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    This book is dedicated to the following people: 

To my mother and father, who not only brought me into this world but did their best to give me a happy childhood: I first learned what a loving, flawed, imperfect but ultimately happy marriage can look like from watching the two of you over the years. 

Thank you for that. 

Thank you, mom, for being happy when I'm happy, for being sad when I'm sad, for sharing every success and every failure. I don't know what I'll ever do without you. 

To my dad, passed away these many years: I really wish you were here. Not only to see me finally fulfilled doing what I've always dreamed of doing but because you would've gotten such a kick out of all of this.
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​​​Chapter 1: Trials and Tribulations
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IN THE CITY OF CIARRA, in the western part of the Lochmarian Federation

Ferris The Fox, Lord Swashbuckler of the city of Ciarra leaned back comfortably in his chair as he watched his guests enjoying the generous spread his servants had put out for breakfast that morning.

The redheaded Druid girl in particular ate with so much gusto, that he wondered for a moment where all the food was going. She was so small, and that was saying something coming from a halfling man who was only four feet tall himself.

The travelling party had been in Ciarra for the last three days. Ferris loved entertaining guests and showing them his humble, happy city. The people of Ciarra lived a quiet, peaceful, relatively uncomplicated life in the Federation. Hard work was welcomed and finding contentment was never out of reach. Ferris himself often thought that Ciarra was the best city in the whole of Lochmaria. He liked it here better than anywhere else. Travelling across the Federation for the summit meetings, he’d had the opportunity to experience life in other parts and could honestly say that home was where the heart is, and his heart lived in Ciarra.

He watched his guests now, wondering if he should suggest a ride in the countryside or perhaps a visit to the docks again. Then an idea dawned on him: he had received the invitation only that morning. He stood up and taking his half-full goblet, he clinked a spoon against it, requesting a moment’s attention from the people sitting around his dining table.

“I was wondering who of you would care to join me for a ride to a performance arena just outside of Sibeal? A troupe is performing there over the next week or so and I was told that it is simply marvellous and worth the ride. We’ll be camping out under the stars between Ciarra and Sibeal. The weather is looking promising for the next few days at least, and I will have servants on the journey who will set up tents for us. We could have a feast next to a bonfire tonight and perhaps the following evening. We should reach the performance arena latest the day after tomorrow.”

Hassian and Tishala quickly conversed among themselves. Then King Hassian turned to Ferris. “I would be more than happy to join you, my Lord. It sounds like a splendid way to spend the remainder of our visit here in your sublime part of the Federation. My Queen will however not be able to join us. We had planned on visiting Waivere, for the purpose of recruiting another student or two who shows potential. My Lady has generously assured me that she can handle this on her own, freeing me up to join you instead.”

Ferris nodded and turned his gaze to Shona. “Well, I’m more than game,” Shona said. “I can return home afterwards and when His Majesty’s business in Ciarra is done, the travelling party can meet me there again.”

Sylvia nodded. “It sounds like a good plan. I’d very much like to see the performance. How about it, Jasper? Would you like to go with us?” She said, turning to her second oldest son.

“Sure, and afterwards can I go with Aunt Shona and see Niall? It’s boring here,” Jasper said with exasperation. Though he truly liked the halfling Lord of Ciarra, their stay here had not proven as exciting as Jasper had hoped. Knowing they were only a few days’ ride from Sibeal where training in the fighting arena was waiting for him, had made him anxious for the party to be on their way.

Sylvia felt her cheeks burning at the rudeness of Jasper’s words, but Lord Ferris was laughing. “Spoken like a very honest young man. You’d rather see the fighting arena and meet the big strong warriors than spend another minute with this boring old geezer, eh? Can’t say I blame you. How about you young man? Would you like to see a show?” He turned kindly to Erin, Jasper’s younger brother.

Before Erin could answer, Tishala interjected. “I was wondering, Lady Sylvia if I can request the company of Erin for the trip to Waivere? We’ll be meeting children his age you see, and I am sure some of them would be more willing to display magical abilities to him than they would to someone else. Since he has magical abilities himself, I am sure that he would love the opportunity to show them off a little for a good cause.” She winked at Erin, and he blushed but puffed his chest out importantly. Erin, as young as he was, wasn’t immune to the strange allure of the Queen of Yulara.

“I will of course request the company of your Uhm, daughter as well,” Tishala continued, pretending not to see the look of irritation on Sylvia’s face by the way she had mentioned the relationship between Sylvia and Rylee. Tishala then turned to the man sitting on her left. “Druid Eamon, would you and your party join us too? It will be good to have all the teachers gathered so the students can meet their possible future mentors.” 

Now Erin turned to Sylvia. “Can I, Mother?” He asked eagerly.

Sylvia smiled. It was hard letting go sometimes. At least he would be going on with them all the way to the Kingdom. Having arcane abilities, meant that Erin would have gone on to study for seven years at the school in Brandstaff, one of two schools that Sylvia had successfully established in the Federation. The separation from their youngest son would have been difficult for both Sylvia and her husband Brodriak. Unfortunately, when King Hassian and Queen Tishala visited Newport for the Yule Samrahd, the plans for Erin’s schooling had abruptly been changed.

Since Sylvia and the teachers she had recruited would be helping Hassian to establish similar schools in the Kingdom, the question had been asked why Erin didn’t join them at the new school in the Kingdom rather. It had been Tishala’s suggestion, and there had been no possible reason for Sylvia to deny Erin the opportunity to be the first student with arcane abilities to attend school in the Kingdom. Refusal would have been seen as an insult. Wanting to maintain good relations between the Lochmarian Federation and the Yularan Kingdom, Sylvia had agreed. Brodriak had been furious, but in the end, he had agreed that Erin should go, at least until Sylvia’s obligation towards Hassian and his new schools was complete. Sylvia still planned to think up some excuse to bring Erin back with her, that he was needed home and would thus be required to return to the Federation with her.

“Of course, you can. If you promise to be on your best behaviour.” She looked first at Erin and then at Jasper. All too soon she would be saying goodbye to him and didn’t know when she would be seeing him again. He would receive proper training in the arena, and be one of Niall, the newly appointed Lord Swashbuckler of Sibeal’s personal guard. It was a prestigious position to have. Sylvia reminded herself that she should be grateful to Shona for suggesting it. Shona herself had recently stepped down as Lady Swashbuckler of Sibeal so her son, Niall, could replace her as Lord. Sylvia thought it would be interesting to see the young Lord in action once they travelled on towards Sibeal. Smiling to herself, she hoped that he wasn’t too old or important to have a hug for his aunt.

Across from Shona and Sylvia, Sabina sat back with her arms crossed with a glum look on her face. She was feeling rather sulky. Nobody ever asked her what she wanted to do. She would have liked to go with Lord Ferris to watch the show. Druid Eamon, seeing the pouty look on her face, said pointedly so only Sabina could hear “The woods surrounding Waivere are quite lovely. And quiet,” Sabina blushed a deep red.

Since her return from Faelanria, she had been having trouble with her transformations. Her other magical abilities were still improving at a satisfying rate, and she felt Druid Eamon should be proud of that. Instead, he seemed intent on focusing on the one aspect of her abilities where she was having trouble. He had told her that her mind may be generating a block because of her ordeal with the disastrous unicorn transformation on her redemption quest. He had said that as soon as Sabina could overcome the fear, her ability to transform would return. He had suggested she meditate on it, knowing full well that Sabina had never been the best at meditating.

Very well, I’ll go to Waivere and meditate. Maybe it will sort things out and Druid Eamon will be happy, Sabina thought. She picked up her goblet and poured herself some more berry juice. As she picked up another biscuit from the serving plate, she didn’t notice Druid Eamon’s face when he looked at her with an expression that was equal parts fondness and exasperation.

*****
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Later that same day Garve walked down to the stables. He was looking for Rylee, knowing she was getting the caravan ready for their trip to Waivere. He had decided to join them, even though Queen Tishala hadn’t specifically asked him to come. An oversight? 

Maybe... Yet he felt that the Queen for some reason didn’t like him very much. They hadn’t spoken two words with each other, so if that was the case, he hardly took it personally. Perhaps she thought he was some sort of brute, having been raised to fight in the arena of Sibeal. Oh well, there’s no accounting for taste, he thought with a wan smile.

He too was supposed to be a mentor at the newly established schools in the Kingdom. While he didn’t possess magical abilities like Rylee, Larkin, Sabina, Druid Eamon, Aereza, Sir Breunivas, or even young Erin, he was a trained warrior and would hold the unique position of Battle Master at the new school and teach the students the art of combat. Sir Breunivas would join him in some of the lessons, sharing with the students his style of combat which was a lot more refined and polished than that of Garve. He and Breunivas had, had a few mock duels for sport while travelling between Newport and Little Nest and from there to Brandstaff.

At the school in Brandstaff, they had enjoyed meeting the masters and the students attending the school. Garve had been massively impressed by what Lady Sylvia had managed to accomplish in the Federation by starting these schools. The children, all from upper-class families in the Federation, had been eager to hone their magical abilities under the careful tutelage of five teachers, recruited by Sylvia herself years before. The schools had been operational for the last ten years and were doing very well.

Garve had seen on King Hassian’s face how he admired Lady Sylvia for her efforts to make life better for the people in the Federation. Hassian wanted to do the same for the people in the Kingdom, and Garve had nothing but respect for him for his ambitions. For so long in the Kingdom, magic had been discouraged. Children born with arcane gifts had been taught to suppress them rather than hone them as was done in Lochmaria.

There had been a stigma attached to possessing arcane gifts in the Kingdom for so long, that families had moved away from the Kingdom rather than face the scorn and mistrust of their neighbours. For the past year after he had ascended to the throne, Hassian had done everything in his power to change that. He had restored old buildings in the Kingdom and had a few new ones built for the express purpose of acting as either schools or temples of worship to the gods of light. The citizens had been surprisingly accommodating towards their King’s vision and had seemed to welcome the change. Perhaps it had helped that the restoration and building projects had brought in work that had paid handsomely.

Perhaps the new generation of people had simply been ready for change, to shrug off the prejudices of their ancestors, and to start a new chapter for the Kingdom.

Walking along, thinking that he would probably enjoy training eager young students, Garve stopped abruptly as he neared the stables. Hearing angry voices raised, he ducked into an empty stall. Rylee and Larkin were having a heated argument right next to the partition where he was standing, listening.

“Well, go if you want to go then! We said we wouldn’t do this. We promised it wasn’t going to spoil anything.” She was angry, but Garve thought he could detect tears in her voice as well.

“I’ve been away from my home for too long. You’ll be fine without me. You’re more than capable of honing your skills on your own.” This from Larkin, who didn’t sound as serene as he always seemed. They were quiet for a moment, and when Larkin spoke again, Garve knew that he had stepped closer to Rylee. Perhaps he was holding her, trying to comfort her. The mental image made Garve clench his fists angrily to his sides.

“I can’t do it anymore, Rylee,” Larkin said softly after a while. “I can’t watch you be with him, feeling as I do. You are needed here. I am not. Since your wedding day when I had to watch you marry someone else, I had known that this day would come eventually. You are right, we did promise that it should only be the one night. I tried to keep to my promise but imagining you with Garve all the nights since then has become unbearable.”

Garve had heard enough. Turning around, he left as quietly as he could, before he did something that he would later regret.

Larkin had mentioned their wedding day. 

Garve had been happy, excited and a little nervous about getting married. He had been in love with Rylee soon after meeting her and the depth of his feelings had surprised him. He had gone to Newport for the Yule Samrahd out of obligation and because he understood the importance of forming a strong alliance through marriage between two shard champions. He was the champion for the goddess Zaira’s shard. Rylee was the champion for the god Bahari’s shard. If the prophecy came to fruition, then a united front against the threat was going to be vital.

Sometimes, in the months since he had accompanied Lady Shona to Newport, Garve had been able to forget the true purpose of all of this. The prophecy, that the children of the gods of darkness will rise to rule again on the material plane unless they can be stopped, was the reason why it had been arranged that Garve should marry Rylee. The reasoning between Shona, Sylvia and Brodriak, had been that the other shard champions were unknowable entities, and for the two of them, who was trusted by the Lady or Sibeal and the Lord of Newport, would make the alliance between the two of them stronger. If they could trust each other, they would be stronger to face what was coming. Even if the other shard champions proved to be untrustworthy.

Having met one of the other shard champions, the only other shard whose champion had been revealed, Garve thought the older generation had little to worry about. Sir Breunivas was good and strong, a true Paladin warrior and an excellent champion for the shard.

The two druids, Eamon and Sabina were themselves going to the Kingdom to search for Bormana’s shard, which had been lost many years ago.

It was thus for complicated reasons that Garve had agreed to go to Newport to meet this other shard champion, that he had been expected to marry. He had expected it to be awkward between them, for there to be a business agreement, an understanding, and little else.

What he hadn’t expected was meeting a young woman as completely bewitching as Rylee had turned out to be. He had heard of the Makaran race but had never met one, so even though Rylee was clearly a half-cast, she had seemed exotic to him from the beginning. With her full mouth, high cheekbones, and the strange pearlescent sheen to her light blue skin, she would have been pretty in anyone’s estimation and Garve thought even among her own people she must be very beautiful. The fact that she was two years older added to the appeal and made her seem sophisticated and worldly. The rest of it had been Rylee herself. She wasn’t like any of the women or girls he had met before. The fact that they had become fast friends had only added to her allure. He had been able to see a future with her. Even if the prophecy turned out to be the stuff of fanciful myth, he had wanted her.

Their wedding night, and all the nights since had only strengthened his feelings for her. What they had was exceptional. At least, it was for him.

Rylee had seemed happy too. Perhaps not as blissfully in love as he had been, she had at least seemed content. He had vowed to cherish and adore her so completely, that she would eventually feel the same about him.

Now that he thought about it though, hadn’t there been a look on her face on their wedding day? When they had turned around to the applause of the assembled guests, hadn’t her eyes found Larkin standing quietly in the crowd? A look of sadness had passed across her face, he thought in retrospect. She had turned to look at him, her new husband then and had given him a dazzling smile. He had been lost in that smile, and his briefest moment of doubt about her feelings for him had been swept away.

Garve had known on their wedding night that she had been with another man. Growing up in Sibeal, he had been raised in a society where women had as much sexual freedom as men had. It was different in other parts of Lochmaria. In Sibeal, they didn’t put as much stock in the concept of virginity as did other men and women in the Federation. He had thought nothing of it at the time. He had, after all, been with one other woman himself before getting married to Rylee.

Knowing who Rylee’s lover it had been though, made all the difference. If it had been some faceless man, then he wouldn’t have cared. Now he knew that Larkin and Rylee’s relationship had been more than that of mentor and pupil. It made him feel stupid.

Walking back to Ferris the Fox’s lovely mansion of slanted, blue-tiled roofs and white walls, he reprimanded himself. There is no way I could have known. They had hidden it successfully from everyone. Then he decided he wasn’t going to make an issue of it. It didn’t matter. She was his wife, his lover, and his friend. Had it still been going on, then Larkin wouldn’t be leaving. It was good that he was going away though. Garve thought he might otherwise bash Larkin’s face in. He very much wanted to at that moment.

He decided to go for a walk a little further down the road from the mansion, away from the hustle and bustle of the preparations for their journey. He needed time to clear his head. With any luck, Garve could avoid a confrontation with Larkin before he left Ciarra.

It's a pity, Garve thought to himself. I had quite liked the Undine Lord. That’s before I knew we were competing for the same woman. Are we though? Garve continued debating himself. Haven’t I already won? Why else would Larkin leave her if it wasn’t because he was admitting defeat and the loss of her was proving to be unbearable?

*****
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A while later when Rylee found him, he was gazing out over the cliff where the Ciarran sea broke on the rocks far below. He glanced at her and pretended not to notice that she had been crying. “We’re almost done packing. You could’ve helped, you know.” She folded her arms around his waist, leaning her head against his chest.

She fell quiet. He wondered if she was missing Makara, where she had come from. She had shared some anecdotes of the islands but not many. To Garve, it had sounded quite idyllic. He hoped that in time he and Rylee would share more about themselves and their pasts with each other. In some ways, she still felt like a stranger to him.

“Larkin left for Jade Island. He says I’m ready to hone my skills on my own from now on.” Rylee told him quietly, pulling him from his reverie.

Garve held her tighter “Well I’m sure he’s right. You don’t need him anymore.” He kissed the top of her head and was pleased when she held up her lips to him for a real kiss.

*****
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Elsewhere in the keep, one woman was whispering instructions to another urgently. They had managed to find a secluded corner for this conversation in one of the empty sleeping chambers. “You are certain it has all been arranged and that the operatives know exactly the parts they need to play?” Tishala asked Lorelai, her companion, and the only person she had brought with her from Subremis to the Kingdom. Lorelai was unable to speak since her tongue had been removed for some transgression or another when she had been a child Ithnain growing up in Subremis. “I hope so. We’ll only have one shot at this.”

Now Lorelai took Tishala’s hand and squeezed it reassuringly. Tishala nodded. So close was their bond that Tishala was able to understand Lorelai’s reassurance that everything would go according to plan, without Lorelai needing to say it.

Then Lorelai touched Tishala’s belly. “Oh yes, I am sure. I am with child. If only I could be certain that it will be an heir...” Then she shook out her lovely main of silky, platinum blonde hair that hung in delicate tresses down her shoulders. “It won’t matter, I suppose. The baby will serve its purpose, regardless.” She turned back to Lorelai. “I’m really going to miss you. If there was any other way...” Lorelai smiled at her. The resolve in her eyes, made Tishala feel a bit better about the fate that was awaiting Lorelai and the other Ithnain operatives.

The mission was one none of them would be coming back alive from. Tishala had a much bigger role to play as queen of the Yularan Kingdom. Lorelai and a few of the last living Ithnain had a mission to complete. Their mission would be like one carefully placed stone in a pile of rocks. Place it correctly and let it shift, and the whole pile will come crashing down in an avalanche.

Tishala had seen over the last few days how the people of Ciarra loved their little halfling lord. He would be but one of the stones. There were others. It all depended on how angry and vengeful the people of the Lochmarian Federation could get.

She knew she had to say her final goodbyes to Lorelai. Tishala hugged the other woman tightly. She felt like she may start to cry if they dragged it on too long. She hated crying. It always made her feel weak and helpless. Hardening her resolve, she abruptly stepped away from Lorelai. Without giving Lorelai another glance, Tishala turned around and opened the door of the sleeping chamber. Before stepping out into the hallway, she looked up and down to make sure that nobody had been eavesdropping, and that nobody would see her leave and think her behaviour suspicious.

Seeing the hallway deserted, she stepped out and with her hand on the door, she gave one last look at Lorelai. Their eyes met briefly, and Tishala closed the door behind her. She would never see Lorelai again.

*****

[image: ]


Later that afternoon as she was riding alone in the royal carriage, Tishala was grateful to have this chance to drop her queenly façade. She sat back and stared out of the carriage window at the lovely countryside rolling by. She wasn’t really seeing any of it. Her thoughts were many miles away, with Donato, the man she thought of as her real husband. He was one of the ancient Tylwyth Teg who had been imprisoned in Purgatory with the Elder. Now that he had finally escaped Purgatory, it was only a matter of time before they would be able to join each other. 

Their only contact so far had been mind to mind. When Tishala was a child, she had touched the thin barrier between Purgatory and the material plane that Tishala’s adoptive father, High Priest Alastar, had spent years and years trying to break down. When Tishala had touched the wall, she and Donato had connected. She had been in love with his mind ever since. Now that meeting him in the flesh was finally a reality, she found herself afraid that it may not live up to all the years she had been dreaming of it. She was both exhilarated and scared about the prospect of meeting her soulmate.

After the Elder had broken free a couple of months before, the Tylwyth Teg had managed to take over Kobe and Ucteb in the Kingdom. In Olford and Nara, they had managed to integrate themselves into society and were living side by side with the people of those two larger cities. They had also managed to infiltrate Bergenam, the dwarf city in the Federation. The Tylwyth Teg had to move slowly though. They couldn’t get over-ambitious now or the whole world would come crashing down on them like a fist.

Surprisingly, the people in the Kingdom had proven to be most accepting of the Tylwyth Teg and the new religion that they were bringing with them. The gods of darkness were finding acceptance in the Kingdom in a way that wasn’t yet possible in the Federation. Tishala supposed it was because they didn’t have anything that needed replacing. People in the Federation worshipped the gods of light and believed in them in a way that most people of the Kingdom didn’t. In the Kingdom, the concept of religion had only recently been reintroduced by Hassian when he started restoring the ancient temples for the worship of the gods of light.

In the next few months, Tishala knew that the newly restored temples in the Kingdom would be claimed for the gods of darkness.

The dwarves of Bergenam had known about the Tylwyth Teg, having had underhanded dealings with them for the mining of gold for years. They may not have liked hosting the Tylwyth Teg, but they had an obligation to fulfil. They hadn’t had a choice in the matter and would thus host the Tylwyth Teg for as long as was needed. For the time being their dwarf city was acting as a wait station where Tylwyth Teg families were waiting until it was time to move down further into the Federation. When Tishala had communicated with Donato through the magical mirrors they both possessed, a little invention of her late father’s, she had promised him it would be soon.

Tishala put her hand over her belly, where the life growing inside her was not noticeable yet.

Perhaps she should’ve told Hassian before she had left. He would’ve been delighted and proud to learn that he was to become a father. He really did love her very much. She could’ve given him that gift.

Knowing it was too late, made Tishala feel a surprising pang of regret and sadness. Though she didn’t love him, not really, she was fond of him. He had made her a queen. She couldn’t deny that in her own way she did care about him more than she had set out to. He was, after all the father of the child she was carrying. A child who would, Gods willing, be a male heir to the throne.
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​Chapter 2: Shvea’s Promise
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IN VELPHI, A LARGE city in the Yularan Kingdom 

Wiping the sweat from his brow, Drammond put the hammer aside. He then took the metal he had been hammering and heated it once more in the furnace fire. When the metal was red-hot, he took it out of the furnace with a pair of tongs and quenched it in a bucket of water. Steam rose from the bucket with a sizzle.

The brown shirt he was wearing clung to his muscled body. Dark rings of sweat were visible under his armpits. Taking a cloth from the pocket of his apron, he wiped his face properly. Drammond didn’t particularly enjoy working as an assistant blacksmith, but it paid well. He would forever be grateful to his father Rodnik for his view that, highborn or not, a man should be able to know how to do a few things for himself. Making shoes for horses was one of them. Drammond’s father had been a womanising layabout, and because of it, their relationship had been strained. Even so, Drammond could appreciate that his father had a few redeeming qualities. If he had lived like some pampered little prince before his capture, it would have been that much more difficult to find work after he had escaped the dark world of Subremis with Shvea and Sorin.

As it was, he had found it relatively easy to find work in the different towns and cities he and his little family had been travelling through for the last few months. The King’s new restoration and building projects had created an abundance of work, and hearing the people talk about their King, had made Drammond wonder what sort of man he was. He sounded good and honourable, yet Drammond wondered. It was impossible to think that a man who really cared for his people, would have anything to do with the Tylwyth Teg.

Now Drammond thought bitterly of some of the things he had done when he had been a prisoner of the dark faefolk. He had thought of himself as an honourable man, and he still did. He had to admit people were multi-faceted. They were very rarely what they seemed on the surface. No, he decided, one act of goodness did not a virtuous man make, any more than one act of evil necessarily made a man evil. It depended on the act. More often though, it takes a whole lifetime of choices to determine a man’s true measure in the end.

Pulling his thoughts back to their present situation, Drammond reflected on the journey that still lay before them. He still had the pouch of jewels and coins left over that Morgaine had handed to him as she had helped them escape. He hadn’t dared to use it, knowing that they would need to buy a ticket on one of the ships heading to Andalia. Those tickets cost a fortune. After that, he may need the rest of it to set up a life for the three of them on a continent and in a land where he had never been. He hoped his sister Lucille was still alive, and that she would recognize him if she saw him again after all these years.

Since he couldn’t count on that, they had to be careful with money. He knew though, that they would be leaving Velphi soon to head to Hearn Harbour. From there they could board a ship that would take them down the coast to Jade Harbour in the Federation. Another ship would then take them to Andalia and hopefully to a place where they would finally be safe. Ships from the Kingdom didn’t travel to Andalia directly because of agreements signed thousands of years before between the Federation and the Makaran Islands. 

Ships from the Kingdom were attacked by sea creatures and by the fishfolk from the Makaran Islands. Thus, to ensure successful trading between Andalia and the Yularan Kingdom, the Federation stood as a middleman and made a handsome profit.

Drammond thought back to their journey thus far. It hadn’t been easy travelling in a caravan with a woman and child. For one, they dared not travel alone too much as brigands and thieves sometimes attacked and robbed travellers on the roads between towns and cities. Luckily, there were always merchants and other travellers who had no problem with a family in their own caravan joining them. Especially if the man could obviously join his sword with theirs if trouble arose.

Drammond and his little family had been lucky so far and hadn’t encountered many hardships on their journey. It had been easy to forget that they were on the run. They had thought that they were safe before. A few weeks earlier, they had been in Olford, a smaller town West of Velphi. They had settled quite nicely there. Drammond and Shvea had both found work, Shvea as a childminder for an important lady’s three children. It had been perfect for Shvea because it had made it possible to bring Sorin with her when she went to take care of the lady’s children at her manor.

Then one day Shvea met up with Drammond on their way home. She and Sorin had met him outside of the little shop where he had been working as an assistant. The three of them had been blissfully walking along the quiet street. Drammond had been holding Svea’s hand. In his other arm, he had carried Sorin who had tiredly laid his head against Drammond’s shoulder. Drammond had just told Shvea about a funny altercation he had had with a difficult customer that day. One moment Shvea had been smiling up at him, then she had looked ahead of them and had stopped abruptly in her tracks. The smile had dropped from her face, and she had stood there rooted in place, suddenly white as a sheet.

Drammond had been about to ask her what was wrong when he had looked in the direction she had been staring at. Three men were walking towards them. They were dressed in the uniform of the town guard. The two flanking the man in the middle were just normal human men. There was nothing strange about them. They had the same dark skin and strong features that many in the Kingdom possessed. It was the man in the middle, talking animatedly with the other two guards that had caught Shvea’s attention and had shocked her so.

The man in the middle was Tylwyth Teg. His purple skin, ash-blonde hair, pointed faefolkian ears and white pupil-less eyes marked him as a full-blooded Tylwyth Teg. Drammond had acted quickly. Standing in front of Shvea he had whispered to her to hold him, letting her hair fall across her face as if she, too, was tired. 

Shvea had done so. They had walked past the three guards with Drammond’s arm slung around Shvea’s shoulder. The three men had glanced at them as they walked past, and all the while he could feel the tension in Shvea’s body. “Easy now darling. We’re almost home then you two can sleep.” Drammond had said to Shvea, hoping that the guardsmen would not offer to help them.

The guards had smiled at him but had continued on their own business, perhaps heading for a tavern after a long day’s duty.

While the people of the Kingdom mistook Shvea for human at first glance, her slightly deformed ears and pupil-less eyes made it obvious on closer inspection that she was not. Shvea’s explanation that she was a human, Aos si half-breed, was taken at her word by the people in the Kingdom. Having never met a full-blooded Aos si, they wouldn’t know the difference. Drammond had first expected animosity towards Shvea since the Yularan Kingdom used to hate the faefolk and other magical races or at best treated them with suspicion. He had been surprised to learn that this was not the case anymore for everybody in the Kingdom. Most people were accepting, often even fascinated by Shvea.

The Tylwyth Teg guard, however, would have recognised Shvea for what she truly was, Ithnain, a race bred by the Tylwyth Teg to act as either spies within the world of the topdwellers, or as slaves in the dark world of Subremis under the Imopteb desert. Shvea’s specific features marked her as a Beta classification Ithnain, whose only usefulness for the Tylwyth Teg cause had been as a slave in their breeding program. Only Alpha Ithnain, who could pass for Aos si or human had been released and sent into the Kingdom and the Federation as operatives to further the Tylwyth Teg cause. Months ago, the last of the Ithnain living in Subremis, regardless of their classification, had been sacrificed to the Elder when they had broken through from Purgatory. Thus, the Tylwyth Teg guard would have known that Shvea was an escaped prisoner of the Tylwyth Teg. 

To Drammond’s relief, the Tylwyth Teg man had barely glanced at them.

When they got home, Shvea had been frantic to get away. She had started packing their belongings. Laying Sorin down in bed and closing the door of his sleeping chamber, Drammond had gone to Shvea. He had held her. She had turned to him, holding him tightly, her body thrumming with fear and rage. “The Tylwyth Teg are moving into the kingdom, integrating themselves into society. We had known that was their plan. I just hadn’t expected it to happen so soon,” Drammond had said, stroking her hair.

“We must leave now Drammond! We can’t stay here a moment longer. I will die rather than go back!” Shvea had said, close to tears.

“Shhh, Darling. There will be no talk of dying. We will go, but we will give it a few days so that we don’t draw suspicion unnecessarily. I will go tomorrow to your Lady’s house and tell her you and Sorin seem to have come down with the flu. She wouldn’t want her children exposed to that, I’m sure. Then I will tell Mister Bradley that my father in Hearn has come down with an illness and I received word that I am needed back there. I will finish the work week, giving us a chance to plan. You and Sorin will stay home in case there are more Tylwyth Teg about that we just haven’t seen yet. I am sure there must be.”

And so, they had fled from Olford a week later. In Eros, Shvea had not dared to look for work again. She had confined herself and Sorin to their lodgings at the cheap inn they were staying. Drammond had found work for a few weeks to refill their pockets and supplies before heading to Velphi. In Velphi it had been the same. Despite his urgings to let Sorin play outside with other children at least, Shvea had been too afraid. She had kept Sorin close to her, and they had spent the last week or so confined to a single room.

She had also repeated her promise to Drammond, that she would die rather than go back to Subremis. Drammond knew that she meant it. Shvea had made a similar promise before and had nearly taken her own life because of it. When they had both been slaves in Subremis, she had promised that she would die rather than have another child taken away from her by the Tylwyth Teg. She had been saved by Tracine, the head matron of the Ithnain breeding clinic, and it had set events into motion that had led to their escape.

Drammond would never forget how he had felt, learning that Shvea had been desperate enough to take her own life. He knew now that he could take Shvea at her word. And seeing that panicked, haunted look in her eyes when she had made her promise, had filled him with fear.

He had promised that he would get them to Hearn Harbour. He had promised her that he would not rest until they were safe. Taking the metal out of the bucket of water with the tongs and inspecting it, Drammond knew it was time to make good on that promise. They would be leaving Velphi the following day. It would be the last stretch of their journey that would lead them to Hearn, then to Jade Harbour, and eventually all the way to Andalia.
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​Chapter 3: A Balance of Interests
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IN BERGENAM, DWARVEN city in the Lochmarian Federation

Rory, Dwarf King of Bergenam could feel his body break out in nervous sweat as he found himself being regarded by the strange man sitting across from him at his desk. Donato, High Priest of the Tylwyth Teg could see the fear on the dwarf’s face plainly. It amused him. Fear and intimidation were excellent tools to use against a man such as Rory, who were full of bluster, but in essence a coward.

He let the silence draw out between them. Then he said in a deceptively calm and reasonable voice, “If you are saying my request is unreasonable, then I shall have to accept it and take the news back to the Elder. They will be very disappointed. The night of the Yule Samrahd, they feasted well, it’s true. Unfortunately, they are growing hungry again. I don’t see why the Tylwyth Teg need to be the only ones making sacrifices to the Elder. We are, after all, in this together now, aren’t we?”

“Yes, but what you are asking of me is monstrous!” Rory shouted.

Donato shook his head sadly. “Do not use that word with regards to the Elder, your Majesty. They would not appreciate it. They are merely being what they were created to be. Or don’t you allow meat such as venison and other fine game at your feasting table? If I recall correctly, we dined on just such a prize buck a few weeks ago when I was last a guest in your fine city.”

Rory looked at Donato then as if he had gone mad. “There is a difference between eating a deer and eating a person! These are people, my own citizens, that I have sworn to protect, that you are talking about! Not some fat rabbit being roasted over the cooking fire!”

Again, calmy Donato opened his hands in a supplicant gesture. “But to the Elder, it is not so different. They are both far weaker than us and far more powerful. I can appreciate how difficult it is for you to grasp, having not been a servant of theirs for as long as I have, but now that you are, you must bend the knee like the rest of us.”

“Had I known...” Rory wanted to say more but was cut off by Donato.

“Yes, yes you would have done things differently, I am sure. It is too late now, my dear King Rory.” Pleased by the look of realisation on Rory’s face that he was horribly trapped, Donato smiled and continued. “Now, I will give you time to think about my request. I am sure when you have had a chance to mull it over, you will see that it is not so unreasonable. I am asking for a few of your elderly and those who are sick or have other ailments where recovery seems unlikely. Those citizens who really can’t be of much use to Bergenam any longer. Who are, in fact, a drain on your resources. In two weeks’, time I will be expecting a delivery of just such a group of people to the gates of the Subremis and Bergenam border. If I don’t receive it, I will have to tell the Elder you are unwilling to cooperate. The Elder may then decide to come here to Bergenam and feast on all the citizens along the way. I can assure you when that happens, they will not make a distinction between the old and the young, between men, women, or children. It will be all the same to them and they will not stop until their hunger has been sated. “

He turned away from Rory’s horrified expression, and then turned back, leaning over the table to stare at Rory seriously. “And while you think about what I have just said, think about this: The Elder can easily come here anytime and take what they want. The only thing that is stopping them from doing so is that I have assured them between the two of us we could come to a gentleman’s agreement. It would be such a shame if I spoke untruly.”

Now Rory thought to himself that he could evacuate the tunnels of Bergenam and save all his people by moving them far away. Donato seemed to read the desperate thought on his face though. He gave a dry smile and said “If all goes according to plan, your Majesty, the Elder and the gods of darkness will rule this world soon enough. I promise you that any betrayals on your part will not be forgiven. Betray us now if you will. But then you better pray that our plans will not work out. If they do and you make an enemy of yourself and your people now, then there won’t be a safe place for you to hide anywhere in the world, much less the Federation or the Kingdom.”

Giving it another moment, Donato then changed his demeanour to one of apologetic kindness. “Think of it this way: You really don’t have a choice. To refuse is to endanger all your people. To comply is to save them. Seen that way, it really would be the right thing to do.”

Rory nodded then, defeated. Swallowing back the bile that threatened to come up, in a voice that was barely a whisper he said, “I will do as you ask. I hope it will really be necessary only the one time, as you say.”

“I am certain it will. I have been assured that plans are moving forward nicely. Very soon, the Tylwyth Teg will be able to move down into the rest of the Federation. Then they will have access to others who would stand as sacrifice. We will all share the burden, eh? I cannot promise this is the last sacrifice you will have to make. All I can promise you is it will get better. As soon as you have accepted the new order, things will not appear so... glum, shall we say?”

He left Rory then and closed the door to the dwarf King’s meeting chamber. As Donato walked down to the carriage that would take him back to the Bergenam Subremis border, he greeted a few of the Tylwyth Teg families that were staying with the dwarves in Bergenam.

On the carriage ride back to Subremis, Donato had much to think about. What he had said to Rory had been the truth. He hoped that Tishala’s plans would all fall into place so that the Tylwyth Teg could move out into the sunlight, into the world of topdwellers. He had faith in Tishala’s plan. So much, however, depended on the loyalties and affections the topdwellers had for each other.

Thinking of Tishala, brought another worry to mind. The day after the Yule Samrahd, High Priest Alastar and his wife Morgaine were found dead in their home. Alastar by a broken neck and a stab wound, though Donato had seen the body himself and suspected it had been the broken neck that had killed the High Priest. Morgaine, his wife, had ingested poison. There had been signs of a struggle.

Donato suspected it had been an argument that had resulted in Morgaine killing her husband. Afterwards, feeling regretful and guilty, she had taken her own life. Some of the Tylwyth Teg that Donato had spoken to about the couple, friends and acquaintances of Morgaine’s, had told him that Morgaine had possessed some magical abilities, but that they had always assumed it was minor and that Alastar’s own arcane power far outstripped that of his wife.

They had also spoken of an Ithnain infant that Morgaine had adopted and had admitted that Morgaine had developed strong feelings for the child, despite that sort of thing being highly discouraged. By all that he had seen in Tishala’s mind of her mother, Donato knew this was true in Tishala’s case as well. She’d had a tumultuous, often difficult relationship with her father who had regarded Tishala, his adoptive Ithnain daughter, as nothing more than an asset. Her mother’s love, however, had always been a source of strength and comfort for Tishala.

It stood to reason then that Morgaine would have loved a second adopted Ithnain child just as much as the first. Being faced with the pain of having to give the child up, it wasn’t unreasonable to assume that she would have been angry at her husband. More than angry. Donato could imagine that Morgaine must have been filled with absolute rage.

Why then did Alastar not ask for the sake of his wife that the Ithnain infant should be spared? Even though the Elder could be unreasonable at times, having no emotions like that and thus not being able to empathise, Donato himself wasn’t heartless. He could have convinced the Elder to let Morgaine keep the child. If it would mean the continued loyalty of the most prominent Tylwyth Teg, the one that had helped them escape Purgatory, and that of his wife, then giving up one Ithnain child to feast on would not have been too much to ask.

Had Alastar been so ashamed of the love his wife felt for a slave child, that he hadn’t even dared to ask this one favour on her behalf? Donato thought that was monstrous. If that had been the case, then perhaps the man had deserved to die. He would have swallowed his pride if it had been Tishala.

So, an open and shut case then? Donato wondered. The people he had spoken to had assured him that the child and his wetnurse had been delivered to the temple. When pressured, they had admitted their certainty was because Morgaine had told them they would be. According to the people he had spoken to, Morgaine had expressed sadness at the loss, but not the blind, hot rage that would cause her to murder her husband days later.

Then there was the fact that a human prisoner had disappeared the night of the Yule Samrahd. It was taken for granted by everyone that he had mistakenly ended up with the Ithnain and had thus been sacrificed to the Elder. It was useless to ask the Elder if they could remember feeding on a human. To the elder, there wasn’t much difference between human and Ithnain, or Tylwyth Teg for that matter. Also, they had been in a feeding frenzy that night, feeding blindly. They might have eaten a whole village of blind orphans that night and they wouldn’t have known it or cared.

It was all very odd. Though it troubled him, Donanto couldn’t afford to spend much time on this, chasing it down. There was far too much on his plate already in terms of what needed to be done for the Tylwyth Teg and the Elder.

Thinking of Morgaine, Donato shifted uncomfortably. He hadn’t had the heart to tell Tishala yet that her mother was dead. He had told her about the death of her father, and she had accepted it without questioning him about the circumstances. Perhaps she was afraid of the answer, thinking that because Donato was High Priest now Alastar had been killed because he had outlived his usefulness. If that was the case, he could only admire her pragmatic nature and her loyalty towards him, her true husband.

He knew though, that her mother was a whole different matter. Seeing in Tishala’s mind how much she had loved Morgaine, he wanted to spare her any suffering if he could. Donato decided to tell her only once he could finally hold her in his arms. He had powers at his disposal, powers that he could use to soften the blow for Tishala when the time came to tell her. He could only use it when he was in direct contact with her though.

He looked forward to finally having her as his wife. He had loved her for many years. He had connected with her mind to mind when she was a mere child. At the time he had been trapped in Purgatory, where time had no meaning. The Elder, being deprived of sustenance while they had been locked away had naturally fed on those that had been trapped with them. Though they had fed as little as possible, sometimes Donato had feared that he would be driven insane by the greasy, greedy touch of the Elder mind.

The only thing that had kept him going sometimes was Tishala’s mind. To him, it had been like a breath of fresh air to a drowning man. Now he was impatient for the fulfilment of that promise. She had grown from a child into a beautiful, singularly desirable woman.

Donato smiled to himself. He had to be patient with the plan. Tishala would be his. When she returned to Inari, he would make sure that he would be there for her, waiting.
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Chapter 4: When Hands are Tied
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IN INARI, THE CAPITOL city in the centre of the Yularan Kingdom. 

Princess Vera, older sister of King Hassian, was pacing up and down outside the large meeting chamber at the castle in Inari. She was waiting for Hassian’s advisors and ministers to call her back inside, indicating that they were ready to speak to her again.

If Matteo, Vera’s husband, had been there, he would have told her to sit down, to wait patiently, as the pacing was only adding to her irritation and impatience. Unfortunately, Matteo was not there. He was back in Hearn Harbour with their two children, Nemmi and Kolya.

Matteo had taken the position of Advisor of Transport in Hearn Harbour more than a year ago. Before that, he had been King Reth’s personal bodyguard and captain of his guards for many years. Hassian would have kept him on after King Reth had died and had passed the crown to Hassian, his heir, but Matteo had wanted a quieter life for their family.

He had seen the old King’s passing as the perfect opportunity to make a change. Advisor of Transport meant he was responsible for the Kingdom’s exporting business. It was an important position and required a diverse skillset from Matteo. He was enjoying his position and had found that he was very good at it.

Vera had been happy with the move as well. There had been some arguments between Hassian and herself about the abrupt change in law and policy that Hassian had pushed through after he had ascended to the throne. Vera had agreed with the essence of the changes, she just hadn’t agreed with the timeline and had wanted Hassian to do it more slowly, giving the people of the Kingdom a chance to adapt rather than force so many changes on them all at once.

Hassian had refused to listen to her and had found vindication when the people of the Kingdom had embraced the changes, rather than rise in revolt as Vera had feared they would.

In Hearn, Vera had enjoyed the quieter life and simple pleasures. She had been uneasy at first, as the move to Hearn had meant she would have to sign her authority as a Princess away since she would no longer be performing her duties in that capacity. Now Vera’s title was honorary only, an indication of her birth as a highborn rather than her authority in the Kingdom. She had found to her surprise that she hadn’t minded. In Hearn she had had the opportunity to watch her children grow and thrive in a way that wouldn’t have been possible had she still been burdened with the duties of a Princess.

At a year and a half old their son Kolya was growing up too fast. He had inherited the dark looks of his father and Vera suspected that he would be just as handsome one day.

At five years old Nemmi was enjoying being tutored and learning to read and write. She had been a more vivacious child when she was small but had since become more bookish and serious. It reminded Vera of Hassian when he was a child. He had been just as eager to learn, just as curious about the larger world and just as certain that all the answers must be in a book somewhere.

Being more involved in the day-to-day lives of her children had brought a feeling of contentment to Vera that she hadn’t known she was missing until it was there.

By all accounts the Kingdom was doing very well, better in fact since the projects Hassian had undertaken had brought more work to the citizens of the Kingdom. The construction of two schools in Pivore and Glasme was well underway and would perhaps be ready to start operation and accept students by the time the King and Queen returned from the Federation.

They were recruiting some students as they went, and Vera had heard that the few families Hassian had been able to convince to move to the Kingdom and enrol their arcane gifted children in Glasme, had settled nicely in the city.

The bulk of the students for the school in Pivore would be recruited among the citizens of the Kingdom. Naturally, the people were excited about this, since it would afford their children the rare opportunity to receive a proper education and thus have the chance at moving up in station and importance.

Vera and Matteo had been glad for Hassian, proud that his plans for the Kingdom seemed to be working out. Despite her misgivings, Vera also wanted the same for the Kingdom and could see a future where perhaps more of these schools would operate in every city.

Then, a few weeks ago, Vera had received a visitor, bringing strange news with him. It had been an elderly gentleman. Sir Tristan Vactillus, who had previously been one of King Reth’s advisors. Sir Tristan had been unhappy with the changes that Hassian had wanted to make and had left the services of the new King rather abruptly.

Vera had been surprised to see him there, having heard that he had been paid a handsome sum to retire in peace in one of the harbour cities in the northwest of the Kingdom.

As he had bowed before her, she had reached out to Sir Tristan, who was a man of seventy-three years old. “Please sir, let us sit and talk as equals, as you know I am no longer really a Princess, having retired from my duties quite some time ago.”

They had sat down but he refused her offer of refreshments. “I have come here on important business, Your Highness. It is a dark matter I need to discuss with you, and time is of the essence.”

Vera had frowned, worried. “Well then... I think it’s best you tell me why you are here.”

Sir Vactillus had cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably. It was clear he had found it difficult to know where to start. Vera suppressed the urge to show her impatience and had instead picked up her own goblet of mead, taking a sip and slowly setting it down again, giving her visitor the chance to get his thoughts in order. Finally, he turned to her “A few days ago I received letters from three gentlemen. I have the letters with me, and I can show them to you. They are from the mayors of three different cities in the Kingdom, Ucteb, Nara and Olford respectively. They essentially tell the same story and have asked for advice. They worry me a great deal. That is why I made the trip all the way to Hearn to share what they contain with you.”
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