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781 After Rift

One step further and he would plummet to his death.

Morvelving was as hollow and barren as the arid land around him. After forty‑three years alone in exile, he had never considered ending his life till now. He hated himself—the void in his chest pulling and consuming him. Even now, his dry tongue licked his lips, starving for the last stem of piphlid, which was sodden in his pawed palm. He craved that sweet deadening sensation just as he craved air, allowing him to forget. Forget how the piphlid had led him to watch his son, Windtail, slip from a tall oak, arms flailing for a lifesaving hold, as his small body descended into free fall. Morvelving had only watched while comatose.

His guilt had kept him from Windtail’s Vhinde, the ritual that had guided Windtail’s spirit to the Moon Goddess. He’d run and hid in shame. He was a slave to piphlid. It had been the final drumbeat. Executing him would have been a mercy. Worse, his tribe had titled him Morvelving: “He Who Runs Shall Mourn Alone.” A punishment that marked him estranged from his people and their spirit.

The space from the cliff to the ground—welcoming.

Morvelving drew his hand nervously across his snout, looking away from the drop. Gray clouds dotted the sky as dark Celemith encroached to eclipse the sun. The daily occurrence marking midday and reminding all that the gods watched.

“Telunian, Goddess of the Moon, Matron of all Mulranei, avert your eyes.” Morvelving choked.

His gaze fixed on the swollen river below, brown from upstream washing, carving around the bend. Its fullness only made his own emptiness more apparent. Morvelving’s fur was damp, and the wind pushed hard against him. He shivered, not from the cold. The vast beauty and danger of the Gregalen Heights filled his eyes, yet his mind fixated on the gray shroom. Death was his only escape from his shame. Piphlid had allowed him to linger for too long. In Morvelving’s mind, Windtail fell again, his cry reverberating.

Movement in the distance caught his eye. Morvelving observed dark shapes hurrying from one canyon gorge to another. They were too far to see clearly, and they moved with haste. He sniffed the air and wrinkled his nose, the scent unknown to him.

The piece of piphlid slipped from his palm. His heart froze in desperation as he saved it from being carried away by the strong wind. It crumbled against his claws-to-palm grip like his desire for death moments before. Morvelving shoved it in his mouth, sighing in elation as its bitter toxins numbed his tongue. His gut twisted with disgust, and tears welled to obscure his vision. He sobbed to dry his bleeding heart before he could feel anything.

Morvelving swung his arm against the ground, crying out, not from pain but frustration. He had to take control. In a moment of pure will, he pulled out his dagger. The dark metal stark against the tine handle, and the blade’s bright edge curved like a crooked smile. His father had given it to him, and he was going to give it to Windtail . . . No, he couldn’t. Morvelving sheathed the dagger.

The wind shifted from the east, offering a change. Morvelving watched a tall weed sway back and forth against the wind. Its violet crown and its green leaves and stem bristled with thorns. He was bowing to the wind like the weed. Unable to end himself, unwilling to let go of piphlid. Morvelving stood. He wanted to find more.

His upright ears twitched at a trace of sound, unnatural in the unpopulated canyon. Cries of pain and torment followed by a triumphant call. He sniffed the wind, and the scent assaulted his nose—damp fur caked in piss and blood—a minotaur. Despite himself and encouraged by the piphlid, a growl escaped from deep within his throat. Minotaurs were his people’s blood enemies. He lacked the courage to take his own life, but the minotaur would not hesitate.

Halting at the cliff’s edge, Morvelving surveyed the slope below from the canyon’s plateau. His eyes were blinded by the boulders glistening from the rainfall. The minotaur had its quarry pinned. By the heads rotting on its bandolier, the minotaur was a young bull on its rite‑of‑passage hunt to prove its strength. They valued wolf‑like Mulranei heads above all other races.

Morvelving leaped down to a ledge and began his descent.

The quarry was a company of dwarves, five members already slain. No wonder he hadn’t recognized their scent. He had never seen dwarves before, but he had heard of a race of people who were of short stature and had long beards. Their sharpened sticks were no match for the minotaur’s crude bronze armor. Desperate, the unarmed dwarves threw rocks.

As Morvelving descended the slope, the minotaur cut down a valiant dwarf. Their mournful cries were like a punch to the gut.

Morvelving landed on the rocky ground, rolling, his right ankle slamming into a boulder. Piphlid dulled the pain. Snarling, he reached the minotaur as it drew its blade from another dwarf’s torso.

The crescent light of the noon’s eclipse hid his approach. Using his speed and surprise, he crashed into his enemy. They fell to the ground, grappling. Morvelving clenched his jaw, his fangs sinking into the meat of the minotaur’s broad neck. He shook his head, tearing and ripping, as his claws scraped against skin, leather, and bronze.

The minotaur roared in pain, kicking Morvelving off. Morvelving spat the warm clump of muscle from his mouth.

Eyes wide, the bull stumbled back. The moment passed; the minotaur trumpeted in exultation at the fight. It stomped the thin dirt with its hoof, kicking up chunks.

Morvelving returned the challenge with his own bark and growl.

Bowing its head, the minotaur charged, ignoring the dwarves scurrying out of the way and pelting it with stones.

The blow should have killed Morvelving, but his body betrayed him and fought back. Still, one horn gored his shoulder. Even the piphlid was powerless against such pain. Morvelving cried out as the impact carried him off his feet. His dagger found purchase in the minotaur’s torso, and there it remained.

The young bull punched him in the jaw. Morvelving’s fangs bit his tongue. A fist hit his gut, making him keel over and vomit bile. Before he could rise, a hoof collided with his torso.

Morvelving rolled twice, then hit a boulder hard, knocking the breath from him. His vision went white. The minotaur approached, its hooves scraping on stone.


The bull growled, “With your head, mu’kunta—”


Morvelving’s vision returned. The minotaur stood over him, bronze sword in hand, reflecting the eclipse—an abyssal eye ringed with fire. Morvelving coughed up blood.

His enemy leaned close. “I’ll be the envy of all bulls.” Its voice was tinged with glee. “And the heifers will beg for my—”

Morvelving spat blood on the minotaur’s face.

The minotaur grabbed Morvelving by the scruff of his neck, lifting him up like a coney by a butcher. Pain cascaded through him as the piphlid wore off. He whimpered and cried out despite himself. In his mind’s eye, Windtail fell from the branch again, his small body breaking on the ground, echoing.

Morvelving took a labored breath, and an overwhelming scent of hope filled his nostrils. The potent emotion filled his senses. It struck him like the first light of dawn piercing the darkness. Reminding him of his life before piphlid, grief, and exile. He followed the emotion’s trail, clear as day, to a dwarf with green eyes. Something tugged at Morvelving. Stronger than his desire to die. Stronger than piphlid’s deadening wonder.

Drawing its sword back for a thrust to Morvelving’s heart, the minotaur split its mouth into a yellow grin. Morvelving had no power to persuade the sun to rise in the west and set in the east. He couldn’t change his past. The feeling of being needed by someone again was a deep pool, a chance to forget his mistakes and have purpose. This was a way to be free of his guilt. Morvelving seized it.

Morvelving grabbed the minotaur’s arm. He was not a warrior among his people, but Mulranei were no stranger to the art of war. The minotaur’s blade lunged for Morvelving’s heart. Morvelving slapped the point away, and cold metal burned into his left shoulder. He cried in pain and defiance as he swung his arm for his dagger, still lodged in the minotaur’s torso between bronze plates. His clawed fingers found the tine handle. Morvelving pulled.

The young bull cried out, staggering back.

Morvelving lashed out. The dagger slashed a dark glistening smile across the minotaur’s throat. Warm blood spattered Morvelving’s face as he fell to one knee and collapsed in exhaustion. As his eyes closed, the minotaur clawed at its throat, choking on its own blood. Morvelving could die now, knowing he had helped someone, if not himself.
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Morvelving’s upright ears rang with the sound of Windtail colliding with the earth. He opened his eyes. “No!”

A dwarf in a ragged yellow cloak hurried away from his side. There were many dwarves sitting around him, huddled in small groups. Morvelving was in a wide cave. Bright light shone through its open mouth and around stalagmite teeth, making him squint.

He shook. Everything hurt, and cloth bandages hindered his movement. Each strip of cloth was dark red and burned like a clay kettle on shimmering coals. The blood in his head was pounding. His tongue was dry. Piphlid. He needed it. Why was he alive? He’d fought. He’d lived. Gods above, why and for what? He shuddered as another spasm of pain rippled all over.

Hope, the sweet scent of the emotion. It seemed more overwhelming than piphlid. That was why. He cursed his Mulranei sense to smell emotion. But where had the hope scent gone? Desperate to distract himself from the pain and the mad itch for piphlid, Morvelving peered at the dwarves. He had heard the elves had the whole race enslaved in their mountain halls. It had broken the alliances between the Mulranei Tribes and the Norishvarn and Mithvarn elven kingdoms. These dwarves must be fugitives.

The dwarves’ scent was a churning of body stink and emotions, their distrust, worry, and determination swirling together. In each breath, step, and shuffle to ease where they sat, they were driven. Like a stone that crept down the mountain slope—over time, it would arrive at the base of the mountain. No matter the journey’s longevity or hardship, they would reach their destination.

Morvelving could only speculate where that was. He could not fathom their hardships and how they had been able to escape their bondage. Shame warmed his face as he compared their plight to his own. Unlike him, their pain was not a result of their choices.

One dwarf stood near Morvelving, his face hidden by the glare of the day’s light. Did they speak the Trade Tongue? He pushed to sit up, but his shoulder and leg both convulsed. He settled back, wheezing for air.

The dwarf knelt next to Morvelving to finish bandaging his wounds. His beard was gray with strands of black and brown. His emerald eyes were like polished gems set in the dark skin of his face, peppered with white freckles reminding Morvelving of the stones near the fire mountains in the Burnt Lands. Morvelving recognized those eyes as belonging to the bearer of hope and guessed the dwarf was the elder in the company. There was an aura about such elders he could smell, much like the Wiseneyes of his tribe. This dwarf was either the company’s seer or leader.

“We doubted you’d wake.” The dwarf spoke in High Mithvarn, her dialect polished and her voice decidedly feminine. “I am glad my doubts were unfounded.”

Morvelving blinked, thrown off by his assumptions. In his understanding, beards were a distinguishing feature of men, not women. Telunian’s light, or was it the other way around?

“We did what we could for your wounds,” the dwarf went on, “but they will need your Mulranei magic if you wish to survive.”

“You know of my people?” Even as he asked in Low Mithvarn, the heat rose to his face. They plainly did.

The dwarf scoffed. “Even deep below the earth under the whip of our masters, we have heard of the healing powers of the Mulranei.”

Morvelving winced from another spasm in his leg. “My belongings,” he croaked, his tongue heavy like lead. “A pouch carries a salve. Dress it on each wound.” The world became dark.

When he came to, the same dwarf was sitting next to him again. The light outside the cave was brighter. Afternoon.

“It is well your accoutrements are few,” she said. “I found the salve and applied as you said—” Her brows rose, eyes following his arm as he rotated and massaged his shoulder.

Morvelving sat up and leaned against the stone. His numb shoulders tingled. The bandages no longer covered his wounds. His marred body was feverish but cool as well due to the healing salve.

“Incredible,” she whispered.

“What are you called?” Morvelving asked.

The dwarf stared into Morvelving’s eyes, hands curled into guarded fists. “You are a stranger. You came to our aid uncalled for, but have you saved us to return us to our masters? We have escaped captivity, and every one of us would rather die before feeling the manacle snap. Tell me, who are you, and why have you aided us?”

He looked down, her distrust justified. “I didn’t interfere to aid you.”

“Why did you?”

Morvelving stared into those hard emerald eyes, recognizing their wisdom. If he spoke half‑truths, he sensed she would continue to press him like a mother to a mischievous child. Feeling trapped by his wounds, disoriented by fatigue, and ground down by the pounding in his head from lack of piphlid, Morvelving told her. From his dependency on piphlid to his son’s death and his subsequent exile. What his name meant.

Surprised and mortified by what he had just said, Morvelving cursed himself, wondering now if the dwarf had given him an elixir that made him speak. Embarrassed and not yet able to leave, he said, “My thanks for applying the salve. It only needs time to heal. You needn’t stay any longer.”

Icicle‑shaped stones covered the ceiling. A constant drip echoed from the back of the cave. He was thankful the fur on his face hid the rising heat as he tried to forget his own words.

The dwarf watched him for a moment before turning to her folk. Morvelving ignored their whispers in their own tongue. He couldn’t understand anyway. Embracing his fatigue, he fell asleep.

Upon waking, darkness enveloped him. The lack of light signified a cloudy night. Morvelving smelled the dwarves sleeping around him. He wished they had left so he wouldn’t have to face them. He’d been a fool to tell them about himself.

Licking his dry tongue, Morvelving’s sole thought was for piphlid. Everything was far more tolerable with it. Dim morning light began to creep into the cave.

A child fussed, making Morvelving aware of the dwarves waking around him. The one who had spoken to him yesterday was staring at him. Morvelving groaned in pain and frustration. Fools, they needed to keep moving to avoid discovery. He rolled his shoulder and slowly tested his legs. They were sore and stiff, with sharp stabs of pain, but he could move.

The sooner, the better. He wanted to begin looking for piphlid.

“Your name. It is a command, a task?”

Morvelving met her gaze and nodded. “ ‘He Who Runs Shall Mourn Alone.’ ”

“If you had been slain by the minotaur, you would have furthered your mistakes,” she observed.

Morvelving blinked and looked away, grinding his teeth. He steadied himself against the stones and slowly stood. She shot a glance at his tail then assisted him when he grimaced from a painful spasm. Observing his capability to stand, she placed her hands on her hips, shook her head in disbelief, and uttered something in dwarven.

Morvelving peered down at her, wondering why she stayed. Why would any of them? He’d only helped them for his own sake—to help himself to his own death. They knew he had loved piphlid more than his son. He picked up his few possessions. Morvelving shook his head, limping to the cave entrance.

The dwarves watched his every hesitant step. A child stood, mouth agape, fair hair filling his jawline, neck crooked to gaze up at him. Morvelving was short among his people. Among the dwarves, who stood two heads shorter than humans, he was a giant.

He left them behind and quenched his thirst at a nearby river. Tall canyon walls were on either side, dirt orange and yellow, except for rugged pathways along the river’s shore. White‑furred goats eyed him from their cliff perches. The land was too arid for piphlid to grow. Morvelving growled to himself.

He retraced his steps to where he’d fought the minotaur. Heavy footfalls echoed off the rocks.

Morvelving faced the dwarf as she approached, her palms out in greeting. He could smell other dwarves nearby. “We should part ways.”

“I’m not finished with you,” she said.

Morvelving shook his head, grumbling, “I want to be.”

She did speak like his tribe’s Wiseneyes, confident and certain in knowledge and experience. To him, this solidified her as a seer among her kin. He stumbled down the rocky slope to where the minotaur corpse lay. Crows cawed and cursed at him as he sat down and began working on the corpse. Its hide would make a useful cloak for his travels. Thankfully, his dagger cut leather and cloth with ease, for his strength was still mending.

“My master had many names for me.” The dwarf sat down across from Morvelving. “Names I shall never hear uttered again. My full name among my people is Wynthrimrathsolro. You may call me Wynthrim.”

“And why have you followed me, Wynthrim?” Morvelving tossed the minotaur’s bandolier and clothing aside and cut into flesh. Morvelving recognized that by giving him her name, Wynthrim was offering him her trust. He cleared his dry throat and felt the itch to fish piphlid from his belt pouch. Uncomfortable, he pretended to ignore her.

Wynthrim took a deep breath. Morvelving followed her glance to the company gathering nearby, honoring their dead who lay under small mounds of stone. “You were not meant to die, just as I’m not meant to be a slave.”

Morvelving growled as he turned the minotaur corpse over. Waxy blood glazed the rocks, almost causing him to slip. “I do not wish to die now. If that is why you followed me, then rest assured, I’m content to live out my days alone.”

“I understand why your throat is always dry and your hand twitches,” Wynthrim said.

Morvelving’s gaze met hers. He noted how she ignored his attempt to be rid of her. Wynthrim rubbed her hands and looked with sadness at her fellows, who now stood in earshot, watching them. Morvelving noticed several dwarves who had the same jittery motions as he did—subtle twitch of the hand, lips always dry.

“Our masters used many forms of persuasion to keep us docile, keep us working without revolting. Some are beyond healing.” Wynthrim looked at her hands, tracing an elven hieroglyph branded there. Morvelving couldn’t decipher its meaning, whether it had served as a punishment or a brutal pass for entry.

He could smell her sadness, dark like the tunnels of the mountains. He also caught the scent of her strength like the roots of the mountain holding up the summit, holding up her people. Morvelving ceased his work and listened, recognizing her wisdom. What she was offering deserved respect.

“Others have found freedom from many chains.”

“How?” Morvelving croaked, betraying himself. Gods above, how could he give up piphlid now? All he had wanted was to forget.

Wynthrim answered gently, “I broke my chains, but you—you still carry yours. Face yourself, find purpose, and you’ll need piphlid less and less. And you won’t have to be alone.”

The crows meandered close, testing Morvelving. He locked eyes with Wynthrim. What she said, he knew. His purpose was in his name. If he kept running, he would never achieve the task of his exile, and he would die alone. Face his guilt, face his responsibility for himself. Windtail hit the ground. Morvelving’s stomach twisted, and he grimaced.

“While more of my kin escape bondage,” Wynthrim offered, seeming to sense his discomfort, “those who are caught and returned speak of a sanctuary in the Caszark Mountains. I am more learned than some, but I don’t know where these mountains lie, only that they’re west and north.”

Morvelving straightened his back, recognizing her offer. A kindle of hope rose in himself this time. She’d told him to find purpose and was offering a chance. So consumed by his shame, he did not see it then. Furthermore, he caught a faint scent of hope intermingled with strong patience from Wynthrim. He nodded. “Caszark. Those are the mountains beyond the highlands of Frystgalen. Your heading is accurate.”

“You will guide us there.”

Morvelving stared at the minotaur corpse without seeing. A crow pecked at its eye socket, then flew off. Gods above, he could use a stem of piphlid. He needed to stop running, and for better or worse, he wanted to escape. This was a chance. He began to work on the corpse in earnest.

The hope for a chance rendering him vulnerable, Morvelving agreed. “I will guide you.”

“Thank you.” Wynthrim stood. “We should begin our march now. We have lingered here too long.”

Not quite finished with the minotaur corpse, Morvelving waved at the other dwarves. “What of your wounded?”

Wynthrim eyed Morvelving. Every dwarf spoke in unison in their own tongue: “We’ve endured much worse and will endure far more.”

Morvelving recognized it as an intonation. “They speak with power. What did they say?”

“I’m surprised your tapered ears don’t interpret the words.” Wynthrim waved her hand toward his ears. Her words were warm now, unguarded.

“I can smell emotions. Intentions. Words still can deceive, and those trained can hide their emotions.”

“Huh.” Wynthrim’s bushy brows rose. “They spoke our command, our prayer, and our belief—we endure.”

Morvelving understood the meaning. He had heard the Wiseneyes sing the Song of Eorhath, the dwarven patron. How Aeputer, Lord of Gods, punished him for giving dwarves fairer beards than Aeputer’s own. Daily for a hundred years, Eorhath had his skin peeled away. Every day, his godly skin would regrow. Morvelving wondered if dwarven captivity had started during Eorhath’s punishment.

“Go, I will follow.” Morvelving pulled the last of the hide away from the corpse, slicing away unwanted tissue. His body was stiff and sore, but the salve had done its magic. His strength was returning as he brightened to his new path.

Wynthrim watched him for a moment, then turned to her kin, urging them onward. Morvelving followed, gathering his dagger and using leather strips from the minotaur’s clothing to tie the hide into a bundle. He shifted the minotaur hide under his arm, grimacing at the stench. When they camped, he would have to perform a cleansing ritual and make a contraption to dry it while he journeyed with the dwarves.

Morvelving guided them out from the deep gorges and canyon heights, across the flatlands where tall boulders stood as numerous as trees and tumbling weeds hid their movements and further west through the cacti forest of Gathor. During the days of Daetem, twilight greeted them with clouds bright orange and blue, land pink, and the horizon on fire. Storms overtook them. Floods threatened to drown them as the days of Halair grew colder. They waited in silence till Morvelving’s withdrawal sickness passed. The beasts and wildmen hunted them. Morvelving put forth all his skill to keep them safe. After the first snows of Vema, he found the north passage through the Althoros Mountains and led them into the frozen wastes of Frystgalen.

There the cold seized the young and old and didn’t let go. The Frystlins lent no aid. Morvelving and the dwarves crossed the highlands and looked upon the dark spires of the Caszark Mountains. Starving and freezing, the dwarves used the last of their kindling to build a fire in the hope of signaling their kin. Before night fell, their kin did discover and warmly welcome them into the dwarven haven.

✽✽✽

Morvelving shouldered his pack and clutched the minotaur cloak close. He had stayed for a fortnight too long. What they had built—hidden and fortified delves that provided water and food to harvest—impressed him. The furnaces burned as hot as their determination. He had almost become deaf from the drumming of a thousand hammers.

They were secure within their caverns. He had put forth his tracking skills to make sure there was no trace of their trail leading to the mountain.

The dwarves were gracious, and he realized that by naming him their friend, he’d become family to them, which terrified him. Every kind gesture reminded him of what he had lost.

He heard the noise of footfalls crunching in the snow behind him. Morvelving grunted. Wynthrim followed, snowflakes collecting on her braided beard. Now that she was home among her people, emerald runes had been etched on her brow and face, confirming her as the leader. She carried a long two‑handed sword in both hands.

“I am leaving,” Morvelving said in finality. “You may live at ease under the ground, but I cannot. I long for the light of sun and moon. I appreciate the chance you gave me; I haven’t felt the urge for piphlid since we crossed Frystgalen. I—”

“I’m not here to stop you.” Wynthrim stared up at him.

Morvelving clamped his mouth shut, wondering if she had guessed the real reason he wanted to leave.

“The choice has always been yours to stay.” Wynthrim held out the sword. Dwarf runes on the blade glowed blue with wisps like candle smoke rising against the heavy snowfall. “Take this gift for guiding us here. My kin in bondage are forced to craft weapons and use our Ergald to strengthen them for our elven masters. This is one we reclaimed and now give to you. The bronze will not bend to breaking like other blades its length. Carry it. Let its weight be a penalty for running again.”

Morvelving took the gift, feeling its balance and weight. He was running because he didn’t deserve a family. A part of him wanted to leave the weapon behind, not wanting a reminder. By now he recognized and respected Wynthrim’s wisdom and foresight, and refusing a gift was frowned upon by all the gods.

“Go, dwarf‑friend, and may what you need find you quickly. Fare you well, Morvelving.”

Wynthrim disappeared within the caverns of ice and stone. There was a Frystlin village seven days to the south. Morvelving would start there. Frystlin drink was strong, and he needed something. Haunted by her words, he navigated the snow dunes, wondering if he’d made a greater mistake by leaving.
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Bitter wind tore at his cloak, bit at his ears, and stung at his eyes.

Morvelving shivered and pulled the heavy minotaur‑hide cloak closer. Snowflakes twisted and dove about him like insects in the southern marsh. This was warm Eily in Frystgalen, according to the Frystlins. Elsewhere it was cold Azes, a time for blankets and tales by firelight. Still tame compared to the glacier fells further north where the dwarves now lived. Half‑stepping, half‑slipping on the brittle frozen earth, he corrected his footing. His paws were snug, wrapped in seal hide. A necessity, but he still wasn’t used to them. He needed to find a place to sleep or build an igloo before night—what the Frystlins called “the Cold Death”—descended, seeking his life with its fractal fingers.

The possibility of freezing to death heightened his foul mood. The Frystlin drink ermuk warmed his throat and stomach but didn’t reach his heart. Morvelving had almost passed the village, the wind having made the snowfall as blinding as a white blanket. He wasted no time in downing as many horns of ermuk as he could barter. It wasn’t piphlid, but it was close enough.

The sky was dull gray, and the paths between igloos were lit by dim, inviting firelights. He sniffed the air. The ambience exuded peace, silence, and serenity, akin to the scent of burning jasmine on wicker. He recalled three centuries ago, when an eastern tribe had visited his own. They had burned jasmine for the Moon Dance during Hahnvi. The music and dancing were a warm memory. He sighed, his breath puffing before him like a cloud.

A subtle, disruptive scent grabbed his attention. Morvelving sniffed the air—salt and water. Indifferent, he shrugged and drank again. Nothing came to his tongue. He investigated the horn; a thin layer of ice covered the caramel‑colored liquid. Grumbling, he broke it with a claw, his silver‑gray fur coated with snow. He was done with the cold.

Licking his lips in satisfaction, Morvelving continued to drink the burning liquid. Perhaps he would journey to Menici or the Land of the Idosse again. It was warm in those lands. He approached a large igloo with oddments hung along the circular frame, bones covered with icicles, chittering in the wind. Soft light escaped from the delved entrance, large enough for a hunched grown man to walk through. Morvelving stooped and spoke into the opening.

“Hallo. Willing to share your fire’s warmth? The Cold Death draws near, and I find myself without shelter.” He spoke in Frystlin as well as he could, adding in a few words from the Trade Tongue to compensate.

The cramped igloo emitted a strong odor of humans. Morvelving heard the conversations hush.

One shouted out, “Begone, vagrant!”

Morvelving shrugged off the unnecessary rudeness with another drink of ermuk. He was a vagabond and a stranger to the Frystlins. His hand drew to his belt pouch—the itch for piphlid had frustratingly returned. The gods‑damned shroom didn’t grow in Frystgalen. Morvelving cursed under his breath and took another drink.

Wynthrim’s words still haunted him. Why would he risk caring for someone again? He would just end up hurting them or worse. He missed Wildriver, but she hated him as much as he hated himself. He had wounded her beyond healing. Snowflakes collected on his snout as he stood motionless in the face of his memories, Wildriver’s mournful cries for their son ringing in his ears. He shook his head and took a long draw of the ermuk.

He was doing the right thing by leaving the dwarves. Best not repeat the past. He wouldn’t end his own life, but it was still best to be alone for the rest of his life.


Morvelving adjusted the ad hoc cloth and leather wrappings that held his bronze two‑handed sword, Penalty, on his shoulder. The dwarves had clearly made it for an elf lord. Still, its length and balance suited him. He kept it covered in hide.


A fitting name for the weapon as it kept serving its purpose, reminding him that he’d run away again. The blade was long and leaf shaped. Dwarven runes had been etched on either side of the blood grooves and glowed blue with power—enchantments to keep the blade from bending or breaking like other weapons its length. The dwarves worked Ergald into their craft, but the magic was beyond Morvelving’s understanding. Ergald was a telluric exchange, giving one’s own blood to use Ervi’s, the earth’s, power. How had they imbued it into an item? He had tried to see how the process worked when he was among them, but they’d politely ushered him away from their workshops. Its cross-guard was crescent shaped, and a weighted pommel flared out at the base of the hilt, mirroring the shape of the cross-guard like a moon reflected in a dark pool. A feature that had significance for Morvelving. He still worshipped the Moon Goddess.

“Best to find a place to build a shelter,” he said to himself as he surveyed the ground, satisfied Wynthrim’s wish hadn’t found him yet.

Morvelving heard fast footfalls on the crunchy frozen earth. He thought they would pass, but a small force hit his hock and yelped. He turned to see a small human child pushing herself up from her fall. She rubbed her head where she must have hit his leg.

Why was she running with nightfall near? Sniffing, he found the salty scent he’d smelled earlier was from the tears brimming in her eyes. She had to be less than ten winters old. Fur wrappings covered her face for warmth. Her round crimson eyes, unique to Frystlin humans, looked up at him. Those eyes were not frightened, not as most human children were when they saw a Mulranei for the first time.

Someone called from the dark. Without a word, the girl crawled under him and held his leg. Morvelving’s heart skipped a beat. Windtail had often resorted to the same behavior when he’d felt scared. Morvelving remained still, stunned.

Five Frystlin men stopped in front of him, shouting and pointing at the girl, breath clouding about their faces. Their blue‑tinted skin wrinkled under their furrowed brows. Morvelving blinked away his grief, shame, and lethargy. The men’s words pounded his ears like a trumpet. He smelled their scent of anger and greed—unmistakable, like smoke in the wind, a warning of wildfire.

“Wolf‑kin, hand over the girl,” one demanded, quickly covering his mouth with fur wrappings. His gloved hand eased onto the handle of his dagger. “She runs from her masters.”

“Why would she do that?” Morvelving questioned. He licked his lips, his tongue wetting the icicles that hung from his whiskers. Warmth filled him with his growing anger, making him sound far bolder than he felt. “I smell her fear and your hate. What has she done to you?”

Another man spat, the spittle freezing before it hit the ground. A ridiculous gesture, for he had to unwrap and rewrap his fur hood to stave off the cold.


“She’s our salvariyok,” he said, looking back and forth to his friends—who gave him reassuring shrugs. “Prize claimed after we defeated her tribe in raid. You have no right to meddle in Frystlin affairs, dog.”


“Dog? And prize!” Morvelving said, snout quivering to tease his fangs and show his anger. Humans had called him many names, but the stench of their cruelty, as feces left in the sunlight, clung in his nostrils. He knew the Frystlin tribes raided each other to remove competition for rare resources, but now he was seeing it before him, feeling the child’s desperate grip on his leg, and hearing her rapid heartbeat. While he couldn’t alter their way of life, he could still make a difference to the child.

“You insult my people, human. Enough reason alone for me to seek comeuppance. I smell your intent for the child, and it sickens me. By the Moon Goddess, this girl is under the protection of Her silver light and my fang and claw.”

“Have it your way, mongrel.”

The men drew their antler knives, edged with sharp bronze.


Morvelving stood still. Human courage often made them foolish and brazen. He considered removing Penalty from its wrappings. He didn’t need the bronze blade.


The first man leaped at him, dagger poised to stab him in the chest. Morvelving stepped aside—careful to keep the girl under his wide stance—grabbed the man’s arm, and twisted.

A muted snap followed by an agonizing scream broke the stillness. Morvelving punched him in the face, sending him to the frozen earth.

The next attacker, Morvelving kicked in the gut and kneed in the face, blood freezing as it sprayed out from the man’s nose.

For the third, he used his hide cloak to catch a thrusting dagger. Then he twisted and slashed his own claws across the man’s face. The man screamed, “My eye! My eye!”

Morvelving turned. Two men tackled him to the ground. His hide tunic hindered the quick dagger stabs, but he felt warm pain. Too close. He twisted, untangling himself and ensnaring one man’s throat in an armlock. They didn’t wrestle like Mulranei—their human limbs were too short and weak. He pinned the other man’s throat between his knee and hock. They hissed and choked, limbs flailing. Morvelving released them both when they became unconscious.


Standing, Morvelving looked back to the girl. She was gone. A moment of panic, then he heard footfalls and smelled desperation and fear, unmistakable, like rotting flesh. He turned. The first man had her cornered where two igloos met, his broken arm limp at his side, dagger in the other. The fool believed Morvelving was occupied. Morvelving pulled the hide‑wrapping off Penalty as he sprang to the girl’s aid. Four leaping steps.



By the glow of Penalty’s runes, the man turned and understood his mistake. Morvelving struck him down.



The girl just sighed in relief, ignoring the steam rising from the growing dark pool before her feet. Clearly, she was no stranger to violence. Morvelving considered that her own family could have been slain before her eyes. Whimpering at the sad thought, he wiped the blood from Penalty on the dead man.


“You can’t stay in the village, girl,” Morvelving spoke softly, looking down at her with his ears flattened to show himself as no threat. “Come along.”

She fixed her eyes on him, unblinking, and tilted her head sideways. Morvelving pondered for a moment; had he said the wrong words? “You need to get away before the whole village is after us. Are you coming with me?” he asked, speaking again in the Trade Tongue as he gestured for them to leave.

He extended his hand. The wounded men were groaning and waking from their beating. Soon they would call out, and Morvelving wanted to be gone and burrowed in shelter before nightfall.

She examined his paw‑like hand, with black claws at the fingertips, rough pads between knuckles, and then placed her own small hand, covered in a fingerless fur mitten, on top.

Morvelving led her out of the village without hesitation.


With Penalty tucked in his armpit, Morvelving rummaged through his pack for his healing salve. Thankfully, he had made more. The wounds on his side ached, and he could feel the warm blood cooling. Hyperaware of the steady, quick footfalls that followed him, he glanced back. The girl looked up at him, tugging her hands behind her back. What was she doing? Only when something brushed his tail did he know. She was trying to grab it.


“Gods above,” he swore under his breath. Morvelving did not know how to explain to a human child how rude that was. He felt her mittens tugging on his tail.

“Ah! No. No, thank you,” he said, turning and shaking his head. The girl blinked once. She was young, but he saw her watching him speak. He considered having her go first, but she was using his pawprints in the snow to navigate. He beckoned her to follow.


Morvelving found the salve and shouldered Penalty and his pack. He applied the balm to the last of his wounds. Satisfied, he wrapped his cloak about himself. The air became bitter and cold, with the snow falling leisurely. He sniffed and surveyed the snowy flats. They had distanced themselves from the village.


“We must build a shelter and quickly,” he said to the girl. She watched him without speaking. Morvelving didn’t wait and began to burrow into a snowdrift.

Survival in Frystgalen was, to put it lightly, difficult, and he had quickly learned how to build into and compact the snow like the Frystlins. He made it wide enough for himself and the child and a firepit. The chimney for smoke was difficult to make, but he managed.

As he rose, the cold hit him like a physical barrier, like slamming an open palm on a water’s surface. Morvelving shuddered, grabbed his pack and Penalty, and hurried into the burrow. Ice blocked his nose, and his tongue felt numb. He fished out his flint and kindling, thankful he had gathered wood the day before.


It took four strokes to coax out a spark, and the kindling caught. Before long, the burrow was lit and warmed by the crackling flames. Morvelving blocked the entry with his pack and lay Penalty behind him. His dagger was a better defense against an intruder in the tight space.


With the burrow warm and bright, Morvelving focused on the child. She was hugging her legs, her crimson eyes watching him, a few loose strands of white hair hanging over one. She had taken off her mittens, her hands’ pale blue skin pinkish from the warmth of the flame.

He had seen humans with many features. Frystlin features were more pronounced—bluish skin, red eyes, and pale hair. He assumed other humans found it unsettling—why Frystlins were a rare sight in warmer lands.

The child raised her head. She had taken off her fur head wrappings, blue cheeks a rosy tint. She sniffled. Not from sadness. Morvelving smelled her emotion—curiosity. Like a familiar itch that he couldn’t quite reach.

“What are you called?” he asked.

Her brow furrowed. Her eyes were on his mouth. Morvelving checked his Frystlin tongue and spoke again. Still no response. He spoke in the Trade Tongue. She continued to look at him, confused.

He had seen human children speak with fluidity at her age. She couldn’t understand, apparently, so he pointed at himself and spoke his name.

The child pointed at him, then made quick signals with her hands. Now he was curious. He motioned at her hands and shrugged. “Why are you making those signals?”

She looked at him like he was speaking gibberish. The child crawled closer to him. Morvelving fussed over the fringes of her coat that had almost brushed into the fire.

She opened her mouth and pointed. She had no tongue. A precise severing with a practiced hand and a sharp blade. The maim had been healed, but its recent nature was apparent. His ears drooped. Nose tickled from tears that brimmed his eyes. A desolate place in the Darken Depths awaited those who would mutilate a child.

“You cannot speak, but you can hear me?” he asked, pointing at his ear. The child pointed at her ear. He nodded, happy to make progress in communicating.

The child shook her head.

“Blessed Goddess.” Morvelving frowned. He watched her face droop. “Do you know your runes?” he asked and drew the Trade Runes in the snow with his pointer claw.

The child noticed his movement and her face lit up, which warmed him more than the flames a handbreadth away. She made a croaking gasp as she hurried to see what he was drawing.

She watched him draw the lines. Morvelving introduced himself and asked her name. She sat up to draw in the snow. Morvelving leaned over, fascinated. She wrote her runes in haste, the lines often blending, but he could read them.

“Nippiktua,” he said aloud, after reading what she drew, and pointing at her. Seeing his mouth move, she nodded and pointed at him, then made some quick hand signals. Morvelving mimicked her signals.

Nippiktua beamed and, with fervor, made intricate signs with her hands and fingers again. Morvelving didn’t understand. He put up his hand to stop her.


“I do not understand,” he said, waving his hands palm up. She scowled at him. Feisty, he thought, amused, and was amazed she was already reading his lips.



The child drew in the snow again. Morvelving looked at the runes: Hungry.


“Oh.” He turned and fished out the pouch with the dried seal meat from his pack. He’d been so focused on the child he had forgotten hearth courtesy. “Here we are. There isn’t much—”

Morvelving stopped himself. She couldn’t hear him. He placed the pouch in front of the child. It had frozen. After removing the wrapping, he placed the meat near the fire.

They watched the ice melt in the stillness. Morvelving found the child’s patience impressive, even though her stomach sounded like a distant avalanche. She stole a quick glance at him, twiddling her thumbs.

Nippiktua walked up to him. He was sitting cross-legged; she stood at the height of his shoulder. He side‑eyed her and twitched his right ear. The girl only looked up at him.

Without warning, she reached up and ruffled the dark fur on the back of his neck. An action he had seen humans do to their pets. Morvelving sneezed his displeasure and yawned to show her his impatience. She didn’t stop. He shook his head and waved for her to sit down.

She finally understood.


The meat had thawed. Morvelving gave her a piece. The child tore at it with abandon. While she made war on her dinner, Morvelving drew in the snow, asking, Do you have any family?


She read the runes but continued to eat. He was happy to wait. Though he was worried he had asked too much of her. Frystgalen was a brutal land and bred hard people. Even the night was so cold it would kill him in minutes. A creeping dread slithered up his spine. He had no clue how to take care of a human child. He shouldn’t care for any child. The last one, his child. He—

Nippiktua wrote in the snow, her mouth still full of the last bite. No. No family. Fought the Qilatuuga when they attacked again. I tried to run like Qim, Mik, and Immit. But my legs are too short. Qilatuuga caught me.


Her eyes showed no emotion as she recalled the death of her family. Morvelving guessed that, sadly, it wasn’t bravery. Killing and death were common in her life. Drooping his ears, he wrote, I am sorry. Qim, Mik, and Immit are family?


Nippiktua shook her head and drew. No, they are the sled dogs. And smart to run and live.


Morvelving blinked, astounded at what she focused on. She wasn’t a stranger to death or murder and found running away to survive smarter than fighting. Morvelving inquired, Is that why you ran in the village?



Nippiktua nodded. He smelled sorrow around her though. Like charred trees soaked by heavy rainfall. Hoping to change the subject and distract himself from the rising dread within his chest, he wrote, Will you teach me your hand symbols?


She frowned at the runes. Looking up at him, Nippiktua furrowed her brows. Then gave a sigh of resignation. Nippiktua began right away with finger motions in one hand.

Morvelving mastered them with diligence. His people understood patterns and had learned many secrets and knowledge of life from the Moon Goddess when she had walked in the woods with them. Long ago, when the world had been young. Tribal Wiseneyes had then taught the young.

After a time, he noticed Nippiktua’s eyelids drooping.


“Sleep?” he signed. Her face lit up at his successful sign and nodded. “Tomorrow,” he signed, slow and deliberate. Making sure he got the signals right. “I leave south. From Frystgalen. You come with?”


What was he doing?

Before he could change his mind, she jumped up and ruffled the flat of his head—like he had seen humans do to their canine companions—and nodded with enthusiasm.

Morvelving tolerated the offense. He took hold of her small arm. She looked at him confused, stared at his drawn‑back ears. He shook his head. Nippiktua shrugged.


She signed. Her movements were too quick. Morvelving waved for her to slow down. Nippiktua humphed but slowed her signs. “Where south?”


Unsure whether he would make the correct symbols, he wrote in the snow, Menici or Idosse. You can’t stay in Frystgalen. I am an exile. I don’t have a home. I must continue to roam. It will be a hard journey. But I’ll find you a safe home.


“I’m ready,” she signed, standing up.



Morvelving laughed at her promptness then signed back, “Sleep first.”


Nippiktua yawned in agreement and lay down next to him, drawing near. Just as Windtail used to. Morvelving held back the lump in his throat and sniffled at the tickle that came up from the constriction in his heart to his nose.

Afraid of waking Nippiktua and struck by growing panic, Morvelving took deep, slow breaths. It didn’t work. This was not happening. The space was constricting, too small—the walls were closing in. His breathing became rapid. She looked to him for care. He feared she would learn why that was a terrible idea. He could not do this. He had to leave, but he remained motionless.

Morvelving forced himself to breathe against the invisible restraints that sought to constrict his chest. He glanced down at the human child, sleeping unaware of the coward next to her. He couldn’t go back on his word. He was helping her find a home. Morvelving had to make sure she lived till then. He couldn’t abandon her.

“Goddess guide me,” he muttered as he seethed. He couldn’t close his eyes for fear of seeing Windtail fall again. The dancing flames filled his eyes as he fought to remain still and not flee. He pleaded to the Goddess in vain.

Morvelving flinched when the child moved in her sleep. With his vision drawn away from the flames, he noticed them: Dae, spirits of panic and fear, sickly green and yellow shapes shifting like wisps of smoke dancing back and forth, reveling in his dismay. They were harmless, except as a visible reminder of his state. Morvelving took another deep breath, trying to gain his Ikigai, peace of self.

An idea came to him. Morvelving pulled the disheveled goose feather from the braid behind his ear, fished out the pouch of healing salve, and smeared a tiny portion of the salve along the feather. He tossed it into the fire and began to quietly hum the Wajpheni, the Dance of Grass and Wind, as the acrid scent clouded his nose and stung his eyes. A means to call the Moon Goddess to him for strength and wisdom. It wasn’t the full ritual, but he hoped Telunian would show mercy.

The warm space of the igloo became blurred in Morvelving’s vision as he drifted into rhythm. He felt the spirits of his ancestors look upon him and then turn away, his guilt laid bare, and Telunian’s light veiled by more than the snow den he sat in. Still, he hummed the chant and hoped, till the aroma of the healing salve dissipated. No aid had come. The weight of his exile made his shoulders slump.

Sparks flew from the fire and landed on a shape across from Morvelving. He braced to stand and defend himself. The shape shifted with the dance of the flame that burned between them, but it mimicked the aspect of a small stout creature. Once his shock subsided, he recognized it as a Dae of the Night, which seemed to soak the light of the fire to form a shimmering semblance akin to a raccoon. With each flicker of the flames, the Dae would disappear and reappear.

The Dae of the Night had aided Telunian in her works when the world was young. They were rarely seen, only glimpses under the light of the moon. They were drawn to where the Goddess set her gaze, which gave Morvelving hope. But they also fed on the power of the Fates as they tightened their grip on a thread of a life, which made him shake in fear.

Standing on its hind legs and sniffing the air, the Dae looked down at Nippiktua and then met Morvelving’s stare. “He who mourns shall die alone.” The mouth remained motionless, yet the words were sharp like frightful howls of the night.

Morvelving swallowed. “Does the Goddess speak?”

Only dark pools for eyes remained as the fire dimmed. Morvelving stoked the fire and the Dae reappeared.

“No.” Its chuckle like a branch snapping in the silence. “But they see. Goddesses. Gods. And the Fates more.”

His heart drummed in his ears.

“They see you, hold your immortal thread, but hers . . . ” The Dae set its eyes upon the sleeping child. “Her short mortal ribbon warms their timeless hands. The Fates cackle with glee at the sorrow and doom that await upon her path.”

Morvelving gazed down at Nippiktua with wonder and terror. She slept in blissful peace. Was the Dae speaking the truth or was it drunk on its own cravings? Even now it seemed to sway back and forth as if in a trance. Morvelving recalled Wynthrim’s words. Had she seen this? Face himself and find purpose—no more piphlid.

“What must I do?”

The Dae of the Night swayed and made a sound like a tree bending to the wind. “What can you do?” The spirit gave a dark laugh. “Flee, and her doom is decided. Stay, and her doom will be decided tomorrow or after she is long dead. The threads change and slip from the Fates’ fingers, but they always find those lost threads again.”

Sudden pain in his leg made him blink and release his clenched fists. Morvelving examined the glistening liquid on his pointer claw. The Dae was gone, and the fire needed more kindling. He added more as his heart eased, his thoughts on the Dae’s words. Could he trust the words of a spirit drunk on the Fates’ will? Morvelving was now a part of a dangerous path. He saw no outcome where he would not suffer.

What about the child? Should she suffer for his own cowardice? No. Morvelving reached into his mind and held onto his actions in the village, how he’d protected Nippiktua. He was able and therefore he should. He’d said he would find her a home. Now he had to find a home that was both reclusive and hidden in hopes that the Fates would forget her till she was older.

They always find those lost threads again, the Dae of the Night had said.

Gods above. Morvelving licked his dry lips—the thought of piphlid was tantalizing. In his heart, he knew if he took piphlid again, it wouldn’t be Windtail falling but the child sleeping peacefully next to him. He gave out a humorless chuckle. Wynthrim had cursed him with what he needed. What was worse was he couldn’t run away this time. The thought of the child waking to find herself alone kept him rooted next to the fire as he prepared himself for the journey that lay ahead.
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A small poke to his nose woke him. Morvelving sat up, still half asleep. The child was looking at him wide‑eyed, with her pointer finger still aimed at his face.

It was morning, just before sunrise. He sniffed the air and immediately regretted it, for a foul stench assaulted his nose. The smell came from within the igloo—a tiny mound of snow at the far end. Morvelving waved his hand in front of his nose. Disgusting little creature. Do all humans defecate where they sleep? He shook off his sleep and started to work the ice off the side of his pack that was exposed to the outside. With the entrance no longer blocked, cold air crawled into the igloo.

The child began putting on her coat, head wrappings, and mittens with due diligence.

Initial shock gone, Morvelving thought it better that she had defecated inside rather than roaming outside. They were not far from the village. Once he rescued his pack from the ice, he began to burrow out of the igloo.

The morning was a dark blue, the air sharp and clear, refreshing from the stench of the igloo. Morvelving took a deep breath. There was a human child looking to him to find her a safe home. He wouldn’t repeat his past—he wouldn’t. Worse, the Fates were intent on her life.

“Gods above.” Morvelving spat. The spittle froze midair. First, they needed to travel south from Frystgalen. Nippiktua struggled out of the igloo, wiped the snow from her mittens, and met his gaze.


I’m . . . Nippiktua signed, but Morvelving didn’t catch her quick hand signals. He took a moment to remember the right signal and asked, “What?”


The child motioned at her stomach and pointed at her mouth.


“We’ll eat later, we must press on. Our—” Morvelving stopped himself and slowly signed, making sure he formed them correctly. “Here not safe. Food later.”


He ignored the growing scent of frustration emanating from her and sniffed the air. No other human but her. Evidently, the Frystlins who’d fought him last night either deemed her not worth the effort anymore or presumed she was dead.

A herd of caribou had passed. Morvelving waved for Nippiktua to follow and began to move south. If he stayed focused, he wouldn’t have to think about his growing anxiety. They had to leave before a hunting party came after them.

As Morvelving trod through the snow, aware of the child jumping from one pawprint to the next, he knew he couldn’t outrun the Fates or hide her from them. He would have to find a human settlement hidden from the great events of nations where she could thrive. The Land of the Idosse was the furthest west. Morvelving nodded to himself. When he had last journeyed on that rocky peninsula a century and a half ago, the humans had quiet fishing communities. The journey would be long but quiet. There were vast unoccupied lands between them and the Land of the Idosse. If they kept this pace, they—

Morvelving’s left ear twitched back. The child was no longer following him. He spun around and found Nippiktua lying face down in the snow. His heart jumped to his throat as he hurried over.


He lifted her up with ease to find her crying. “What is wrong? Are you hurt?” Morvelving didn’t understand. They had only walked for several hours. Had his pace been too fast?



“Are you hurt?” he signed, then looked her over for injuries. Nippiktua shook her head, swatted at his hands, and pointed at her stomach.


Morvelving stared, stunned. All of this because she was hungry. He could smell her anxiety and sweat from the exertion, and his ears dropped in embarrassment. Even during drought, Mulranei children suffered in silent resolution. He fished out food from his pack and gave some to her. She sniffled and began to eat. Morvelving vowed to be more attentive. For them to survive the journey ahead, he’d need to do more than just guide her—he’d need to care for her too. This time, Morvelving made sure Nippiktua had her fill. Only when he was certain she was fully recovered did they stand to restart their longer journey south once more.

✽✽✽

Over the next several months, they crossed the snow dunes in the slowest manner Morvelving had ever traveled. Nippiktua stopped frequently—either out of curiosity or necessity—needed food regularly, and was arduous to communicate with. Morvelving found he had to rush in front of her to warn her of any danger.

Still, she was quick and eager to learn and began to read his lips, even started to recognize Mulranei facial expressions. She taught him where to hunt for seals when their journey led to the icy shores. Morvelving felt the Eyes of the Fates upon his back whenever the world seemed to take note of their travel. An avalanche waited to erupt until just after they’d treaded silently through a pass. A crow or raven always seemed to find them despite the cold waste. No doubt sending word to the Eyes of the Fates, the raven brothers, Felren and Rnudfel. He was relieved when the snows relinquished to plains, and they finally reached the forests at the western foothills of the Althoros Mountains.


Rain blanketed the forest. The tall pines offered sporadic shelter from the common Ruech deluge. Morvelving shook out his fur again, his pack and Penalty attempting to fall from his shoulder. He always hated the wet season. Nippiktua carried her coat under her arm. Her wet hair clung to her scalp, and her blue skin glistened from thousands of rain droplets.


The warmth of the southwestern lowlands of the Althoros Mountains was a shock to her at first. They’d had to flee the mountains, for a great fire had spread after a storm. Morvelving had needed to carry Nippiktua as he’d run from the raging flames. Even afterward, his hackles remained standing, and he couldn’t escape the feeling the Fates were trying to flush Nippiktua out of hiding—the thought made him sneeze a tickle out his nose.

Nippiktua glanced up at him sharply.


“Stay close to me,” he signed to her.



Nippiktua shook her head. “Not that. This.” She corrected his hand signal.



Morvelving scowled. “I did.”


He kept mimicking her motions. Satisfied, the child pointed to the community tucked in the wooded valley near a mountain river just down the hill.


“Yes, stay close. They smell and look friendly, but you can never be too sure.” Morvelving had followed the scent of humans for the past several days, and it had led them here. The small village surrounded an old stone temple. He guessed it was a priestly community. Not the ones who’d built the temple. The stonework—intricate, with faded statues of the gods on the crown and roof—were designs Morvelving had seen in elven architecture. These villagers had no defenses, and the only tools he had seen were for managing their crops. Clearly, the community had found the temple and, seeing it abandoned, made it their refuge.


His tall ears picked up the talk. Morvelving recognized several eastern dialects. These people came from the east across Middenfaer. He recognized Lindarcan and Hedressen, and he thought he even heard Gaeltic as well. If so, they had journeyed across many perils to find a home far from the dangers of the world. This community may be exactly what he was looking for.

A drum beat twice, and the villagers began to trickle toward the temple, the children hurrying to their places next to family. Morvelving decided to announce their presence now so as not to alarm anyone.

He motioned to Nippiktua to follow. She hesitated, nibbling on her fingernails. Morvelving encouraged her again, and then she followed, raising her hand for him to hold. It was his turn to stall. No doubt she was nervous. There was no harm in helping ease her nerves.

As they made their way down the muddy slope, orange from last season’s fallen pine needles, Morvelving began to feel hopeful. He had made it far with the child without incident, besides the ominous signs, and his own dread that he would turn around to find her falling from—

Morvelving focused ahead. First, he had to be sure this place would be a good home for her. Already, the villagers were talking happily among themselves and passing wooden bowls of steaming food. He had to be tactful, to not alarm them. Mulranei were no strangers to the eastern peoples, but a stranger unannounced was always a surprise.

A fence surrounded the small village, not for protection but for blackberries. Morvelving stood at a gap in the fence where he was visible to those gathering. Nippiktua hid behind him.

“Greetings and the gods’ blessing!” Morvelving called in the Trade Tongue, raising his hands, black palms out.

The villagers all fell silent and faced him in shock. Women hid their children behind them, and the men walked out in front. Their long tunics were weatherworn but sturdy. They all carried the characteristics of their people. Tall and pale Lindarcans. Short and brown freckle‑faced Hedressens. Pale and stocky Gaeltics with matted hair stacked in braids and forked beards.

Their elder, a hunched lean man with a few strands of white hair clinging to his bald scalp, raised his hand and replied, “Greetings! What do you seek? We have no riches.”

“Only shelter for the night and food for myself and my ward, if you are willing. That is all, the Moon Goddess as my witness.” They had no reason to trust Morvelving, except for the reputation of the Mulranei—he was confident they had interacted with his kin since the tribes were more populous in the east. He was ready for their rejection despite the laws of hospitality praised by the gods.

The elder consulted with the others. While they talked, Morvelving noticed an odd trinket hanging behind them above the temple’s entrance. Where had he seen that before? It was the Runic Ring but with several convex lines made with laced bone and a human skull at the center. His stomach dropped with recognition. He had no fear of being turned away, for he now wanted them to.
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