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For my family.

I am Fintan the white, son of Bochna, I shall not conceal it; after the Flood here I am--a noble great sage.

Leabhar Gabhála Éireann


The Flame in the Forest


Our story is the same.

Casting your eyes, in outmoded flesh, on despoiling gods and crying undo me, you feel the story twisting, breaking.

It is not your flesh, but indwelling; not your mind, but the eye beneath. You have heard it countless times, calling as if from stone.

And when in desperation to save the life you cursed, you turn on flesh of your flesh, and tether one to another, you add only weight to your descent.

From stone, the heart.
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The hollow cant of an owl withered through the Long Valley as the wizard led the three knights to the edge of the forest sloping from the steep mountains, billowed with darkling florets of beech, sage, and emerald. The sky was cast in a mercurial gray, bled through with feathering azure and the purple of thistle, and neither the wizard nor the knights trailing behind him had any notion that the sun might never again shine on Aelethion.

Lochhart massaged the base of his neck as he bobbed with the horse’s cadence. Maglen had just informed them there would be another day’s journey before they reached the close of the valley, and Lochhart was exhausted as it was.

Anndra rode up beside Lochhart and exaggerated a salute over his heart. “Hail, glorious captain!”

Lochhart rolled his eyes with a smirk.

“When do we make camp?” Anndra continued.

“I haven’t asked.”

“Ought to be soon, right?”

“Hard to tell, like the last few days,” Lochhart said, looking up at the thunderous storm clouds.


“Last few weeks,” Anndra corrected, also eyeing the oppressive sky. “Why don’t you just ask Maglen?”



Lochhart directed a smug side-eye at Anndra. “Getting sleepy?”



“Me? You think I can’t see the bags under your eyes?”



Lochhart was tempted to tell Anndra to ask Maglen himself, but Anndra was technically following the proper chain of command. “He’s checking his ring often enough," said Lochhart. "He’ll let us know.”



At that moment, as if overhearing their dialogue, Maglen raised his right hand to glance at his veiäsband, the ring of authority granted to the high sages of the court. The small inlaid gemstone was indeed shifting from celadon blue to a fiery orange.


“There, you see?” said Lochhart, lowering his voice, “Nearly sunset.”

Anndra beamed. “How fortuitous. At least he stops when there’s no day left.”


Lochhart was already well acquainted with Maglen’s quirks, but the other two found them a fascinating novelty.


A bustling figure, kinetic and expeditious, Maglen was always spurring the group on at a brisk pace. He preferred to stick to a tight schedule and was not one to suffer long delays. Despite this, he made frequent stops to collect samples of moss from ancient oaks, or to gather information from a passing squirrel.

They soon stopped and made camp near the south line of trees.

That night, sprawled over the cold ground, Lochhart was restless with dreaming: He stood in a vast field of heather, faced by four large graves. On the opposite side of the mounds stood his father, puffing like a bellows, his bloodied hands clasping an empty bottle, his one operable eye goring Lochhart. A swarm of birds flew due west. Then Lochhart was standing on the edge of an oceanside cliff, the flocking birds swelling in number until the sky itself was black as night. Out in the ocean, there rose a tall rocky island, dwarfing him in its immensity. At the peak of the island was a full yew tree, unswayed by the intense wind. The yew flew off of the island, going straight up into the blackened skies and blasting through, shattering the sky’s baldachin like delicate glass.

Then he woke up.

As flustering as the dream had been, Lochhart soon managed to force it out of his mind as they packed up camp and set out once again.

The weather that day had taken a turn for the worse. The mountains on either side of the valley were shrouded in a tangle of mists, and the blustery winds sprayed the party with intermittent sprinkles of aspiring rain. The party moved into the cover of the trees and among the bending pillars of oak and beech to keep from getting drenched. The somber gloaming within the wood was heavy with the damp air, and the party dismounted their horses so they could guide them over the gnarled root system mottled in springy turf-moss.

They had not gone far when Maglen stopped sudden in his tracks. Ahead of them about a stone’s throw and between two hawthorn trees was a ghostly flame, oscillating from side to side as if held in some unseen lantern. Maglen said nothing, his back arched in tense expectation. From the heart of the flame, Lochhart thought he could hear a faint lament, as if from some young woman in sorrow.

The swinging flame began to float away, leading a meandering route between the trees. Without taking his eyes from the spirit, Maglen whispered to Anndra, “Tie up the horses. Quickly now, we must not lose sight of it!” and he and the other knights trailed behind the flame at a distance.

“I’ve only heard of wisps being in bogland,” whispered Iain.

“This one is here,” Maglen rejoined.


“It’s an ill-fated omen, we should leave it alone.”


“Hush! That is why we must follow it.”

The flame sped up, darting left and right behind trees. Veering left toward the slopes of the mountain, it led to a narrow ravine with steep walls and continued into the shadowy interior. In followed Maglen and the others, with Anndra running up behind.

Lochhart felt a culminating sense of dread following the apparition into the dark recess in the mountainside. Soon the walls of the tapering ravine hung far above and conjoined, and the path became jet black. Maglen whispered something which Lochhart thought sounded like “thread-and-honeysuckle”, and a thin glowing mist appeared on the ground before them, illuminating the dark passageway under the mountain.

The wisp floated into a chamber at the end of the tightening passageway, then vanished from sight. The chamber’s entry was a narrow opening, and shards of glassy stone lay shattered all around it.

Maglen and the knights padded into the enclave, their trepidatious steps ferreting around the incisive fragments at their feet. Inside, it was a rounded half-dome chamber, overgrown with unco mosses and subterranean ferns that twisted and looped in tesselation. In the middle of the chamber on a raised mound, illuminated by the conjured mists, was an imposing standing stone of speckled dolerite.

Lochhart’s heart pounded. He could not explain why, but his chest heaved at the sight of the monolith before them. The same panicked feeling he had felt in his dream the night before awoke deep within, stirring up echoes, casting shadows…


Maglen’s head hung before him, and he leaned on his staff there in the dark of the cave. After a while, he began to rub the length of his forehead, as if deliberating between several options. Finally, he turned to the knights and said, “Be on your guard. This is widlath sorcery.”


The knights stood petrified, wordless at what Maglen had just uttered. It was a word breathed in only the foulest of contexts; its true meaning had passed out of memory, but its terror remained.

Stepping up to the stone with cautious movements, Maglen placed his palm flat against the surface of the rock. Out from under his hand a faint teal light spread out across the face of the stone in twisting tendrils, ensconcing it in a jagged, spiraling whorl.

Lochhart felt a nauseating sensation and a dull, aching pain in his stomach, and the other knights nearly collapsed under their own weight. The spiraling blue light shot out of Maglen’s other hand over the entire length of his staff, twisting around the ancient bough in a knotting vine.

More and more, the air in the enclosure was becoming stale and motionless, but the sound of rushing wind echoed through the chamber, whirring around in increasingly intense commotion. Maglen was breathing hard and cried aloud, “Grievous sorcery!”

Everything in the chamber grew weightless, lifting Maglen and the knights into the air. Maglen’s hair stood on end and emitted quivering limbs of electricity— twitching, connecting, and quailing up to greater lengths.

“Confounded ensorcellment!” Maglen roared with a pained voice. “Venerable was the day old Maglen struck upon thee, O defiled!”

There sounded an abrupt thundering under the ground, a loud cracking sound traveling up from below, and finally, amid all the din, the stone fractured into a blast of shards, throwing Maglen back with some force and dropping the knights onto the mossy earth. Lochhart landed on his back, portions of the debris from the stone catching under him and digging into the left side of his rib cage.

The mutilated remnant of the stone was left up on the mound, belching an acrid smoke. The knights stood to their feet, covering their faces with the crooks of their arms. Maglen, seemingly unfazed by the stench, said in a calm but labored breath, “Sir Iain, please go attend to the horses, and retrieve the bag from the left side of my gelding. You two, come, help me collect the scattered pieces.”

Lochhart and Anndra helped Maglen gather the fragments of rock scattered around the room and pile them together on the smoking wreckage.

“The stone is destroyed…” Maglen assured them. “Best not to leave it as it is, however, lest it be found by the wrong people.”

When Iain returned with Maglen’s bag, Maglen reached in and grabbed a cloth. With it, he plucked up a particle of the shattered stone, about the size of an acorn, wrapped it inside the textile, and placed it inside the bag.

From the satchel, he also produced a bundle of fernland moss and a large tattered book which appeared to be little more than a stack of disheveled vellum with an ancient, heavy leather binding. He cracked it open and flipped through the pages with a furious speed. Seeming to find what he had looked for, he perused the page, slammed it shut, and placed it back inside the bag.

After rubbing the moss together between his hands over the rock pile, he stood back and lifted his staff with both hands above his head. “Fated was the day of reckoning! Thy doom was engraved on your very being!” He slammed the staff into the ground and breathed out onto the stone, which exploded into a cacophonous pillar of multicolored flame, so hot that the knights staggered back. Maglen lifted the staff back into the air, and the flame vanished, leaving behind an outcropping of dazzling white crystals.
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As the party walked out of the ravine, Maglen moved at an unusual, ponderous pace. On occasion, he stopped and inspected the narrow walls of the ravine, running his fingers along gray and discolored fissures, stroking his beard all the while, and muttering under his breath.

Coming back into the forest, Lochhart was relieved by a fresh breeze enlivening the air. He took a deep breath, full of the aroma of the dampened forest, glad to be out of that chamber. He was mired over with a mess of thought stirred up in that dark hollow of the mountain, and though the fresh air cleared his lungs, it did nothing to ease his mind.

He and Anndra caught each other’s eyes, and they gave each other knowing tilts of the head. Lochhart half expected him to make one of his quips, but Anndra only nodded and looked away.

They trudged back to the horses, but Maglen was trailing behind, stooping to inspect lines running across the ground. He considered them with an incisive gaze for several moments, then, with an abrupt, hawklike lift of the head, he was brought back to the world around him. He plodded over to the others, placed his bag onto his horse’s back, and they rode on into the valley.

The steep forested mountains on both sides of the valley were swirling with blurring veils, and the company soon became sodden by the fine smattering mists, pulling their hoods, dusted with glittering speckles of dewy moisture, closer together over their faces. Those mountains were known to harbor wolves, and the wary knights gazed into the surrounding trees, on guard for any ravenous eyes within the twisted canopy. Lochhart noticed a stone tower off to the right, just peeking over the trees, but the party passed it by without a word. Maglen rode ahead, puffing on his long black walnut pipe beneath his hood. The weather seemed to set him at ease somehow, though he continued riding in quiet contemplation.

They came down the grassy valley beneath the blearing leaden sky, and ahead, the sheer mountains on either side came together in a steephead, connecting like some long serpent making an about-face.

At the base of this horseshoe lay a village of wooden lodges interspersed with boulders fallen long ago from high on the mountains and low rock formations that stretched out under many of the lodges. The buildings seemed black against the dimming misty evening blue, but the windows glowed hints of warm hearths, interrupted by the flickering shadows of company.

An inn sat at the fore of the village, where they tied their horses. Creaking open the heavy wooden door and throwing back their hoods, the company stepped into the thermal tavern. The bright tones of a hammered dulcimer were bouncing from some corner of the room, nearly drowned by the loud exchanges of patrons seated close abreast. Brushing past weary tradespeople and coteries of the various young and old, reserved and boisterous, they were directed to a table by a barmaid who looked rather busy. Maglen went instead to the bar, where he engaged the barman. They talked low and thoughtfully, drowned out by the din of the tavern.

Iain leaned in to the other two and said, “The way we were given our orders to lug out here, you’d think people would be in more of a state of panic.”

Lochhart looked away. His thoughts were back in the cave in the mountain, where the world felt an expanse of heaving void. There in the invasive chasm of emptiness, his thoughts had returned to moments he had tried to forget; memories that had been hidden in the depths of his mind. Now they clung to his thoughts, seeped in where he did not wish them.

Anndra replied to Iain, “Well, people have to go on living. You can’t let every little thing consume you. My old man used to say ‘Every moment you worry about the future is a moment you’ve gifted the grave.’ Why worry about things that are out of your control?”

“That’s true!” said Iain, pulling his ale closer and leaning in again, “All we’ve really got is what we see around us, can’t let weird rumors drag us down.” He looked to Lochhart for some acknowledgment, but Lochhart’s eyes were distant, gazing into something far-off, unseen.

By the time Maglen returned to the others, the knights were on their second ale.

“We have arrived in Wulfvale,” said Maglen. “Tomorrow we have many things to accomplish. It seems there have been several recent events hitherto undisclosed to the throne. I am compelled to remind you to not tell anyone about the quest we have been entrusted with. Firstly, observe. Secondly, ask questions, but nothing excessive or too direct; you must neither suggest your own spurious suppositions nor trust too readily in the speculations of anyone here.”

The barmaid interrupted what Maglen was about to say with a pewter plate of food on the table. “Here you go, loves. Some rye bread from the bakery just across the way and some cheese. The cheese is our local specialty— impossible to get in the capital! We age it in the caves around these parts, and coat it in pampas ash.” Anndra barely had time to ask for another round as the barmaid spun around to help another table.

“I’ve also acquired lodging,” continued Maglen, as the knights tore into the food. “The inn will tend to the horses.”

Outside, the deluge had turned to full droplets, battering the rooves of the darkened houses in the little village, and within the warm tavern, the knights rested from the events of the day, while Maglen fell back into a posture of rumination. The fireplace crackled on, and all around was the bustle of the tavern.

“Incredible cheese,” said Iain.
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The next morning, the men walked out of the inn and up to the short lean-to sheltering the horses. The weather was much the same as the day before, though the rain had let up for a bit. After making sure the horses were well in order, the knights left them to graze on hay and walked up the dirt path into the rest of the village.

The village was filled with wooden lodges, aged and well taken care of over the years, though they were streaked with long splotches of gray over the aromatic wood. They walked past house after house, but there was not a person to be seen anywhere. They peeked behind walls and glanced into the fenced-off flower beds, looking for anything out of place. They wove through narrow backways and back to the main road. Soon, they had walked the entire length of the village without noticing anything unusual.

Iain kicked a flower that draped over the side of a garden lattice as he turned to the others. “What were the reports even about?” he asked. “We haven’t seen a single person, not to mention any sign of disturbance— and certainly nothing supernatural… Not in the town anyways…”

Maglen looked at the windows of the houses, then around at the roofs. “Back to the inn!” he exclaimed, and Lochhart thought he heard some annoyance in his voice.

As they walked, Maglen said, “Consider how full the tavern was last night. Where did all of those people go? Surely, a small town with such a dense population has some people out and about in the morning. But even the houses are empty. Look at the chimneys. Firewood is stacked high at every home, but on a day such as this, no one has thought to stoke up a fire?” It was true, the town was frigid, not having seen the sun for weeks.

Coming back to the inn, Maglen heaved open the wooden door. The tavern was also empty, which had not struck the party as odd earlier in the morning. Lochhart walked behind the counter into the adjoining room and pantry, and the other two knights checked the second floor of the inn.

They stepped back outside and walked to a nearby bakehouse. A thorough search there also came up empty. They split up and foraged through houses up and down the village.

After about an hour of searching, Maglen called them together again.

Lochhart addressed Maglen, “When you spoke with the innkeeper last night, did he indicate that anything might be happening outside of town today?”

“In fact, his wife is ill and he needs to stay at the inn to care for her,” said Maglen, massaging his temple.

“This is a cruel prank,” murmured Iain.

“I do not believe this is some mischief on the part of our would-be hosts,” sighed Maglen, “nor that this occurrence is unrelated to our purpose here… but my impression is that we have exhausted our options in the town itself and will need to inquire about this elsewhere for now. I have the beginnings of an idea as to what is happening here, and I could make assumptions I pray are wrong, but for now, I will spare you my ramblings. To the horses, and follow me closely.”


Statues in the Grotto


Morwyn wiped her sleeve across her bedewed face. The spray from the waterfall crowded the air, and the path carved into the wall of the gorge was soused with slick rocks and gripless moss. A few worn stairs at the end of the path led up to a compact hut for watchmen, built tight into a corner of the dominating wall of shrub-pierced schist. The windows were aglow with the ochre of an oil lantern hanging inside. She kept low before the shelter, occupied or not.


Further up the gorge, the waterfall crashed from the cleft high above. The branches of precarious trees bowed under the soughing gusts of the tremendous surge, and the thunderous roar of the falls overpowered the roll in the sky.

Morwyn slipped by the wooden hutch and sidled along the narrow ledge running its length to the sheer wall at the close of the gorge, and fell back against it with some force. From this angle, she could see behind the waterfall. A rocky footpath below emerged from the water and ran up the wall behind the falls to a broad opening in the rock— the mouth of a cave hidden in the spray.

It was just as the old man in the village had said. Morwyn breathed a sigh of relief her last coin had not gone to waste.

Morwyn scanned over the side to see about climbing down. There were not many options. She looked up and found a thick woody vine sagging down from a branch constricted in its chokehold.

Unsheathing her knife, she hopped and grasped the nadir of the vine, tugged it down, and sawed one end loose. Returning her knife to its sheath, she grasped the stem with both hands and jumped off of the ledge aloft the buoyant, ligneous cord.

Her feet tapped down on a large rock along the pebbled footpath below, and she let go of the vine. She landed with her full weight, but the rock was unstable and it slithered back out from under her.

Her knee lurched into the rock bed, sending a cascade of gravel into the ballistic plunge pool.

She stifled a yell.

After staying frozen for a moment to drain the shock, she reclined and lifted her knee out of the fresh crater. She rolled her pant leg up and eased it away from her throbbing knee. There was a hashmark of gashes, and she could tell the puce ringlet would soon form a bruise.

She opened her satchel and pulled out a flask of whisky and a jar of poultice. Wincing as the whisky poured over the lacerations, she paused for a moment to let the alcohol evaporate. When she opened the vial, she threw her head back away from the smell. It had lain at the bottom of her bag for far too long. She corked it and tossed it back into the satchel. Ointments would have to wait.

She shambled along the footpath up behind the waterfall and peered into the hidden grotto. The pounding echo of the waterfall reverberated off of the high cavern walls, and Morwyn had to let her eyes adjust as she inched inside. She crouched in the entry before going any further.

It was a solitary space, ensconced with dew-ready stalactites. Mingled with the must of the cave was pungent incense lingering out from the ashes in a tin bowl. At the far end of the cave rose a bronze statue three times Morwyn’s height. It was tarnished over with an aquamarine patina, and its lanky asymmetry depicted a figure clasping a bundle of chains formed in a mass at its midriff. Its other arm sloped down at its side to a smithing hammer. Some obscure circular emblem was on its chest. It had a twisting body, and its indistinct round features glowered over three bronze wolves at its feet, poised in a stalking position, as if ready to pounce at Morwyn.

On the right of the cave was a narrow tunnel. She shirked over and gazed down the dingy passage. She would not be able to see in there— risking a flame was out of the question.

She instinctively reached up and felt her mother’s locket through the starchy linen tunic. The green gemstone set on the face was only about the size of the end of her pinky, and would not give enough light to illuminate the passage. Even if it could, she did not want to risk alerting anyone who might be hiding in the dim corners of whatever labyrinth she was about to subject herself to. She would need to follow the tunnel in darkness.

She let out a groan in the cave’s thundering echoes.

Keeping low, she felt her way into the dark. Stray rocks rolled under her feet, and whatever light had been trickling past the gray sky and the waterfall soon dared accompany her no further.

A mouse scurried over the floor in front of her, making her heart skip a beat. She steadied her breath, then continued. She was already regretting several decisions, not least of all venturing into a cave that was rumored to be some bizarre hideout, looking for something she knew next to nothing about. But what choice did she have? This was her best lead.

The path extended far into the earth, the walls bending in creeping angles. All was silent and she was far removed from the determination of light. She tried to make her footsteps softer, but every echo grew louder in her mind.

After what felt like ages, she saw a light ahead, far down the tunnel. She paused and squinted, holding her position to ensure the light was immobile and that no shadows passed before it. When she was sure it was safe, she approached the light.

A small lantern sat leaning inside a misshapen niche in the wall, its candle flame motionless in the still air over a heap of wax. The small flame burned a black splotch up the cloudy glass that sat at a slant— and it confirmed that she was not alone in the cave.

Morwyn stood in the light, preparing herself to continue into the unlit corridor again, but steeling her nerves to leave the light a second time was harder than the first.

While she stood there, eyes adjusting, she saw what seemed to be the opening to another passage, only a few feet in front of her. She lurked forward and peeked around the corner to investigate. Having stood there for a minute or two, she saw the second passage end a few paces in, with a small wooden chest lying at the close.

She grabbed the lantern and brought it into the second passage, taking recurrent glances over her shoulder. There was a lock on the front of the chest, but it was thin. She had broken sturdier ones when she was only a teenager sneaking into her neighbor’s stable with her cousins.

Near her feet, she coerced a small wedge of the rock wall loose where it was crumbling and came away with a weighty chunk of stone. She crammed the blade of her knife between both sides of the inner crook of the shackle, then slammed the rock down on the handle, busting the shackle free of the body. Pins and latches crashed to the floor, and Morwyn halted all movement, keeping her gaze locked over her shoulder, anticipating some sound coming her way.

She heard nothing, so she spun back to rummage through the chest.

Tarnished candelabras, hand cymbals, and censer bowls of tin and brass lay amassed in a heaping interlock within the cedar chest, and Morwyn moved each piece aside carefully, shrinking back every time the instruments clinked together.

She had spent nearly ten minutes reinspecting every corner of the chest ad nauseam before she admitted to herself that the chest did not have anything like what she had been told to find. She let the lid of the chest down and placed the lantern back in its niche. With a steady exhale, she stepped back into the shadows, her hand guiding her along the abrasive wall.

There was a litany of reasons why all of this was so troubling. She barely knew what she was looking for, how big it was, or what to do with it if she found it. “The bad rock” was not enough to go off of by any metric; how she was going to find it without light was another issue entirely.

The wall disappeared, and her guiding hand went into the air beyond. She stopped and tried to keep her quavering breath inaudible. She could feel the ground continuing past the tunnel, but it was uneven.

Stooping low, she slid her foot forward little by little, struggling to keep her balance in the dark.

Her heart stammered as her foot went over a ledge.

Her whole body hurtled over the axis of her back leg, which slammed into the precipice and grazed across the sharp lip. She flipped over into bottomless dark, twisting in the void. Her face struck rock, and the air ejected from her lungs as her body slammed to the ground.

All around her was a rustling sound, and a spark lit a torch aflame.

Backlit figures cloaked in black rose from the ground all about her. She had fallen into a bed chamber, a stale-smelling pit ten feet down, littered with bed mats. The shadows of the figures enclosed on her with outstretched arms, and unseen faces.

She had not found what she was looking for.
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The hooded figures slammed Morwyn face down before the bronze statues. Her arms jerked behind her against the restraints, and saliva welled up into the gag.

The figures moved about her in a steady dance of preparation for some arcane ritual. Morwyn could not see what they were doing, but she heard the scraping of heavy objects against the rocky floor, being pulled around where she lay prone.


Blood was smeared down her face. She writhed against her bindings once more before one of the figures stomped down onto her back, thrusting her flat against the cold surface. She wished one of the figures would say something— anything would relieve the tension. Instead, they moved in silence around her in automatic, synchronized arcs, lifting and placing worn ritual articles in a semi-circle around her.


Then they stopped.

A hand clasped onto her short black hair and wrenched her back onto her knees. She screamed into the gag.

Twelve figures encircled her, clutching ceremonial daggers to their chests.

She yanked at the restraints around her wrists. They seemed tighter than before. Her eyes darted around. Behind the hooded figures, the pendent bronze statues glowered at her, dominating over the proceeding like grim-visaged magistrates.

But something was off. The eyes of one of the wolf statues began to glow teal blue.

One of the hooded figures stepped forward and clenched her scalp, yanking her skull up. They placed the blade of their dagger against Morwyn’s neck, cold and rigid, the whetted edge firm into the pliant skin over her trachea.

She pulled back but the blade followed.

The other figures raised their palms upwards, over their heads, never uttering a word.

Morwyn knew they would give no warning before they dragged the blade across her neck. Her thoughts strayed to her mother, and she squeezed her eyes tight, exhaling a long hot breath into the rag pulled taut against the back of her mouth.

Mum… I’m sorry…

A loud crack echoed out over the cacophony of the waterfall, and the hooded figures turned to look at one of the wolf statues, which was now glowing all over in a twisting blue knot. A seam had fissured through its head, cracking from the back of the skull, across the eye and down the muzzle.

Then it exploded, sending shards flying and the hooded figures sprawling.

Morwyn seized the opportunity and sprang back off her knees onto her feet, but as she pushed off of the cave floor, the bruised knee from her earlier fall flared against the pressure and threw her off balance. She stumbled backward, and lost her footing at the ledge of the cave, careening headlong into the fomenting waters.


The Profane Stones


Maglen ushered the knights back up the Long Valley, then he stopped a short way out of Wulfvale, pointed, and said, “There! We make for that tower.” Tucked away in the forest to the north side of the valley was a stone tower, the spired roof reaching just over the tops of the trees.


They followed a narrow path worn into the forest, dark with moisture and dew. Approaching the base of the tower, the party found a sign that read in tidy lettering, “Leave in peace the Scrivener’s Nest. Depart all interlopers.” The party secured the horses to a wooden post near the woodpile. Maglen opened the latch on the door and shouted to the upper level, “Ho there! We seek welcome at the Scrivener’s Nest!” Then a moment of silence.

From the top of the stairs reverberated an aged, trembling voice, “Who goes there? Begone! Leave me to my work!”

“Emissaries of His Majesty, the king!”  bellowed Maglen. “I am High Sage Maglen of the royal court. With me are Sirs Iain, Anndra, and Captain of the Guard Sir Lochhart.”

“Ah,” shook the voice, “Proceed then, gentlesires…”

The party wound up the stone staircase and came to a single door at the top level. Maglen reached out to knock, but the door swung inward before he could, and a frail old man stood before them. He was draped in a dark blue cloak, wrapped thick around him to insulate him from the cold. His long silvery beard fell out over the cloak and went almost halfway down his torso.

“Come in, come in,” the old man’s voice quivered, “I’ll put on tea.” The round study was stacked high with parchments, towers of books, and ancient scrolls. The walls were lined with bookshelves packed with dusty, forgotten volumes. On one end of the study was a lit fireplace and on the opposite wall, a sturdy wooden desk piled high with papers, quills, and bottles of ink. There was a sizable lectern atop the desk, which propped up several half-finished pages, freshly inked. Around the fireplace were set several chairs, probably placed out while the party had climbed the staircase. The old man hobbled over to the hearth and lifted a hefty kettle weighted with water onto a hook above the flame. “The tea is not very quality… I don't get many supplies.”

“No matter at all,” said Maglen.

The old man bid them sit down around the fireplace. “Well then, I am Putnam the scrivener. What may I do for you sirs?”

Maglen pulled a scroll from within his cloak and handed it to Putnam. Maglen said, “As a local scrivener, you are under the employ of the realm, and so I judge we may talk openly with you. However, I must ask for your discretion.” The old man had a concerned face, but he nodded in affirmation to Maglen. He opened the missive, and his eyes flickered across it.

Maglen leaned back in his chair and said, “According to the wisdom of the court, we have been tasked with a quest by His Majesty. Strange rumors from all over Aelethion have set the court ill at ease, and the four of us have been sent to Wulfvale to make a discreet investigation so as not to cause a disturbance. I am afraid we have encountered some trouble, however.”

Putnam glanced up from the letter and asked, “May I enquire about the nature of these rumors?”

“Strange events all over Aelethion, things denying explanation— catastrophes and oddities beyond number. There is also talk of an increase in the sightings of spirits, often seen wandering where they do not belong, disquieted and forlorn.”

Putnam handed the scroll back to Maglen and said, “I desire to assist you, sirs, in whatever way I can, but… I have very little contact with the townsfolk, and I rarely make trips into town; nor have I encountered anything like what you describe. I’m not sure I’ll be of much use.”

Maglen looked around at the large collection of books and scrolls littering the study and said, “You may be of more use than you realize. I wonder if you could tell us what you know of widlath sorcery.”

Old Putnam gasped, and dismay swept across his face. He stood up, and the knights could hear him letting out quiet groans as he tottered over to a shelf tucked away in a tight corner, stacked full of cobwebs and yellowed scrolls. Pulling a particularly brown scroll from near the bottom, he hobbled back to the fireplace. He slid a flat-topped chest between the chairs and sat down again.

Looking ashamed to even own it, he unrolled the scroll along the top of the chest. The parchment seemed like it might crack apart just to be opened after the ages of remaining stationary.  

“Widlath…” he said, almost under his breath, “is a branch of ancient wizardry—“

“Sorcery,” Maglen corrected.


“A branch of ancient sorcery… long since banned. The most notable sect was the cult dedicated to Thrain.”


Maglen and the knights gazed down at the scroll laid out on the top of the chest. A long string of cryptic runes bordered the scroll and were also set in separate blocks of text around its body. In the center of the scroll was an odd symbol—three prominences underneath a large archway, all drawn with a single line. Above the three figures was a whorl of six jagged and spindly arms spiraling out from an empty circle.

Maglen inspected the scroll, and said, “Lochhart, as I remember, you are quite well versed in the old tongue, are you not?”

“I had decent marks in it at the academy,” said Lochhart, looking over the document. “The border… the border says, ‘The Annals of Aelethion concerning the creation of the profane stones in the reign of the wyvern king, Aeschelon.’” Lochhart paused as he reoriented himself to the blocks of text in the body, then continued his slow and steady translation. “In the fourth year of the reign of Aeschelon, son of the diamond king Ashel, a plague spread through the realm. Great was the suffering of the people. At this time… arcane sorcery was practiced by hermit monks dedicated to the god Thrain. It is said their power was derived from human sacrifice, and worship of the stormcloud.’”

Putnam, grim-faced, was trying to distract himself by pouring hot tea into several worn wooden cups and setting out a plate of the cheese they had eaten the night before, which Iain was quickly devouring.

Lochhart continued, “A certain practitioner of Thrain sorcery, Auguron, laid hold of the mind of the king and became his chief advisor. The king’s mind was…’” Lochhart paused. “I think it says ‘clouded’, but it could mean ‘removed’ as well.”

“They seem like completely different words,” said Iain.

Lochhart clarified, “In the old tongue, the same word could mean ‘cloud’ or ‘dark’, because it was the word for ‘removal’, particularly the removal of light, but it could be used for removing anything.”

Maglen said “I think in this case we might guess it means ‘clouded’, based on the context. Please continue Sir Lochhart.”

“‘The mind of the king was clouded by the sorcery of Auguron, and the profane sorcery thrived. On the feast of the Descent of Thrain, Auguron revealed three standing stones for the worship of Thrain. The blood of the princess was spilled on the stones… and… terror in the house of the king, but the king’s mind was clouded, and he did not act. Auguron went out unhindered and paraded the stones through the realm of Aelethion. In those days, terrors befell the people. The plague worsened, and strange afflictions… the earth opened and swallowed many. The stones were hidden by the followers of Auguron and have not been found. Their power has become dormant because of the diminished worship of Thrain throughout the land.’ This block of text ends here, but there’s another down here at the bottom.”

Lochhart continued, “‘Here follows an account of the stones by a witness to the creation of the stones, Bowan, the attendant of Auguron: strange patterns are painted onto the stones with the blood of the princess. Dark sorcery is incanted onto the stones for several hours with loud wailing. Twelve handmaidens are slaughtered in the presence of the stones. Five hens are beheaded and burned before the stones. Ropes with a single silver thread woven into them are placed around the stones and burned. The stones gather clouds around them. The stones attract baleful spirits of many kinds, but they are agitated by the power of the stones and hate them.’” Lochhart sat up and said, “…that’s where it ends.”

It was now quite dark outside, though according to Maglen’s ring, it was not yet sunset. A light rain blew against the tower, and off in the forest birds trilled in the gathering darkness.

The scrivener sat disconsolate, gazing into space. He said slowly, “They are an evil that has never been purged from our lands. Even now, they lie in wait for clandestine power from their master. Auguron the Accursed is long buried, though his body, too, is hidden away. He is not their true master. There are whispers that the cult of Thrain never truly ceased from our lands and that his followers lie in wait for the moment which will lead to their renewal— and the undoing of the world.”


The Shores of Loch Ceangall


Morwyn awoke on the bank of the river, still bound and gagged, the pumiceous sky releasing slender droplets of water on her face. She choked at the sopping rag still tight against her molars. Her legs were still half in the water, and she dug them into the shore, pushing back onto the dry land with yanking, dragging movements, her arms compressed behind her back.


Glaring around her through tear-brimmed eyes, she saw a rock downstream, splayed against the bank. From where she lay, it seemed to have a sharp upper edge.

She rolled onto her stomach, then righted herself back onto her haunches. She took a few heavy breaths through her nostrils and pushed back onto her feet. Her knee was inflamed, and she feared it might be infected from the river water.

She staggered over to the rock and lowered herself back slowly, positioning the restraints around her hands onto the top edge. She laid her weight onto the rope and slid it back and forth against the serration with the strength of her legs.

The fibers of the wet rope were tough, and it took nearly an hour for the restraints to break loose. The final snap loosed her arms, dropping Morwyn’s back onto the rock.

Morwyn wheezed at the impact and collapsed onto the bank, heaving through her nose. She could barely move from exhaustion, but her hands lurched up and wrenched the waterlogged rag out of her mouth. She sputtered and gasped and dropped her face into the dirt of the bank, all energy spent.

When she woke again, the rain had stopped. Mists interknit the pervasive cobalt of dusk, winding about cedar, rowan, and willow, and the river followed in oxbow coils.

Morwyn shivered as she sat up from the damp soil; at that moment, she realized she had not seen the sun in weeks. She needed to make camp and muster a fire. She rose to her feet and stumbled along the bank of the river, looking for any wood that might have fallen and died long enough ago to have dried.

She came around the bend of the river to find a mountain loch. Silent and heaped about with wooded mountains beset by infolding brume, the surface rippled with the momentum of the day’s winds.

Walking along the shore and looking into the forest undergrowth, she discovered a fallen oak dry enough for firewood. She dug a firepit near the shore and broke pieces from the tree, pressing her sole against the base of each branch and snapping them across the fulcrum of her foot. She had just dragged over the longest section of oak to break down further when she was distracted by something smooth, white, and about the length of her index finger sticking out from the shoreline. She walked over and dug around the object.

It was what seemed to be a long coral wand, a bit shorter than her forearm. She brought it to the water’s edge and sculled it through the clean water, clearing the dirt from it.

When she held it up, she found that it was a flute; thin and smooth, carved of a delicate white stone, with tiny knobs alternating up the side like the buds of a hazel. The fipple at the end was modest but elegant, curved to a point that resembled a slender petal of bryony. She flicked as much water free from the chamber as she could, then raised the flute to her lips. Her mother had taught her a tune when she was young, and she wondered if she still knew it. She tapped out the habituated melody over the evening waters.

A glowing shape emerged from the center of the loch.

Morwyn nearly dropped the flute, falling back several steps. A nicor in the form of a glowing stag ascended to the surface and strode closer to Morwyn.

“Child…” its voice labored over the water as if it struggled to voice every word, “My child… you have found my beloved flute… pilfered by a cruel raven… Bring that to me, my child.”

Morwyn took a step back. She had heard tales of the nicor and how they coaxed women and children into a watery grave.

“You are tired, child… bring me… bring me my flute… I will grant you rest… in my warm bed…you will be most welcome in my house…”

“I don’t know you,” said Morwyn, “I’ll not be going to your house.”

“I am Dwyavon… lord of Loch Ceangall… my mansions are spacious… bring my flute… and you are welcome…”

Morwyn took another step back. She wondered if nicor were usually this easy to resist. The stories had made them out to be persuasive beyond even the most eloquent court sage, with a voice that would capture the mind and spur it to madness.

“I think this,” Morwyn said, looking down at the marble-white flute, “Is mine now.”

The nicor stopped its procession toward Morwyn. It stood in silence as if this response was foreign to it and entirely unexpected. Its glowing stag fur bristled and its stately antlers held immotile over the mist-crowned loch.

“Yours…” it whispered, “…yours?”

Morwyn’s grasp on the flute tightened.

“No… child… I see… it is a joke… bring—“

“I am not joking. This flute belongs to me.” Morwyn was unsure why she resisted simply throwing the flute into the water for the nicor and being on her way. Something within her had grown more resolute.
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