed.
Emaranthe’s cry of pain cut off. Her struggles ceased. The haunted look turned to stark fear.
“Let her go!” Ivo bellowed. It was echoed by Gabaran and Jadeth. 
Jaeger staggered to his feet, his face void of emotion, his blue eyes frozen solid. He cradled Sesti against his chest, his hauberk now more red than not. Her long, silky smooth black hair draped over his shoulder tangled on the frigid wind. A fine rivulet of blood beneath her nose was the only color on her cold, beautiful face. 
Ishelene darted forward and pulled her dead daughter from Jaeger’s arms with a wail that shook Ivo to the core.
So much asked of them. Too much. Too much death. Too much pain.
Jaeger’s arms fell to his sides. He didn’t react other than to ignore another teardrop as it froze on his grief and rage hardened face.
“Give me the map, or she dies.” Rodon shook Emaranthe to make his point. She winced visibly, and Ivo’s heart nearly stopped. The long edge of her indigo cloak, wedged with her in the terrible lightning shaped hands, began to smolder. Wrinkles of concentration knit her brow and beads of sweat dotted her freckled nose. Hope flared for the briefest moment but it battled with fear as the embers faded and drifted away on the wind.
Rodon’s black, soulless gaze found his. A sneer split his monstrous face further.
“I don’t ask for much, Ivo son of Veriuc, do I?” he mocked. “Your ability to control the wind won’t help her. It will only stoke my fire.”
Ivo shook with rage. His jaw flexed and he glared up at the towering Dro-Aconi. He saw the truth in the words. There at the center of whatever Rodon had become, embers of black churned with flames made of shadow. He risked making the monster stronger.
“I want the map.” The Dro-Aconi lifted Emaranthe higher and tipped her to one side. The charred cloak billowed out along with her hair he held her nearly upside down.
Her brown eyes flared white hot for a brief second, but vanished when she winced with pain again. Lightning danced along one giant finger, shocking her. Her body stiffened, her mouth wide in a silent cry.
Gabaran fell to his knees. He didn’t notice that he knelt in his niece’s blood.
Tears dimmed his gaze.
Ivo’s heart hammered against his ribs.
The map.
Emaranthe.
He held his breath as the large Elf reached into the folds of his dark cloak and pulled the tiny scrap of parchment free. His large, scarred hand shook so hard it crinkled audibly.
“Gabaran,” Ivo croaked out, gutted. He staggered toward his friend. Jadeth flinched and dropped her chin to her chest with a sob.
“Take it,” Gabaran said. “Take it.”
Ivo tensed, every muscle in his body screamed for him to move. To act. To stop it all. Right. Now.
To his shock, the Dro-Aconi’s monstrous form transformed, became the Immortal version of Rodon they knew just a bit, just enough to become solid, to reach for the scrap of paper with his unoccupied hand.
He felt, rather than saw the surge of energy erupt from Emaranthe. Heat waves warped the air seconds before a tide of fire swept along the lightning laced half of Rodon’s partially transformed body.
The blast lit up the dusky twilight. A surge of heat and roiling flames licked the sky inches above their heads. Mere moments later a molten shockwave laced with the guttural rumble of thunder and crackle of embers threw everyone backwards.  
Ivo landed on his back and tumbled bonelessly for a moment before slamming to halt against a tree at the edge of the clearing. Dizzy and disoriented, he stared up at the monster that was the Dro-Aconi. He watched, helpless, as Rodon toppled backwards between the spires of rock with Emaranthe in the hand made of lightning, and the tiny map clutched in the other.
The arm made of lightning slammed into the stone. It cracked and crumbled beneath the sudden weight. Little lights flashed in warning. Sparks shocked and popped. 
 
***
Emaranthe struggled against the lightning-made fingers and lunged for the crumbling stone with a hoarse cry. She clawed her fingers into a crack in the rock as gravity dragged her through the portal in a cruel slow fall. A flash of fire burned beneath her palm. The stone whirred to life, the tiny lights and sparks popping. Tendrils of smoke slipped from behind her fingers and the stench of scorched flesh turned her stomach. 
She felt the flare of heat and static as the portal erupted open behind her. It flickered. Swirled in a static laced fog. It sharpened, and then flickered again between a myriad of unfamiliar scenes. Gravity dragged her hand along the stone inch by inch and the monstrous fingers around her middle spasmed, forcing air from her lungs. Her grip lost, she turned, her gaze on the creature holding her. A memory intruded, unbidden.
 
Flames writhed in skeletal hands.
Eyes burned black.
Lightning scorched the sky, filling it with the rank stench of death.
Hide. Need to hide. He will find me!
Something else was moving with the storm as well. I could feel it in the wind—a warmth, a fire, a hunger–
Death.
 
The weight of gravity. The stinging agony of being caged in lightning. The creeping burn.
It was all too familiar.
But not the same.
She struggled against the weightless, helpless feeling of falling forever. A faint light encased her, brightening her tilted and fading view of everyone in the clearing.
Tears blurred their familiar and beloved faces, the looks of terror, fear, and rage a jagged spike of pain as they slipped away from her. So much pain.
Her gaze caught Ivo’s. His ashen face reflected her terror, anguish, grief. Love.
“Find what we seek, Ivo,” Emaranthe whispered. The wind would carry her words to him. “I know you will find me! I love you!”
Everything shimmered and blackened.
 
***
 
Ivo’s heart seized at her whispered plea. 
“Emaranthe! No!”
He heard her whisper on the wind. 
I love you.
Rodon and Emaranthe vanished. The image inside continued to flicker between a star studded black sky and the silhouette of an unfamiliar mountain top. It hitched and froze with a final spark and tendril of smoke.
Ivo bellowed, anguish turning his voice raw and wild. He stared at the space between the broken stones, disbelief crinkling the corners of his eyes and making them sting. The world blurred. His shaking fingers clawed into the ground as he lunged to his feet. 
Emaranthe…was gone.
Silence and emptiness was all that remained.
Something cold touched his face. Something wet. At first it came as a gentle plop. Then a few more. Then a solid, steady fall that didn’t at first register in his dazed mind.
Rain. A hard, pouring, rain of grief, rage, and fear. He fell to his knees.
Eyes closed, Ivo turned his face to the sky. Raindrops pelted his skin like cold, hard, shards of glass. Like tears.
His heart, already torn in two, twisted again, when he recognized what the rain meant.
He didn’t have to turn to see. He knew.
But he did, anyways.
Jaeger knelt in the center of the clearing, his broad shoulders hunched and shaking with sobs. A bare hand, trembling violently, hovered over the sodden spell book dropped carelessly in a dirty puddle before him.
“Jaeger, no,” Ivo croaked. The pouring rain drowned his words. Behind his brother, a ring of faces lost in the gray, wet, haze watched, pale and shaken, wordless.
Jadeth sank to her knees, her hair a scarlet slash of color in the grayness, her gaze empty and lost. Behind her, Dehil stood motionless, his focus on Jadeth alone, his face hard and stricken. Gabaran…Gabaran stood with his back to them all, his face to the empty portal, stiff and unyielding. 
“Jaeger?” Ivo croaked. He struggled to move his arms, legs, anything, but nothing worked.
Jaeger twisted to look at Ivo at last. Tears raced his face to merge with the rain.
Grief.
Rage.
Guilt.
Despair.
Ivo swallowed. He knew what Jaeger had to do. He nodded.
Gabaran’s voice cut over the hammering rain. 
“She did it.”
Ivo’s head came up. “What?”
“Look.”
Ivo looked, stunned. Jadeth’s gasp echoed Dehil’s.
The portal stones, leaning, crumbling, and cracking, still sparked and popped. The liquid light at its center swirled to life and sharpened, honing in on something he couldn’t quite make out.
Jadeth staggered to her feet and edged closer. “What is it?”
“It is what you seek, Jadeth.” Ishelene rocked Sesti’s body, not bothering to look up. “It is the gift left you by your Child of Fire.”
Ivo joined Jadeth, his gaze narrowed on the scene within.
It was a mountain top, barely seen in an early morning light that held more shadows than not. No identifying features were visible.
He swung on Ishelene. “Where is this?”
Her dark blue eyes, black with grief, speared him. “It is what you seek. You only have to go to it.”
Dehil materialized and took Jadeth’s hand. All gazes turned to Gabaran.
“We will follow you, Gabaran,” Ivo said at last. “Emaranthe–”
“Emaranthe is waiting for us.” Gabaran stalked toward the portal and stepped  into the liquid light without hesitation. It would accept him, he knew it. She had made it. “We will find the Crown of Gods and find her and then stop Rodon once and for all.”
Jadeth and Dehil followed.
Jaeger stood, the book now clutched to his chest. The pounding rain blurred the edges of everything but the hard glint in his gaze. He stalked after the elves without a backward glance.
Ivo glanced back at Ishelene. And Sesti.
He asked, “What will you do?”
She didn’t look up.
“I will send my daughter to the morning sun and then end the battle below. I will find any surviving allies to the west and then we will meet again, Warrior, at the end.”
Ivo nodded and walked through the portal.
The tendrils of energy vanished as he emerged and stopped to stare. 
The portal winked out, turning the pre-dawn light darker, but there was no missing the massive object sitting below them, perched on a hillside in a jumble of fallen rocks and twisted metal. 
Easily larger than five lengths of his village end to end, and just as tall and wide, it gleamed in smooth angles and curves in the faint morning grayness. He could see the damage further down–shredded bits of metal, black scarring, and in the distance it appeared to be partially buried within the hillside. A long gouge dragged through a series of rolling hills on one side. On the other the clearing it perched on ended in another steep drop-off. This clearing was ringed by over a dozen of the giant stone portal monoliths. Ivo had never seen the like before. 
They slipped and skidded down the hillside, sending a sea of pebbles and dust into the air. Ivo trailed behind, dread and awe trading places with grief and anger as he passed between two of the silent stones. 
He reached the giant metal object and ran his hand along the cold, smooth metal. Giant letters, meters high, painted illegible words along the length of the belly.
“It’s a giant sky ship,” Jaeger said. He traced a bloodstained hand along the bottom of a painted word that none of them could read. “It’s the ship Ishelene spoke of in her tale. The one that brought her people here to Ein-Aral.”
Jadeth eyed the giant object in awe. “The Crown of Gods is a ship? The sky ship that crashed. This is what we’ve been looking for all this time?”
Ivo’s heart twisted, squeezed. He swallowed. Emaranthe. She should have been here. He glanced at his brother’s face. The grief shadowing his brother’s eyes had deepened into something far worse. He knew Jaeger was thinking about Sesti’s reaction to the sky ship…how she would have loved it.
Ivo swallowed, unable to look away from the grief and rage mirrored on Jaeger’s face, all their faces. He opened his mouth. Shut it. Tried again. A soft gasp caught his attention. 
Jadeth moved to the edge of the clearing, her gaze and frown on something. Everyone turned to see what had caught her eye.
Across the ravine, giant towers, arches, and terraces of stone clung to the crags and crevices of a mountain now bathed in the early morning sunlight. And beyond a great, unending valley of green swept to an unseen horizon. 
“It must be Orin-Iad. The lost city, the one Mareva spoke of in the Book,” Jadeth whispered. “I don’t understand.” 
“We found The Crown of Gods. The Lost City. They must be linked. But why and how? And at what cost? What do we do, Gabaran?” Ivo asked.
“What we are meant to. What Emaranthe and Sesti would want us to do. We stop Rodon and end the war,” Gabaran said. He turned to Ivo. “We will find Emaranthe, Ivo, I promise. She is strong and brave. She can take care of herself.”
Ivo smiled, but tears burned the corners of his eyes. He looked at Gabaran. 
“I know.”
 
To be continued…
 
 
 
 
THE END
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