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Chapter One ~ A Taste 
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The Last God moved without being seen, between worlds, between life and death, existence and non-existence, as he appeared beside a Portal, the entryway to the Kingdom. Even though He remained invisible, the soldiers near the Portal felt His Presence. They shivered and lowered their eyes. 

The Portal had been created centuries ago, an extrusion of His will, a questing tendril through the dark of the void, reaching out for light and power to aid in His war against the other gods. He conquered and consumed one world after another, until he forgot their number and their names. Then He found the unexpected—the Kingdom—and true resistance. This world alone turned Him away. 

He pressed his consciousness into the emptiness bounded by the basalt arch and felt a wind like the force that spreads galaxies across the universe. It was constant, inexorable.... Then a gasp. A pause. The wind grew weaker. 

He took physical form, a remembrance of his ancient self, and reached a hand through the Portal. Nothing ... nothing ... His luminous flesh was tinged violet in the light of the Kingdom’s sunset. He stepped through and tasted alien air; felt power he could breathe in along with it... before the wind rose again and forced him back through the Portal. 

A dark thrill tingled through His being. He had never stepped through before, not even for a heartbeat. He was winning. Against the Kingdom, yes, but also that which protected it—Fate, a force that determined all destinies and even pulled the puppet strings of gods. Fate protected this place for some reason, and if the Last God was to destroy Fate and be truly Lord of All, to forge His own destiny, then the Kingdom must fall. 

A sense of inevitable triumph rose in Him, and the Plain shook with lightning and thunder. His living soldiers fell to their knees, thousands and thousands of faces pressed against the ground, armor clattering, horses shrieking with fright, while the host of undead, God-fed, moaned, enjoying his Presence as it washed over and nourished them. Fate’s Tree was finally dying.  While the Tree's white trunk and vast skeleton of branches still stood at the center of His throne room, clinging to existence, He had severed the connection to branch after branch, extinguishing countless lives, countless worlds, which had been manipulated and controlled by Fate’s unfathomable will. Now, Fate’s hold was slipping. Soon, He would step foot on the one world that had been denied Him for so long and destroy it utterly. 

He stood for some time, gazing at the Portal, dreaming of what was to come, ignoring the prostrate army on the Plain until far away happenings caught His attention. Pain. Fear. The part of Him that had long ago sought to soothe hurt now quailed before the greater part of His being that hungered for it. Nothing else stirred His emotions these days. Perhaps, when everything was His, He would be above mortal concerns, but now the distant screams were enticing enough to draw Him. 

He vanished and reappeared on the other side of the Plain, before a newly anchored Portal bound by fresh cut stone. This was the farthest edge of his domain, the edge of everything. Shrieks and the scent of burning flesh lured him on. 

He stepped between worlds and beheld the glory of conquest. A small force of Conquered under the blue on green banner of Lord Dhalmon, vassal of Adarmis, led a horde of God-fed through a burning city that had once been a mountain stronghold. Elegant buildings were built on top of older, squatter structures, with thick defensive walls broken up by wide avenues and plazas, filigreed gates and gilded statues. The ancient defenses had been replaced by complacency and displays of wealth. 

It mattered not. Even if they had remained a warrior race, His armies would have been victorious. The bleating of sheep caught in market stalls, wool smoldering as the fire pressed in on them, caught His attention, but it was not their cries that had drawn Him. The sweet agony He desired wafted from a large temple nestled against an even larger palace atop the hill. 

In the space between heartbeats, He appeared on the colored glass steps, an invisible Presence once more. He sensed the angels come through the Portal behind Him, there to announce His unplanned arrival, but He shifted His will and a sudden gale smashed them to the ground, the wind feeding the blaze that ate away at the city, consuming the animals trapped in their pens. He was no longer satisfied with burnt offerings, so He did not bother to savor their pain. 

Amseel and Ashkal lifted themselves off the ground, hurt but alive. Good, it would not do to release them from their servitude by a casual death. Stay silent. I want to watch, He told them. He turned back to the temple built for a god that no longer existed. He had killed them all long ago, and now He was here for the people. 

The doors were smashed in, and women screamed as soldiers dragged them from their hiding places and threw them upon the floor, spreading their legs and tearing through their fine clothes. Lord Dhalmon himself participated, enjoying the carnage. When the lord was done, he left the woman he had taken groaning on the floor. Dhalmon dragged the children out next. 

He drew his sword and held it against the neck of a boy no older than seven. “Do you swear to serve me? To serve Adarmis?” The boy’s wide eyes drowned in tears. 

He was too confused to speak. Dhalmon lopped off his head and moved to the next boy in line. 

“Will you serve?” The child tried to pull from the lord’s grip, nodding frantically before the steel even touched his skin. 

Dhalmon continued, reaching for a boy of ten, but a girl crawled from beneath the pew where she hid and took his leg. “I will serve. I will...” 

He did not hesitate before ramming the blade into her neck. Blood sprayed across the already bloody marble, and she slumped against the pew, open-mouthed with surprise. Unlike Dinah, Dhalmon saw no use for female soldiers. They were breeding stock at best. 

The male children were chained, new recruits to replenish the ranks, and dragged under the open sky with the desirable women. The old, the girl children, and the babes too young to care for themselves, some left squalling on the floor beside their dead mothers, remained inside. 

“Feed,” Lord Dhalmon told the nearest rank of God-fed. The animated corpses hesitated, feeling their god’s strong Presence nearby even if the Conquered did not. The Last God willed them to obey, and the creatures swarmed the church, feeding on the flesh of those inside. These were the cries the Last God relished—every gasp, every begging sob, every burst of fiery pain as teeth cut into skin and smashed bones. This was worth His attention. 

When the inside of the temple was empty but for smears of blood, shredded clothing, and gnawed bones, Lord Dhalmon set it ablaze. 

“You have done well,” The Last God said, making His light visible to them. The soldiers fell to their knees, hiding their eyes. “Now it is my turn.” 

This was but one city. An untouched world lay before them that would take years for his forces to conquer. His hunger had been wakened, fuelled by the delicious nearness of total victory, and He could not wait. 

He extended his Presence across the land, rousing mountains into gushing ash and spitting flame, cracking the earth to its mantle, so the abyss swallowed whole towns and villages. As His Presence spread, so did the destruction. A mere taste of what was to come. 

The Last God could not recall how His conquests first began. A disagreement over principals long abandoned, perhaps? Regardless, He had destroyed all higher beings, His brothers and sisters, His parents and children ... all were long forgotten. All that remained was His need for more—and his unending enmity with Fate. When the Kingdom fell, everything in existence would finally be His to consume, on and on, for all eternity. As it should be. 
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Chapter Two ~ Master of the Gobels
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She did not return. Ralen counted the days, marking each one off with a charcoal line on the wall of the cave where they used to sleep until the limestone was black. He still counted in Earth days, even though Earth was no more, and the dark caves he wandered had no days, only endless nights. He used a massive bag of sand that dribbled out minutes and hours until at the end of the day gobels shoveled the sand back into the funnel at the top, and he placed one more black mark on the stone. Fifteen hundred and three—four years since Lady Dinah took Anjee from the orchard, from his life, and no word of their fate. 

“Master,” a gobel whispered, “Master, master...”

“Yes?” Ralen tried not to show his annoyance.

“It is time.”

He had not forgotten. The cave was but a detour. He set down the charcoal stick and picked up his lantern. The gobel who had come to fetch him winced at the light and lowered a strip of cloth over its eyes before following him down the path to the great cavern. 

Gordon’s old clothes fit him now, and boots, instead of bare feet on stone, was luxury. He wore no armor, and his unshorn hair brushed his neck like a slave’s. He wasn’t Conquered, but he wasn’t one of them either. 

Former Conquered, who Dinah had turned into Marked slaves after they betrayed her, now ground grain into flour in giant mortars, a task Ralen remembered from his time with Anjee. They paused as he passed by, the echoing thump of wooden pestles faded into silence, leaving only the sound of dripping water from stalactites in the great cavern. He met their baleful gazes until they looked away. They once shunned him for being Marked, beneath them, now they hated him for being raised above them. 

Not slave and not Conquered. Ralen did not know what he was. He kept walking, feeling their glares boring into his back.

He made his way through the labyrinth of corridors leading to Dinah’s longhouse but did not ascend the rose marble stairs. Drakein guards fell in beside him as he made his way to the hatching grounds instead. This section of cave was open to the sky so the Drakein young could feel the warm sunlight and tear free of their eggs. There was little sun today, rain clouds darkening the opening, but it was enough for those ready to be born. 

The gobel remained behind in the dark tunnel. Even if it could endure the light, their kind was not allowed here. Drakein waited reverently in the shadows for their replacements, ready to take charge of the hatchlings’ training. 

The first grey-scaled snout broke through a leathery eggshell and Ralen went to it. He tore open the egg sac and pulled the lizard-like hatchling out. It was already larger than a human baby. Its yellow eyes were wide and innocent, not yet those of a monster, and he told it, “I am your master. You will obey me and all officers I appoint over you.” He was unsure whether a newborn could understand God’s Tongue, but it opened its mouth for food, revealing rows of sharp teeth. He fed it a bit of meat from the slaughterhouse, sealing the bond. 

When all the eggs had hatched and his job was done, he returned to the darkness of the great cavern, the gobel sighing with relief. 

“Fetch your brothers, Claw,” Ralen said. Gobels did not have names, but he found it easier to name them. He lacked the ability to speak to their minds as the Keeper had. 

“Yes, Master.” Claw ran ahead.

By the time Ralen reached the edge of the turquoise lake, a mass of green gobels, darker than the luminous water, rose to the surface and swirled around him, grasping at his boots and leather breeches. He no longer flinched, but his frown prompted Claw to say, “Stop. You are not worthy to touch the Master.” 

He had not asked for this. After he killed the Keeper, the gobels were frightened and confused, keening for their missing “father”. They were lost without Grin’s cruel authority, but by killing him Ralen had proved he could be just as cruel. Even Stumpy—who now glowered from the edge of the group—feared him. They had whispered Ralen’s name night and day, from the depths of the lake, from the cracks in the walls, everywhere he went, until he had no choice but to soothe their anxiety and agree to be their new master, or go mad from the sound.

Stumpy slapped Claw and spat an order, sending Claw scurrying off to fetch the boat. As Ralen climbed in, he gave Claw a comforting pat on his leathery scalp to blunt Stumpy’s spitefulness. The gobels chose their own officers through some obscure pecking order. He would have preferred Claw to Stumpy, but it was not his place, even if they did call him Master. 

Once he settled in the boat, the swarm of gobels propelled it across the water. 

They passed close by the Keeper’s Island, which was empty now, everyone returned to the ruined city. Gordon’s efforts to lose himself and his memories on the isle had come to nothing. The First Commander could not forget, and soon duty had chained him as well as the shackles Dinah had bound to his soul.

The gobels slowed as they neared the dock. Ralen caught the edge of the pier and jumped out. He left them to secure the boat and made his way among the burned buildings. He walked quickly, the sound of his booted footfalls echoing off the stone, but Claw managed to keep up, ever his shadow. 

She will wake soon, a voice only he could hear said.

Ralen stopped. The voice had been growing stronger since the Lady left. It had once been fainter than the whispers of the gobels, but now it was louder than his own thoughts. It sounded like a girl. “Anjee?” He immediately felt stupid, saying her name aloud for the cavern walls to hear.

They will be here first.

He didn’t want to go mad like the other slaves, not after everything he had survived. He ran from the voice, hoping it would drown in his footfalls. 

Few lamps were lit, leaving rubble-strewn streets and the spindly skeletons of buildings to create strange shapes in the half light. The Risen could see in the dark, and most Drakein now dwelled above ground in the Portal valley, enjoying the sunlight they craved, so there was no one left in the city in need of lamps but Ralen. 

He reached the Command Center where dead men in rusting armor saluted. His gut clenched and the hair along his arms rose as he stepped past them. A few priests had survived Dinah’s purge of the temple and now controlled the remaining mages operating the sand map. Gordon studying the map was a scene straight from his childhood—if not for the blackened walls, the priests Marked the same as the mages, and the ghostly chill and unsettling stench that arose from the Risen. 

The Risen had lost all sense of smell and human sensibility. They seldom bathed or repaired their clothing. They were not as awful as the God-fed, the soulless, mindless creatures he had only ever glimpsed through the Portal, and whose cloying scent carried on the wind, but they were not pleasing to be around. The priests and mages stood as far away from them as possible. 

Ralen went directly to the First Commander’s side.

“How many hatched?” Gordon asked in his strange, rasping voice. He was the worst of the lot, unkempt and haggard, a sign of his guilt for existing when everything he loved was gone. His loss surrounded him like a miasma. It suffocated Ralen’s own loneliness, so he found a kind of solace in Gordon’s presence. 

“Twenty,” Ralen answered. Risen were unable to imprint Drakein, which left only him to do it. 

“Not enough.” 

“That was the offering.” He couldn’t change what the wild Drakein brought to the edge of the boundary. Their bargain was with Dinah.

Gordon’s moustache went up and down as he chewed his lip in consternation, a familiar habit, but there was little lip remaining, and the whiskers were thin and wiry. Whenever Ralen was away, even for a day, Gordon let himself go completely. He gave the First Commander a disapproving look and pointed at a bit of jutting bone. 

With a flash of annoyance, Gordon grasped the long chain that ran between left wrist and ankle and closed his eyes in concentration. Warmth rose from the earth, like magma coming up just below the surface, a brief lessening of the chill aura that always surrounded the dead. The shrunken skin on Gordon’s face plumped and stretched to cover bone and protruding teeth. The First Commander would never look alive, not with those haunted eyes, but for the moment, the energy drawn from the earth had restored him to a semblance of life. It would fade again all too quickly.

“What about the werelings?” Gordon asked. The commander knew that was a sore point, revenge for Ralen’s fussiness.

“I will speak to their new alpha later. If he will listen.”

“Make him. The Bringer commands the greatest army in existence, the forces of a hundred worlds when he demands it, and he will trample us like weeds if we do not fight with all our might.”

“I will fight, and I will get you the werelings,” Ralen promised.

“I know you will.” The clang of metal on bone distracted them. Some lesser Risen were fighting near the entrance of the Command Center. Restless and tired of mock battles, they had taken to hacking one another to bits in practice sessions. There was no lasting damage—they would heal. But they experienced pain, a reminder of life, and it was a powerful motivator to fight well. 

Risen officers watched with decayed grins, all except Gordon who found no amusement in anything. The disintegration of his body ebbed and flowed as he drew energy from the earth when needed, but His soul was intact, shackled to a corpse. Dinah had made him too well. 

Other Risen were more fragmented, their spirits shredded during creation, but they obeyed, which was what mattered. So did Gordon. Even though Dinah had been gone for years, her commands were burnt into him. He must fight for her, he must feed from the earth when he grew too weak, and he must never, ever die. 

The machine catches you and chews up your soul, Ralen’s mother had told him once. He could think about her now. There was already so much pain, memories of her barely added to it. He remembered her coming home one day, taking him into her arms as tears poured down her cheeks—something she had never done before or after. He did not understand at the time, but her words stayed with him. You have to smash the machine to bits. You have to destroy it all.

He had kept it going instead. He passed Gordon’s orders on to Drakein and gobels and Marked, kept the fields planted, the living fed, and the un-living from madness ... all for Dinah’s glory.

“First Commander.” A Conquered soldier in well-tended armor pushed through the battling Risen and stepped into the Command Center. She wore no helm and no tabard, because she served both Gordon and Adarmis. 

“Lillian...” Gordon could not say more before she interrupted.

“The Bringer is on the move. He has pulled troops from the Kingdom front and is staging on the Plain. He dare not turn from the god’s task for long, so he will attack soon. I hope you are prepared.”

Gordon looked at Ralen, clearly thinking about the newly hatched Drakein, too few and too young to do any good. “We have done all we can. Soon Adarmis will see true glory,” Gordon said.

Lillian frowned. “The Lady does not deserve you.” 

They had found Saren’s body, blackened and burnt, outside the wereling enclosure, and Lillian assumed Dinah had killed her brother. That, combined with Dinah’s decision to Mark all surviving Conquered, meant Lillian held no love or loyalty for the Lady, but she owed Gordon her life. 

She touched his arm and then quickly pulled away. “I must return,” she said. “Varvec will worry if I am gone too long. I will tell him you suspect nothing.”

“Don’t,” Gordon warned. “They will see the fortifications and know differently. Tell him Risen wandered among the God-fed and noticed the movement of troops. Tell him we are prepared. Perhaps he will think twice about stealing the Lady’s realm while she is away.”

Lillian nodded and stepped past the battling Risen again. Ralen went after her and asked, “Is there any news of Dinah?” Wherever she was, Anjee would be too.

“Thank the Last God, no.” Lillian’s eyes were full of disgust. She lowered her voice so Gordon couldn’t hear and said, “It’s folly to defend a lord-less realm.”

Ralen was Dinah’s slave, no matter the rank he had been given, and he would obey Gordon, fight when commanded to fight. Besides, he didn’t want Adarmis to win. He wanted everything here to remain the same, to be waiting for Anjee when she returned. Lillian would not understand, so he said nothing and returned to the sand map.

There was a glint in the First Commander’s sunken eyes, a rare sign of life. He touched the rendering of the Portal valley and said, “This is our main chokepoint. They will run out of people before we run out of arrows...” 

Ralen listened to Gordon’s plan, hearing the doubt beneath the assurance. As always, his thoughts wandered to Anjee. He looked up at the glow worms and stalactites visible through the missing roof of the Command Center. Were there clouds or stars above her wherever she was? Was she even alive?
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Chapter Three ~ Anjee
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She was pain. Every nerve, every fiber of muscle and flake of bone screamed. Her mouth gaped as she tried to give voice to the scream tearing through her body, but no sound escaped her desiccated throat. Crusted eyes blinked open, and she saw a tiny man with butterfly wings hovering beside her. He held a burning dagger, what looked like a sword in his miniature hands, and cut into the tree limb wrapped around her waist. Each time he drew the burning blade through the flesh of the tree, her flesh burned.

“Stop,” she gasped.

“You’re awake!” The creature worked quickly, slicing away the smaller branches clutching her wrists. She bit her lip so hard against the pain that blood mingled with the sweat trickling down her neck. Then her hands were free. They throbbed, her skin white in places, red in others, burnt almost as badly as the wood. Scorched and frayed strips of bark dangled from her fingers like spiders’ webs. 

“I’m sorry,” the small creature said. “There was no other way to free you.”

She had been held captive by a tree? She looked up to see pale light, filtered through a canopy of leaves and branches as wide as a city. Fields of moss covered everything, except for cracked valleys of black bark and tangled clouds of vines dotted with pink flowers. Surely, this was another dream? There had been so many. A broken tower, voices in the mist, the darkness.... It felt as though she had been asleep longer than she had ever been awake.

“Where am I?” she asked. Her voice sounded strange, dusty and unused. She struggled to remember how she came to be in this forest but couldn’t. Her life was a hazy blur of half-images and fragments of sound mixed up with the dreams she had just escaped.

The creature frowned, head swiveling as he looked around for danger. He paid no attention to her question. “We hurry.” He dived down and sawed at the last branch wrapped around her leg.

The pain was less intense than before, so she noticed other discomforts. Her scalp was alive with crawling insects, and she lifted aching arms to scratch. She looked closer at her hands, burned and smeared with dirt, and thought her fingers were too long. She didn’t remember much before the dreams, but she remembered the stubby fingers of a twelve-year-old. Her feet were larger too. She wiggled her toes, and they dug into rich soil, rousing the scent of decayed leaves. She was naked, her old clothing torn and fallen at her feet, overgrown by plants. 

Everything was wrong. She touched her breasts then recoiled. “This isn’t my body,” she said, trembling with terror. 

The winged man stopped his work and hovered at eye height, a worried expression on his scrunched little face. She recognized him. “A fairy,” she had exclaimed once. She remembered her own high, childish laugh and a glimpse of colorful wings, before the fairy had sped off through the orchard and toward the Portal. But he had called the creature a Hasvel. Ralen had called it that. Ralen.

More oppressive than the massive canopy that loomed above, or the remaining tree limbs that entangled her, the weight of his name dragged her down. She felt imprisoned by it. Ralen was her life, her joy—and her burden. That she remembered well.

“Great tree is strange,” the Hasvel said. “Do strange things to your mind.” The creature went to work again on the limb holding her. 

The flaming blade should have been able to cut the wood easily, but the giant tree was more than it appeared. She sensed magic within it, and when she looked sideways, she saw a bright blue light at the tree’s core, a light that ran through every branch and vine. The light had even burrowed into her. It was that magic link the fairy struggled to sever. When he removed the last shred of bark from her skin, she felt a rush of memories. The orchard, holding Ralen on her lap... She had been trapped by magic even then, by the Lady’s Mark. 

She looked at her now, bound and asleep in the encircling roots and branches of the tree beside her—a black haired woman in a red dress. “Dinah,” she said, disbelief in her voice. The Dark Lady was trapped too.

“Come,” the Hasvel said. “We go.” He poked at her with the flaming sword, and she staggered forward. She looked back at the Lady, stunned to see her there. “Go!” the fairy repeated when she slowed.

“What’s happening?” she asked.

“I rescue. I owes you my life.”

“I remember now... Gar. Your name is Gar. Ralen freed you and then... and then you flew away through the Portal. Free. The only one of us who was free.”

“Now I’m freeing you. Come.” There was no wind in the thick jungle air, but trees creaked nearby, and the sound agitated the Hasvel even more.

“I can’t go without my body.” She looked down at long legs, making her so much higher off the ground than before. This was a woman’s body, not hers.

“You talk like crazy person. You be here long time,” Gar said. “They hide you well. Now, we need hide!” 

He poked at her again, and she stumbled into the jungle, glimpsing a forest of smaller trees similar to the one that had held her. Were other people trapped within their bark? She had been here a long time he’d said. If the Hasvel hadn’t come, she could have been trapped forever.

The Hasvel prodded her forward, leaves and sticks scraping against her exposed skin, while he dodged each obstacle effortlessly. Her nakedness might have bothered her in Dinah’s cave, but here, shame seemed foolish. There was nothing but jungle as far as she could see. 

Gar forced her to run and keep running until the orange light of sunset bathed the crystalline wall of a cliff and she was bleeding from a dozen scratches. A waterfall thundered nearby. There was no way to climb the sheer rock face. The Hasvel flapped its wings and rose higher, intending to fly over.

“Wait! Don’t leave me!” 

He paused and looked down. “Can’t you follow? You is mage.”

“Mage?”

“I saw, before the trees caught you. There was lightning. Lots magic.”

She shook her head, feeling dislocated from everything. More memories hovered like mirages before her, but she wasn’t sure which were dreams and which were real.

The Hasvel seemed to finally realize the extent of her confusion. “What is your name?”

“My name? It’s...it’s...” She wanted to say that she was a Tree and had no name, but that was crazy, just as Gar kept saying. She forced herself to focus, to remember the girl who had sung Ralen to sleep each night and then sat sobbing, struggling against exhaustion and the lure of sleep, a sleep that would only bring dark visions. She hated that caged, useless girl. But she could not hide from her, just as she could not hide from her dreams. Finally, she looked into Gar’s blood-red eyes and said, “My name is Anjee.”

***
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STOP HER, Mother tree commanded through a haze of pain. 

Sapling stirred next to Mother. It smelled the magical fire that had cruelly severed Mother’s limbs. Mother called to the others—Moss Side, Bent Back, the Black Sentries—but they were too far away or too old and deeply rooted to move, all but Sapling.

I hear you. Sapling lifted one spindly leg and then the other, tearing away the fine roots connecting it to the soil. It had not yet settled on a resting place, not yet decided to be a Guardian in the Black Circle or a Companion in the Glade. It enjoyed being close to Mother, but it also wanted to feel its long limbs sway in the wind as it chased and captured the Soft People, those who tried to enter here and hurt its family. Now one of the Soft People was escaping, and it was time for the chase.

Sapling was fast for its kind, but it was slow to move after such a long rest. Limbs creaked and thin, white bark flaked from its surface as it took its first broad step after the fleeing girl. There was a Small Wing with her, carrying the weapon that had hurt Mother. Sapling would make them pay for what they had done.

Bring her back alive, Mother said, her voice like a breeze tickling its leaves, but the voice was not carried on any wind, reaching inside instead. We need her power.

I will. Sapling promised, taking another large step.

The Soft girl was headed deeper into the Heart. No one was allowed there. Sapling expected her to change direction, for the only way out of the forest was through the outer ring of trees, the Black Circle, where the Guardians waited to capture her, but she did not. Sapling could not risk the girl wandering into the Sacred Place.

The scent of the fire weapon was strong and easy to follow. Sapling quivered with instinctual fear but kept moving faster and faster. Simple plants and trees shifted out of its way as best they could, but most could not even move as well as Moss Back, so Sapling had to push through the forest, catching long arms and fingers on the vegetation and tearing the simple plants without meaning to. They would heal, as Mother would heal, but it was still a bad thing to do.

The Small Wing and the Soft Girl were fast, or was Sapling getting old and slow? There had been no new saplings in a long time, and even the Guardians grew slower. What would Mother do when Sapling had to settle down? It had always looked forward to digging its roots deep, but now it feared what that meant for the others.

Future, Sapling told itself. Not to be known, except by the Old Ones. For now, there is running. Sapling apologized to the simple plants it trampled but focused its attention on the pursuit.

When Sapling reached the crystal cliff and the waterfall, it hesitated. The fiery scent was high in the air, and it could not fly. Then it saw the cuts in the soil from Soft feet, the broken grass, and knew the girl was still on the ground. It took two great steps in the direction of the tracks but paused again.

The Sacred Place was close. Sapling had never come so far before, and it could not hear Mother anymore. It listened hard, shivering and creaking, suddenly frightened. What if it got lost and couldn’t find Mother again? What if the Small Wing used its fire on Sapling, and it died and there was no one to feel its cries or remember its thoughts? 

Do not fear. A new voice tickled Sapling’s leaves like Mother did.

Who are you? It asked.

I am your Mother’s Mother, Little One.

Mother’s Mother? Could it be? It was said Mother came from the Heart long ago, when she was a sapling. Could her mother still be alive? 

Why haven’t any of the others heard you? Sapling asked warily.

I call to them, me and the Old Ones, but your Mother and the others are too close to the Black Circle, to the curse. If you come closer, Little One, you will hear me better. 

Sapling shivered and took a step backward. My name is not Little One.

Sapling is no name. All are called that when they are newborn. You are no infant, Little One, even if you are not as ancient as I.

Why should I believe you? You could be some trick conjured by the Soft Girl.

I am what I say. You must know it in your roots. What Sapling felt in its roots only frightened it more. The world seemed suddenly stranger and larger than before. Capture the Soft Girl as your Mother asks, but bring her to me in the Sacred Place, Mother’s Mother ordered. 

It is forbidden to go there.

Not if you have my permission.

The Soft Girl hurt Mother. I cannot...

Come closer. Listen. Without wanting to, Sapling obeyed, moving deeper into the Heart. Its quarry was getting away; it should not be here, but its limbs moved as though blown by a heavy wind. 

It was fully dark by the time it reached the river. On the far bank was a tree larger and older than any it had seen, her trunk so wide Sapling could not see the forest on the other side. She was telling the truth—Mother’s Mother—and this must be the Sacred Place. 

Sapling bent forward, its upper limbs dipping into the slow-moving water, the deepest bow it could manage. What do you want of me, Mother’s Mother?

My wants are unimportant. The Old Ones who made us...they want the girl.

***
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ANJEE STRUGGLED TO piece together her life. The fragments were like slivers of bone wedged in her flesh. The sharpest were of Dinah’s realm, the orchards and caves, and Ralen. But there was more: her travels with Dinah, slipping through the Fae portal, searching libraries and ruins, reading scrolls and ancient tablets, avoiding capture, wandering through the jungle searching for something. 

“She was looking for a way to chain Ralen,” Anjee told the Hasvel. Dinah seldom revealed her plans, but Anjee’s visions revealed the outcomes. The Dark Lady knew there was hidden knowledge and power in the Fae realms, but all Anjee knew was that she could not be allowed to find it. For Ralen’s sake.

“This is old magic,” Dinah had said. “I feel its pull.” 

Deadly vines and thorny undergrowth shriveled in Dinah’s aura as they had made their way toward the source of power the Lady sought. The forest had repelled them for days, the vegetation shifting to ensnare them or turn them around, and the smell of decay made her gag whenever she breathed too deeply. It was an evil forest, full of anger and hate, blighted with ugliness, but it was no match for something as truly evil as Dinah.

Anjee was running out of time. She could not let the Lady bind Ralen to her will as she had bound her. Without thinking, without giving Dinah a chance to read her intentions, she had drawn on her own core of magic and sent out a lash of lightning. It encircled Dinah, arcing to the dead trees around them. One caught flame and fell into Dinah’s aura. The wood turned to ash before it touched her, and Dinah absorbed the lightning and more, leaving Anjee weak and limp. The Lady gave her a look of disappointment. The Marks covering her body burned...

Anjee looked at her hand now, but the Mark was cold. It was only a memory. The Hasvel was right—she had wielded magic. She was a mage. 

While trapped inside the tree, she had dreamed of beasts and warriors, which she fought with lightning pulled down from the sky, or which she sent plummeting into crevices torn into the earth. She had felt spent afterward, and she remembered strange voices in her thoughts telling her to rest, for they would need her power again.

“That tree was feeding off my magic,” Anjee told the Hasvel. 

“It no tree. A servant of the Kelbrect, the Old Ones,” the fairy said. “When they catch you, you never come home again. My people are smart and stay away. We must get smart too. Keep going.” 

Her throbbing hands felt for coiled tree roots and vines as she climbed, giant webs stuck in her hair, and the moist air was suffocating. She was drenched in sweat, but there was no breeze to dry her and no end to the heat. She gulped a few mouthfuls of water from a muddy stream they passed and kept going. She wanted to stop, wanted to find all the lost memories jumbled within her mind, but this fear was familiar, the urge to run built into every fiber of her being. It was easier to obey the fairy and flee, even if she couldn’t remember everything she was running from. 

She was on another world, she knew that. The strange mix of blue-green and yellow foliage, the flowers in every hue imaginable, and the weight of the air, all were alien. She remembered leaving Ralen behind in the orchard. Her Marks had burned for an instant as she and Dinah crossed the Portal. Then there had been the horror of the God’s plain, the stinking air, the soulless army of millions of undead God-fed, and her heart beating so fast it might tear its way out of her chest. 

The Lady’s wagon, decked in the colors of a minor lord, got them past the crystal Portal and into the Fae marketplace, but it did not fool the Fae guards who prevented outsiders from leaving the confines of the capitol city. They spent months learning all they could in the capital, employing spies to find knowledge denied them, gathering whispered legends worth investigating. Then Dinah killed her way past the border. It was always running after that, as Fae soldiers hunted them. They were left with nothing but their clothes and the pack Anjee carried by the time they were deep in the wild lands beyond pursuit. More months passed as they learned to live in the jungle, tracing legends and secret paths, finding lost ruins and learning to read Fae hieroglyphs. But Fae history was lost even to Fae, and it was frustrating, slow, and arduous.

“The Fae are neutral,” Dinah had explained, tutoring Anjee as she had tutored her in many subjects. “They can go anywhere they please, their spies learning anything they wish, but they are forbidden to seek their past, to re-learn who they were before the Last God came. Their queen, Mavara, has decreed any Fae who grow too curious of the old ways should be put to death. She is a good and devoted servant of Our Lord. This is the only means we have of find the answers we seek.” 

The answers she sought. Anjee remembered she did not want Dinah to find what she was looking for.

Dinah was so powerful, no sword or spell or living thing could stop her, but Ralen was beyond her ability to control. Dinah had risked a war with the Fae and her god’s wrath for the magic she sought—for the ability to tame him—but they had found the Old Ones instead, more than the Lady had bargained for.

“We rest here,” the Hasvel said. “Ahead is dark place made by Kelbrecht to keep outsiders away. We need be strong to pass through.” He panted for breath and lit on the branch of a dead tree. She must have come this way before with Dinah, but she couldn’t remember. The past was seeping its way into her consciousness ever so slowly. 

The Hasvel licked nectar from a bush full of pink flowers, while she washed her face in a shallow pool and let its relative cool soothe her burned hands. When the water stilled enough for her to see her reflection, she fought a claw of fear that gripped her heart and tried to climb up her throat. She was years older. She remembered some of her travels with Dinah, but they could not account for so much time.

“How long did the tree have me?” Anjee asked.

“Long time. I saw them catch you but did nothing. They too strong. I went home to village, but every night dreamed of the isle of flesh and pain. Bad place. You and your friend set me free. So, I left my home and look for you. It took long time.”

“Three years? Four?” She thought she must be at least sixteen from the reflection she’d seen.

The fairy shrugged. “We no count the same as you. I take you to my village. It a few sunsets more walk. They will be happy to see me. No one else knows how to cook so good.”

“Then what?”

“You go through Portal. Go back to your friend.”

She remembered Ralen more clearly than anything, but it had been so long. 

She faced her strange reflection in the pool and let the visions come. The visions were always of him, and she breathed a sigh of relief when they were still there—a million possibilities. He was alive. Ralen was older now too, the scar on his cheek white and faded. Would he even remember her? 

Perhaps she should stay with the Hasvel in his village and never leave. It might be better for Ralen. The moment she thought it, the images shifted, and possibilities vanished. The god would come, volcanoes and ash, and the darkness would.... She gave up the idea, and the other images returned. 

“Thank you, Gar. You were brave to come after me.”

“I know.” Pollen coated his sharp nose, and he bared tiny fangs in a smile.

She smiled back. “How far to the Portal?” 

“Far, if you can’t fly.”

There was also a jungle, an army of Mavara’s soldiers, and a city of Fae standing between her and the Portal. How was she to get past them? There had to be a way. Even if she had to wade through an ocean of God-fed, she would return to Ralen. She would....

All the Marks etched into her hands and feet burned red at once, the compulsion laced through them waking at her decision. She gasped and fell to her knees, trying to breathe through the agony as new thoughts that were not her own entered her mind. She could not pass the Portal without Dinah. She could not leave Dinah. She could not ... could not....

“We have to go back,” Anjee said, the pain dulling a little more with each word, with each surrender. “The Lady calls.”
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Chapter Four ~ The Wall
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Three times Kervalen had returned to the front since his wife died, three tours of duty, and each time the state of things did not change. He had sacrificed so much, but they were still losing. It was not an obvious loss. The wall stood as it had for centuries, and the enemy died in as great numbers as ever, but the defenses were growing old, as were his people. Old and weary, or was that only him?
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