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    To Dean and Sue,

Your growing legacy both here and in the life to come continues to be an example to the younger generations.

Thank you for your continual support and spiritual guidance.
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To Dean and Sue,

Your growing legacy both here and in the life to come continues to be

an example to the younger generations.

Thank you for your continual support and spiritual guidance.
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The Kallattian Saga is a story of separate threads running in various directions, bringing similar decisions to vastly different characters, with wildly different results. Shared experience (in this case, the trauma of that night in the Rose Convent at the end of Bone Shroud) does not, however, lead to similar reactions.

That was my hope: to explore the results of those involved and those surrounding them.

I wasn’t expecting to explore Aurín Mateau’s fate starting in Gloves of Eons, and now in Dread Knight, but here we are. I love resolution, but I also enjoy providing long-form explorations of different lengths—like different instruments in an orchestral composition coming together under a shared spotlight.

I hope that your time here in Kallattai is a thoughtful one, a relaxing journey, and an exciting adventure. The road ahead is sprinkled with plenty of the things you’ve come to expect: from legendary stories to dangerous foes. Yet we might end where you least expect...

To the long road ahead and straight!

––––––––
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—ANDREW D MEREDITH
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SUMMARY OF EVENTS THUS FAR
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After the event at the Rose Convent, Hanen Clouw came into possession of the boneshroud. Escaping the city of Mahn Fulhar and the new occupying religious faction, the Praetors of the Chalice, he and his sister made their way to the city of Haven, capital of Limae. There, Paladins fallen from the faith worked to establish a new order, unifying the dark tools of skyfall metal their sect had developed. Hanen took possession of one of the gauntlets of skyfall, and later, the second, giving him command of the metal. In the culmination of events, he used the gauntlets and a bleeding wound in his shoulder to fully repair the boneshroud, and found a means of destroying skyfall coins. In doing so, he infected a portion of the city with an unknown dream sickness, turning those affected into revenants. At the same time, the city had little time to prepare for the siege brought upon Haven by the Praetors of the Chalice when Ophedia del Ishé brought news of their advancing armies. The city of Haven is now besieged by a tyrannical church bent on dominating any who fall under their influence.

Meanwhile, Katiam Borreau recently returned from the realm of dream to find the Rotha, the seed pod she had been cultivating, was a thinking, speaking creature. Charged with taking it east to find others like it, she and Astrid Glass journeyed into Boroni and then to the city of Waglÿsaor, where the Paladin Pater Zoumerik put the entire city under a stringently enforced code of conduct as penance. Butting heads with the acting Prima Pater Nichal Guess, and Champion of Grissone Jined Brazstein, it was revealed that Zoumerik was a heretic. In a confrontation, Zoumerik was killed, and the Paladins and Paladames continued east, leaving a small handful of Paladins, under the leadership of Dane Marric, to pick up the pieces of the city, and form a truly penitential sect of the church of Grissone.

Lastly, Seriah Yaledít, Monk of Nifara, was made the unassuming messenger of dark gods. In guilt, she fled her order and ended up in Haven, struggling to find purpose, and seeking help from heretic Paladins to take away the feelings of remorse and shame—numbing her mind with skyfall bells. In the Revenant event, she almost became one herself. Instead, she was rescued by the goddess she thought she had betrayed, and was brought back to the land of the living, now with the ability to see the effects of the Dream Realm all around her, even when awake.
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PROLOGUE
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The key clattered as it found its home and the lock turned over. The door opened, and the short silhouette of the Pater Minoris filled the entryway, torchlight haloing him as he considered the occupant within.

A chair was offered and he sat, not daring to take another step into the dark space. “It was a rather warm night. Were you quite comfortable, Loth?”

The man sitting on the bed said nothing.

“Nearly two weeks and not a word. It is not like you. I had hoped we might discourse.”

Again, no response.

“You’ve eaten heartily. So I can only assume your choice not to interact a personal one. Very well. I shall continue to provide you what comfort is only proper and kind. But unless you heed my words, unless you accept the opportunities I offer—to return to the faith of Grissone—I fear you shall remain in this room until your life passes away, and you begin a much longer durance in Noccitan.”

The older Paladin rose and a guard took away the chair.

“Let us prepare for the evening prayer,” the Pater Minoris said.

“Yes, Pater Averin,” the guard responded.

The door closed, and Eralt Loth remained unmoved.

Moments passed and he breathed deeply of the darkness.

The bells of the Green Bastion sounded and the susurrus of others shuffled along the halls. He patiently waited for the sounds to dwindle and darkness to be joined by silence. The temperate air was neither cool nor warm. He took hold of the robe at its hem and lifted. His chest bared to the tepid air felt nothing. He nodded to himself and gave into the nothingness that pressed in around him.

A sound came to him through the nothingness—a whisper once unheeded.

Lights danced before his eyes, formed by his own imagination. 

Dream.

The voice hissed the words into and through him. They were not there, and yet, he felt them each night.

Lights behind his eyelids began to coalesce into singular moving forms. They ceased moving and before him, the vision solidified. The grass, once towering trees, gnawed at the soles of his feet. The odd capricör-like creatures with the crescent moon-shaped horns on their heads stood a ways off. The purple skies overhead bore darkening clouds, darker to the horizon.

Seek.

He began his walk. On other nights the desert far off on the horizon could never be reached, distant as it was, his feet weighed down by his frustration. This time, it took him only a few short steps. The sand that stretched out before him was endless. He felt something in his hand. Wood. He still sat upon his bed in his cell.

Let go.

He released his grip on the edge of the bed and it disappeared. The entirety of the desert tilted, and he stood not on a great expanse, but on the edge of a conical sand pit, hundreds of feet to the bottom. The sands shifted and his footing slipped. He attempted to backpedal into the grass of the meadow he had so long desired to leave, but it was not there. Behind him, only purple sand under a stormy sky.

The sands shifted again under his feet and he turned to look back down the bowl as something massive began to rise up out of the shimmering violet. At first, it was a white dome, with a series of holes set about it like an anti-crown. Then emerged two larger, menacing sockets where eyes might once have been, an elongated and inhuman nasal cavity, and finally the teeth of a skull, with larger canines smiling wickedly. If he hadn’t known any better, he’d have called it a wyloth skull, and yet there was something distinctly human about it. It rose from the sand, one hundred feet tall. The empty eyes bore into his soul. Then, it opened its jaws, teeth rattling as it spoke. 

Finally.

“It was you who called to me?”

Yes.

“Who are you? What are you?”

Direct.

“There is no point in mincing words. If you’re a god, then little I say will save me. If you are something else, then we need not dance around one another.”

Elsewhere.

“No riddles. What are you?”

Empty.

“Can you provide a means to escape? I’ve been unjustly imprisoned. Dreaming of another world will not move me from my cell.”

Remove me.

“You’ll have to give me more than that.”

The giant maw opened, rasped, and the sands began to move and shift, falling out from underneath him.

“Stop this! Stop!”

The shifting sand continued to fall away, and suddenly he was sliding down the slope, the blackness of the maw open wide. Loth put his feet out before him, and stopped himself on the teeth, purple sand pouring into the mouth, trying to wash him down the colossal gullet.

Fall.

“No! You’ll not consume me!”

The teeth above him lowered down, threatening to sever him in two.

“Oh gods,” he said, and leapt down into the darkness. The rasping voice surrounded him in a taunting laugh.

He fell for days, or moments, he did not know. No wind moved with his passing, merely oblivion. He flailed his arms, righted himself, and stood. He had not fallen. He was on a floor. 

Someone walked past the door with a torch, providing some light. No bed. No cell. Somewhere else. 

His eyes adjusted to the light from the distant torch on a wall outside the room. Approaching the door and reaching for it, his hand met not wood, but the steel of a vault. 

Next to a stack of candles by the door he found a tinderbox. He crouched down and struck flint to steel until the tinder took, and lit a candle.

The light revealed the bastion vault. Somehow he had moved from his cell and down the hall, through stone room after stone room, and had arrived in the vault that held the bastion’s most valued treasures.

He rummaged around, considering the long-forgotten riches and damaged books intended for repair. Near the door, not far from the supply of candles, a newer item sat that had not been there when the Pater Minoris had shown him the vault upon his arrival. It beckoned his attention. 

The burlap sack was in itself inconspicuous. He took the edges and pulled them back to reveal a series of holes punched into a forehead above two vacant eyes.

“The skull from Dream?” he muttered.

Take.

Loth startled, pulled back his hand. He reached out to touch it again, his fingers tracing the holes there.

Take.

It did not surprise him this time. “And do what?”

Make whole.

“If I can escape this new prison,” he said. He took up the skull in his hands. It did not feel any different than any other thing in his arms.

Through Dream.

He settled down to the ground, his hand resting on a plinth as he lowered himself. His fingers traced a small satchel of coins—his coins—made of skyfall metal. Averin had taken them from his cell when he was put under arrest. He took hold of the satchel and tied it to his belt, then crossed his legs as he sat on the floor of the vault. The skull lay in his lap as he pinched the candle out, plunging the place into darkness once more.

The hissing of the skull washed over him in a sibilance that drowned out the world. 

When he opened his eyes, the sky was purple, and the flat sand beneath him a lighter hue of the same. The skull looked up at him with a wicked smile.

Go.

“Where?”

To me.

From the skull, a thin gray line like the thread of a zvolder’s web led out across the expanse. He began the long march across the desert, to unite the inhuman skull with itself. 

He was no longer in a cell. No longer a prisoner for actions others took against him unjustly. He was in another world, and he was free.
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CHAPTER 1: TOLLING BELLS
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BREATHE UNTO THE HILLS a prayer,

To the lofty heights rise the requests of the downtrodden,

For an answer shall come upon the winds—

The steadfastness of the pantheon be upon you.







— Morrig 29:3

––––––––
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THE CALM OF THE ROOM and the distance from the purple lights were a solace, even with the grating and constant jingling of the two small bells, suspended on hoops and hung from the blind that covered Seriah’s eyes. She ran a hand over her head. It had been too long since a barber had touched her. The rough stubble poked and prodded at her fingertips, and rubbed at the blind on the sides of her head.

The door opened with a wretched creaking, and the heavy, haphazard footsteps of Pater Minoris Pellian Noss entered. He was not a bumbling man, but often the distracted scholar. There was intentionality to how he moved, but it never held any rhythm.

“Holy Nefer,” he said in the tight voice of an educated man.

“Why am I being treated as prisoner?”

“What do you mean, Nefer Yaledít?”

“It has been three days,” she said, “and your men have done nothing but toss me scraps of food like an ynfald, refusing to answer any of my questions.”

“I’m afraid that was on my own orders,” he said, dragging out a chair across from her. He did not sit. “Something happened three days ago. I preferred that you stayed in ignorance until I had answers, rather than endanger you.”

“What happened?”

“We still do not know. Some...cloud of evil exploded across a quarter of the city. Those that breathed in small portions of the dust appear to be infected with an otherworldly purple light in their eyes. We can make nothing of it.”

She had breathed in the dust herself. And died. That violet flame had rushed down her throat, scorching her lungs and mind. Had not her goddess been there...

“Why are you here now?” Seriah asked.

“To apologize for the inconvenience. I brought you to this city. I took you to the citadel to begin proceedings with the Chalicians, and now we’ve a plague running rampant in the streets and a siege not only unbroken, but pressing at the walls.”

“Then they have chosen war?” Seriah asked.

“So it would seem.”

“What is the next course of action?”

“Over the past three days I’ve been in several negotiation sessions with the Black Sentinels. They have offered protection to my fellow Paladins and myself, in response to the siege. But we need a ruling made, in order to make it official.”

“I’m only a monk. Not even one of rank.”

“That does not mean you bear no authority. We will go into more detail at the citadel, but I do need you to come with me.”

“So you apologize, but really, you just need me.”

“Nefer Yaledít, why the change of tone?”

“I am certain there is little left for me to fear and I am seeing the world in a clarity that I did not have before.”

“Then the bells upon your blind must be working.”

Seriah rose. “Shall we go to the citadel?”

“We can go over more of the legal precedence first.”

“I’d rather not wait anymore. I should like to hear all sides of the argument at the citadel unprompted.”

“I...alright,” Noss said. “I’ll have the sleipnirs prepared and we’ll leave.”

Noss left, closing the door behind him.

“Something has changed in her,” she heard him mutter on the other side of the door. “Has she acted differently while I was away?”

“No more than asking to speak to you at each meal. She stopped doing that last night.”

“And what of the night of the incident?”

“When we returned to the inn, she was completely alone, sitting in her room in silence.”

“Very well,” Noss said. “See the sleipnirs prepared. We leave within the hour. I’m going to go find food.”

Seriah reached through a torn seam of her pillow, taking out the bits of cloth stashed there, and carefully pushed them into the small bells by her ears, muting the ringing that had been plaguing her mind. Then she took up her staff leaning on the wall; the rings jangled where they hung from the single standing ring atop the staff, but they did not have the same effect on her mind as the bells by her ears had done. She turned toward the purple lights off in the distance. They were unmoving, with small wobbles and quivers, still far away, and no threat to her or those around her. 

She walked to the door and tapped on it.

“Nefer?” the man without said.

“I am ready to leave.”

The door opened. “Pater Noss is not ready.”

“He requests I sit in judgment. As judge in the matter, I leave when I decide. And I wish to go to the citadel now.”

He hemmed and hawed and then called to another Paladin. “Please inform the Pater that the Nifaran is going to the inn’s stable.”

No longer in fear of Coldness and his brother, the energy she felt within her gave her an otherworldly bravery.

The scent of sleipnir assaulted Seriah’s nose as she entered the stable. She could hear the six hooves of the animals stamping about as other Paladins brushed and saddled them. 

A few moments later, Noss barreled into the space, tearing noisily at a piece of bread.

“I had hoped to finish a meal before we left,” he said tersely around his bite.

“And it was my hope to not be kept prisoner by a member of a fellow order. I should like to go to the citadel. I’ll feel safer there, anyway.”

“Then you do not mean to return to this inn?”

“I mean to discuss the best way to resolve this conflict, and then leave the city.”

As they began their trek, Seriah gripped the edge of her saddle, her sleipnir following the one before it. No one accosted them. The lack of clinking and clanking led her to believe the Paladins did not wear their regalia, although they did have to slow as they reached a rations line—the assembled crowd grumbling of besiegers to the south. She found herself looking toward the south often, keeping an eye on the purple lights she could still see collected there, even through her blinds.

They cleared the crowd and continued north, the smell of refuse assaulting her along with the sound of bricks grinding against one another.

“What is that noise?” she asked.

“It looks like workers reinforcing a drain,” someone said.

“It was discussed in one of the meetings I attended these past few days,” Noss said. “When I told the council of the secret entrance by which we entered the city, they began the work, discovering along the way several less palatable means to enter, including this point here. They’ve been working to stopper them up, without risking a backup of refuse.”

“If there is one way, then there is another,” another Paladin said.

“What do you mean, Primus?”

“We were led in by two storytellers. If a simple sagasmith can find a way into the city, there are bound to be more.”

“They were no mere storytellers,” Seriah muttered to herself.

The sounds of the worksite faded as they came to a rise in the city, their mounts stepping up every few paces.

“We enter by way of the front gates this time?” she asked.

“We’re now welcomed members of the council,” Noss said. “There is no reason to lurk about.”

“Then why did we not stay within the citadel itself?”

“Sometimes the safest place to stay is in secrecy.”

“But now we ride in broad daylight.”

“The time for secrecy has ended.”

The ground leveled out and they moved across the courtyard, the clip-clip clop of their six-legged mounts echoing off the walls loudly. Doors before them boomed open, and they moved into the even louder inner courtyard. 

Another set of doors opened as Paladins around her dismounted, then helped her down onto the cobbles. 

A hand pressed her back and nudged her forward, then let off. She felt her way in, allowing the cool of the interior to envelop her. The warmth of torches on the walls caressed her at intervals. As they came to a break, she was urged to the right and down a smaller corridor. The final door opened, and the musty scent of a library surrounded her.

“Where is everyone?” Noss asked.

“They were called away,” someone said. Her voice was quiet, but confident.

“Not you, Commander Domic?”

“I chose not to go with them. I knew what they were about, and did not need to further enter into that secret. Also, I did not want them to know I knew.”

“Rather forward of you to admit that to me,” Noss said.

Seriah heard the clink of glass, and the woman spoke from directly next to Seriah.

“Holy Nefer,” the woman said. “I’ve a glass of wine for you. Won’t you come and sit?”

Seriah felt her way to a chair and took it. Noss sat next to her, Domic on the other side.

“I admit this to you,” Domic said, touching the glass to Seriah’s hand and speaking past her, “as I wish you to know what I am about, and where I intend to fit into this new Order of yours.”

“Commander Domic, without the other commanders here, it may be best to wait.”

“There is no reason to wait,” she said. “You haven’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“You made an offer to the Black Sentinels to join this new Order of yours, offering the opportunity to the commanders to join first. And yet, the first Black Sentinel you offered a role was not even a captain. You intend to make Sentinel Aurín Mateau an Axe before anyone else.”

“You’re well informed.”

“That is my speciality,” she said. “As a small, slight woman, I cannot afford to remain uninformed.”

“You are right. I did offer it first to Mateau. He approached me, in fact, and I used him to retrieve something. I might have used you, if you were easier to find. I think that Mateau will serve us all well to inspire others to join up.”

“The other commanders may not like him becoming one first.”

“But not yourself?”

“I’ve other ambitions.”

“Well, the offer stood open. That someone other than a commander approached me first is of no consequence. The commanders will join, or leave.”

“They’ve already made their decisions, even if they will not state which way they stand. They’re all playing a game of Edi-Fo̊z.”

“But no one will make the first move,” Noss said.

“Not true,” Domic said. “I have.”

“Oh, truly?”

“Why else are we sitting here?”

“I think you ought to explain what we’re talking about,” Seriah said. “If I’m to be involved in this.”

“I offered to tell you at the inn,” Noss said, an edge of irritation in his voice. “But in short, I am looking to form a new Order, with some specialized tools that have been developed. We have invited the Black Sentinels to join.”

“A new Order outside of the Hammer?” Seriah asked.

“With Pariantür abandoning their holdings in the west, there are those of us who do not wish to leave, and do not plan to give the holdings over to the Chalicians.”

“Then the meeting I attended was pretense.”

“It was meant to open up negotiations,” Noss said. “But it was pretense for the Chalicians, too. They never intended to enter the city peacefully. Thus, we ally with the Black Sentinels, to ensure the city is safe.”

“From the Chalicians?”

“From the baronets who would sell this city out.”

“And,” Domic added, “those Sentinel commanders who would use this opportunity to gain additional power.”

“A new Order would stand stronger,” Noss said. “It will prevent them from just disappearing.”

“Why am I here?” Seriah interrupted.

“What do you mean?” Noss asked.

“You’ve been dragging me around, affording yourself my presence to legitimize your choices. But you intend to do as you wish anyway. What need do you have of me?”

“I desire for you to see the truths in what I teach,” Noss said, “to understand our goals and aims. Then, as others come with their questions, you will understand and perhaps explain it to them.”

“Then you wish for me to be a legitimization to other monks and orders?”

“Let me ask you this,” Noss responded. “Why do the Chalicians hate the Paladins, the Black Sentinels, and the Nifarans?”

“Because we question their rule?”

“Close,” Noss said. “I believe it is for the same reason that they persecute the Crysalas: because they act in opposition to the Chalician’s actions. They do not allow many Black Sentinels to operate in Œron because of the liberty they represent. But the Nifarans? They do not allow them to work their justice within their nation for that very reason: you represent justice and fairness. And the Chalicians are anything but.”

“If they do not allow the Sentinels to work in their lands,” Domic said, “they’ll surely not work with us if they take a seat in this council.”

“Authority, and the right to that authority, will always reign supreme in the mind of a Chalician.”

“The leader of the Chalician force, the Catechist, Provost Abrau, seemed to indicate that if he held a seat on the council, he would acknowledge our status,” Domic said.

“But only by his grace. If and when he is moved elsewhere, and the authority commission of this city is bought by some other member of their clergy, it will mean nothing. If the baronets are offered a chance to take control, then the Black Sentinels and Paladins will be ousted.”

“I do not yet think the baronets know your plans,” Domic said. “But I do know what they have planned for themselves.”

“Oh?”

“They’re hoping to sell the paladinial seats to the Chalicians.”

“I don’t blame them,” Noss said. “Now, what role do you hope to play in all of this?”

“I’ve made it clear now that intelligence is what I deal in,” Domic said, the small woman placing her hand firmly on the table. “I am considered by the others to be the weakest in terms of authority.”

“And yet,” Noss interrupted, “I’ve seen the inn you operate from. It would be better called a manor.”

“You should see my country estate to the south,” Domic said.

“You’ve done all that by knowledge and intelligence alone?”

“I was a street urchin. Searn offered me a chance back in the day, and I took it.”

Seriah’s ears burned at Searn’s name.

“Well then,” Noss said. “I take it you are offering to be the first commander to take up the axe?”

“Yes, and the last.”

“What do you mean?”

“I want to be made an Axe in secret. Then, as the others begin to take up the role, the announcement of my joining will tilt the scales. Should there be an adverse reaction by the other commanders, then I shall remain in secret, as an agent of the Axe.”

“An interesting proposition,” Noss said. “I’d question, though, whether you wouldn’t truly be planning to stick a knife in our backs.”

“A risk you’ll have to take. It’s safe to say, without Limaean rule, that I have no power or place in the world. I like my houses too much to move elsewhere and reestablish myself.”

“Very well. Then before someone else happens upon us, let’s plan to conduct the ceremony in secret.”

“I’ll come and visit you at the inn,” Domic said. “You can make me the Order’s Black Knife.”

“Good title,” Noss said as Commander Domic rose.

A door across the room opened and shut.

“She is gone now,” Noss said.

“Domic moves with such silence,” Seriah said.

“An admirable trait in a spy.”

“You’re very comfortable interacting with someone of her trade.”

“A side effect of my interactions with the countries our fortress sat between.”

“Between Temblin and Hraldor, you mean?”

“I’ve housed ambassadors and spies in equal numbers, and prevented just as many deaths under my own watch. A spy would much rather lower a knife to throat in threat than actually draw the thin red line.”

“What is your true aim?” Seriah asked.

“What do you mean?”

“The Hammer abandons its holdings, and you, a Paladin not from the west, but from the fortress of Piedala, closer to Pariantür than here, marches out to seize this citadel and make a new name for yourself.”

“It does appear that way, doesn’t it?”

“You’ve been quick to share with me the goals and aims of the bells and tools at your disposal, not seeming to fear my judgment. Nor do you seem ambitious. I need to know why you do all this.”

“I am ambitious,” Noss said. “Not for worldly power—but for knowledge. I have so much I wish to learn. And thus, I do what I can to secure knowledge and prevent its destruction, if only to push it out to a time in which I can study it.”

“And if you die?”

“I have made arrangements.”

“For others to take up that banner.”

Noss did not reply.

“Why Limae?” Seriah asked. “Why the country butted up against the western nations?”

“Limae is central to the entire continent. It is a very defensible nation. That’s why the Chalicians want it, as we’re higher than other nations. You can’t just march on Limae and Haven. None but Limaeans have the tenacity to fight in the mountain air. If Limae can be convinced to defend itself, for the sake of its continual freedom, it proves a point.”

“That is?”

“That humanity is strong. And it is the world of Kallattai that should fear it, not the other way around.”

This time it was Seriah who remained quiet.

“You’ve known fear,” Noss said. “It was why you were so quick to adopt our bells.”

“You do not know the fear I have faced.”

“I know you were witness to the death of your Archimandrite.”

“How do you know this?”

“Word spreads. I was in the city at that time, as well.”

“Yet that was not the most fearful thing I faced while there.” Seriah’s breathing increased to a manic pace. “Nor was it being met at the judgment tree by Coldness and his Brother.”

“Coldness?”

“That was when I was made to deliver a message to my own goddess by those two.”

“Who is Coldness?”

“What kind of scholar are you? That you do not know the names of the Cursed gods? That you cannot recognize with your own eyes when they travel with us, and stay in our very inn, under your nose?”

“What do you mean?” Noss asked.

“You invited them into our company. You let them stay. Your bells may have kept them from harming me, but what did I matter to them? I had already done their bidding. Who can know what secrets you gave them? Or by what means they now have you under their bond of promise?”

“Cease your rambling, woman, and tell me plainly what you mean!” Noss shouted. 

Seriah leaned back in her chair, and sighed. “Pater Noss, you have no doubt been inexorably tied to my fate. You delivered me to that Judgment Tree, where I first met Nair and Kash, then you delivered me to this city, and those same two storytellers showed us the way in. They may not be here now, but if you have made any deals with those two, then you have sold your soul to the Deceiver and his brother, the Mad Gift-Giver.”

“You lie,” Noss hissed.

“In this, I cannot lie. I have been chosen, not once, but twice.”

“They were mere storytellers.”

“They were not. And now, through their machinations, we’re stuck in this city, with the ghosts of war haunting the streets.”

“I...made no deals,” Noss muttered to himself. “I made them no promises, save vapid hospitalities.”

“And in that?” Seriah said, smirking. “You are caught in their web, as I was. Am.” 

“Where is the timid, quiet monk who came to the city with me?” Noss retorted.

“Tired. Tired of being pulled around by my nose. I wish to leave this city and return to Birin, to face those I fled.”

“Such a change...”

“I have faced death. Others and my own. And I have been pulled back from the brink by saint, sinner, and deity.”

“I believe you,” Noss said. “If we’re in this prison together, perhaps we can escape together.”

“You will not escape the deceits. Not so long as you continue on the path you tread.”

“Silence, monk,” Noss said. He banged on the table and the side door opened. Someone approached. 

“I have decided to change our plans,” Noss told the person. “Return the Holy Nefer to the inn. We’ll keep one of our number to watch over her, but she’ll not stay at the citadel. See a sleipnir prepared.”

The person left.

“Can’t stand the sight of me?” Seriah asked.

“If I decide that you may return to the safety of the citadel I’ll give the word. For now, you’ll stay at that awful inn.”

Seriah rose from her seat and followed the clinks of another Paladin from the room. She turned back to Noss as she reached the door. “The prison you are in at the citadel will be far worse.”
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CHAPTER 2: BLIND FLIGHT
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TRUST THINE EARS AND touch, to discern lies and unveil wickedness.







— Nifaran Treatise 456:89

––––––––
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THE DIN OF CAROUSING at the tavern across the street would have kept Seriah awake if she had been trying to sleep. If she had not left the tiny bells on the side table by the bed. If her heart wasn’t racing.

A short while ago the entire tavern had roared with men and women trying not to think of the occupying force outside the walls. Now a single table of the most dedicated drinkers laughed at one another, ignoring the aggressive tankard polishing from the barkeeper.

Across the back of her door, Seriah’s staff acted as a jam, the rings atop covered with a travel cloak, bound tightly with a leather strap. Her cowl was stuffed into her satchel, which lay across her chest. She had complained to the Paladin escorting her back to the inn that she had been cold at night, and he had given her several dank sleipnir blankets. She’d folded them neatly, hoping they’d help mask her appearance when she made her move.

The sound of the innkeeper seeing the men to the door finally floated across the street. Seriah stood from her bed and shuffled to the wall, placing her ear against it. The Paladin in the next room was snoring loudly.

She lifted the staff from the door and pulled back slowly. To her relief it did not creak. 

Wrapping one blanket around her head and shoulder she pulled her satchel over her frame to tie it against her. She took up her staff, the rings muffled in the cloak and straps. She moved on woolen socks down the hall, but she froze as a floorboard under her creaked at her passing. The sound of the other Paladin’s uninterrupted snoring gave her the courage to continue and she took a wider step over the board, matched her pace with his snoring, and came to the landing at the top of the stairs.

She hugged the wall as she descended. The embers in the main room’s hearth popped, but gave little warmth. The heavy bar across the door to the stable pivoted on a swivel. She lifted one end and opened the door. As she pushed her way through, the bar almost swung back and slammed, but she caught it, and took out her small knife and touched it to the bar, sliding the knife down as the door closed, lowering the bar in place. Instead of dropping with a loud wooden thud, it fell from the knife with a small clap.

She breathed a sigh of relief and turned to the stables. Two sleipnirs snorted in their stalls as she passed to the side door. It was lashed with a strong leather strap which she had little trouble unbinding, opening the door to the cold, mountain fresh, night air. She hung the strap on a hook by the door, as though it had been forgotten by the innkeeper, and then pulled the blanket once more up and over her head, far enough down to hide that she had the blinder over her eyes.

The late night streets were quiet. She traced the turns they had taken to get to the citadel and took deep breaths, trying to follow her nose. The whiff of sewage played on the breeze and she knew she was headed in the right direction.

A small commotion rose from an alley nearby—whispered voices shushed one another.

She continued walking confidently forward.

She felt someone exit the alley and approach her, carefully, but not threateningly. Her grip tightened on her staff.

“Pardon,” the woman approaching said politely. “What are you doing out this late at night?”

She stopped and turned to face her.

“Why do you ask?” Seriah replied.

“There is a curfew, enforced by the worst of men, and you carry yourself as someone blind. Do you know it is night?”

“I have Day Blind,” Seriah lied.

“Then come with us. We’ll keep you safe.”

“Who are you? And how can I know you’re to be trusted?”

“By the Rose and Thorn,” the woman said.

Seriah sighed a relief. “You are Crysalas?”

“Yes.”

Seriah smiled and moved to go with her. She stopped.

“Prove it to me,” she said.

The woman paused. “You are wise to ask that. What proof I can offer is that we seek to protect, and we make arrangements for women, should the Chalicians enter the city.”

“What of the Chalicians?”

“They persecute the Crysalas. We’ll not have anyone under their thumb that does not welcome them.”

“I thank you for the offer,” Seriah said. “But I will have to decline. Not because I do not believe you, but because I have my own means to escape persecution.”

“A blind woman with a way out of the city?”

“I believe so.”

“Please, wait here,” the woman said, and ran off. A few moments later, she returned.

“This is the woman,” she said. 

“She knows of a way out?” an older voice said. Seriah recognized it. They had been forced to the ground alongside one another before Searn VeTurres. It was the voice of the Prima Pater, Dorian Mür.

“She says she does,” the woman said. 

“What way is it?” another familiar voice asked. Rallia Clouw. “We’ve twenty men and woman all seeking a means out.”

“Odd that you have no plan,” Seriah replied.

“We know of one possible way,” Rallia said.

“It will work,” Dorian retorted.

“This woman, blind as she is, does not trust me yet enough,” the first woman said.

“I do now,” Seriah said, pulling back the blanket from her head.

Rallia gasped.

“Well...” Dorian said. “What providence.”

“How are you here?” Rallia asked. “Last I heard, you and the monks had fled Mahn Fulhar, without a word to the Black Sentinels.”

“It is safe to say we no longer trusted your organization after what Searn did.”

“And yet,” Dorian said, “you’re here, in a city run by the Moteans.”

“Another reason to leave,” Seriah said.

“By what means?”

“When I came into this city, it was after the gates were barred,” Seriah said. “Those who accompanied me took us in through a secret way. It was revealed to the city leaders, who blocked it up, but uncovered additional routes into and out of the city. There is one not far from here, the mortar is likely still fresh. I go there to leave.” 

“If you will allow, I’d like to go with you, with the refugees we’re helping escape the city,” Dorian said. “Rallia, let us see our friends away.”

Rallia and the other woman walked away to the side alley.

“How is it you are here in Limae?” Seriah muttered to Dorian.

“It was a long road, but this is where I am,” Dorian replied.

“Are you leaving the city as well?”

“I am not, but we could not refuse help to those in need. Especially when a member of the Crysalas spotted me on the street.”

“Then you are in hiding,” Seriah said.

“I am dead, Seriah,” Dorian said. “At least, that is what most of the world thinks.”

“I wonder if I am, too,” Seriah muttered to herself.

“I’m sorry?” Dorian replied.

“Never mind,” she said dismissively. “I’d like to see this city behind me.”

Dorian took her arm as they began walking down the street.

“Where will you go after this?” Dorian said. “Perhaps back to Birin? To tell your leadership what has transpired?”

“I don’t even understand all that has transpired.”

“I’m still piecing that together myself,” Dorian said. “Rallia and I were up near the citadel when an explosion covered a quarter of the city in a dark cloud.”

The thought of that night sent a shiver down her spine as they turned toward the Revenant Quarter. She could see pricks of purple light visible through her blinder where Revenants stood or shambled in their half sleep.

”Are you alright?” Dorian asked.

”No.”

”But you don’t wish to talk of it.”

”I don’t.”

They walked along in a now very awkward silence. The stench of sewage grew.

“Over there,” Seriah said.

“Where?”

“Follow the smell,” she said. “That is where they were working, to shore up a defense.”

“Then we’ll move people out through that,” he said.

“Who are you helping escape?”

“Women and elderly Œronzi who can offer little help in a siege, with no desire to be once again under Œronzi rule.”

“I don’t blame them.”

“Where are we going?” Rallia asked as she approached.

“Down through there,” Dorian said.

“I’ll scout ahead,” she said, walking past them.

“You trust her?” Seriah asked.

“Should I not?”

“The Clouws served under Searn. How do we know they do not share his goals and visions?”

“They’ve proven themselves to me, and our goals align.”

“Searn was a liar. What leads you to believe they are not?”

“Gut instinct,” Dorian said, “tells me that they have a part to play. In Rallia especially, I see my childhood friend, who it turns out, is their great-grandfather. I’ll not betray that feeling.”

They stood in silence for a long while.

“Ah!” Dorian said. “Rallia is coming up out of the hole now.”

The patter of Rallia’s boots rushed toward her.

“Run!” she hissed as she took hold of Seriah’s arm and began pulling her away.

“What’s happening?” Seriah asked.

“Soldiers down there coming into the city,” Rallia huffed. “The hole is already being used by invaders.”

“They were hot on your heels!” Dorian shouted. 

The sound of boots behind them resounded in the square.

Dorian pulled them into the alley.

“How far to the inn?” Dorian asked.

“Four or five corners,” Rallia said. “But the others?”

“Sounds like we need to send a signal.”

The old man next to her began muttering a prayer. 

“If I tell you to run,” Rallia said quietly from her side, “do what you can.”

“What’s happening now?”

“Twenty Œronzi soldiers came up through the construction, with a Praetor of the Chalice leading them.”

“No one from the city knows,” Seriah said, a panic rising in her voice. “They’ll silence anyone they find.”

“No they won’t,” Dorian said under his breath. “Both of you, close your eyes, and Rallia, be prepared to act with me.”

“I don’t need to close my...” Seriah said as a brilliant flash she could see even from beneath her eye blind lit everything. Rallia’s silhouette stood out in stark contrast. As soon as the flash subsided, Rallia rushed away into the street. The sounds of conflict reverberated off the brick walls. Men cried out, lamenting their sudden blindness as Rallia and Dorian descended upon them. 

A new silence fell. 

Seriah gasped as someone took her hand.

“Come on,” Rallia said. “Let’s get somewhere safe.”

“Where are we going?” Seriah asked.

“Depends on the day,” Rallia laughed. “Dorian and I have a couple of small abandoned homes we’ve been able to hole up in. We’ll keep you safe.”
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CHAPTER 3: CROSSROADS
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I AM TOLD OF THE MAN who passed through your congregation and was shown no bed, nor given bread. By what means is this? And by what reason? The wrath of the Anka is upon your own head if you do not make amends.







— Hamuleon 24

––––––––
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TWELVE SLEIPNIRS BEARING six Paladins and five Paladames crested the forested hill, bringing into view the Garrou tidal plain. The Garroulon River ran from south to north and into the tidal delta to the west of the city, rising from the opposing hill a full day’s ride away. With the tide out, hordes of people moved across the sand, scouring the beach. To the far south, a flotilla of boats sat beached near a smaller town, though by no means all that small. The forest they rode through stretched north a ways, but its edge could be seen long before the northern scablands took over and stretched to the horizon. Over the tops of the trees a newer watchtower stood halfway down to the floor of the valley. A single guard gave a wave and Jined waved back.

Primus Jined Brazstein’s heavy eyebrows and thrice-broken nose might have caused many to think his face bore a passive glower. As all Paladins of the Hammer, his head was shaved, and he wore his full regalia, from the plates strapped across his legs under a leather skirt, to the plate across his chest and arms, and most importantly the signature tower gorget that rose from his shoulders, all but covering his chin. Across his armored chest black cordons hung, with three vow beads nestled together, one for each vow he had taken upon himself: chastity, poverty, and most recently, prayer. 

From his belt, twenty-two links ran, terminating at the end of the haft of his two-headed hammer, which for the time-being sat across his lap. 

Jined adjusted his rein-hold atop a black six-legged sleipnir purchased from a farmer just past the Bortali dunes. The farmer had insisted that the huge stallion had been born and raised a plow-sleipnir, but Jined had found it took orders normally reserved for Northern Scape nobility. It had side-stepped a log with a parade-like prance, and once, when a small drækis crossed his path, it had calmly reared back on its four hind legs without so much as a panicked whiney.

He leaned forward, running his gloved hands through the majestic animal's white-gray mane, another indication of higher breeding than the farmer let on, and patted his neck as it pulled back its massive head with pride.

“What do you think, Tyv?” Jined asked the animal as Prima Pater Nichal Guess pulled his sleipnir up next to Jined. 

Nichal’s sleipnir, a smaller stallion, although still the largest of the sleipnirs they had brought from Waglÿsaor, swung his head at the cold-blooded destrier.

Like Jined, Nichal’s pale skin had been slightly burned red from passing through the dunes to the west.

“Did the watchtower notice us, Jined?” Nichal asked. He bore a permanent look of worry upon his face. The worry lines had grown deeper over the winter and budding spring—an attestation to the new role he had taken on.

“They did,” Jined said. “They don’t give any indication of trouble.”

Another figure came up out of the hatch in the top of the tower. The first guard pointed to the two of them. The second figure wore the trappings of a silver-armored Paladame.

“A sister,” Nichal said.

“Shall we send Astrid ahead then, to prepare and make introductions?”

“Yes, and Silas.”

“Silas has proven valuable as your Seneschal,” Jined said.

“He has. Though he has much to learn, and bears a great deal of stress.”

“He probably gets that from you,” Jined said with a smile.

“Is it showing?”

“Nichal,” Jined said, “I’ve never not known you to bear the weight of the world upon your shoulders.”

Nichal gave a weak smile back. “It is a sad thing, how few of us are left. The entourage had what, thirty Paladins when we journeyed from Pariantür?”

“That sounds about right.”

“Now we number eleven. Only six of us left from Pariantür.”

“We’ve made new friends along the way.”

“Didus seems to do well in our company,” Nichal said. “At times he reminds me of Killian Glass.”

“He may not be as cheerful as Killian was,” Jined said, “but I know what you mean. Pater Koel is a very passionate person. He and the twins get along well.”

“And you?”

“Me, what?”

“Do you get along with him?”

“I do, though I often have trouble not deferring to him as a Pater Minoris.”

“I’m a Pater Segundus. You have no difficulty being familiar with me, rank or not.”

“You are Prima Pater, Nichal. Until the day you are not, you ought to remember that.”

“Oh, I know.”

“I’m comfortable with you, due to how long we’ve served alongside one another. Even before this journey.”

“It’s funny,” Nichal said.

“What is?”

“Not a year and a half ago, I was berating you after you’d gotten into another fight.”

“With Brother Hivvello?”

“Yes. He had broken your nose over some silly thing, and yet he had lost that fight, bruised all over. I forget what started it.”

“He had been mocking my nose, almost daily, for over a month. So I broke my nose on his. What is funny about that?”

“The game turned. You are the one berating me now, for not acting my station.”

“Hardly berating you,” Jined said. “Just...encouraging you to do so.”

“The same thing, Jined,” Nichal said. 

The rest of the entourage caught up with the two of them, starting in on the final switchback to the top of the rise.

The twins took the lead, Cävian holding aloft the Standard of Grissone, with sculpted book and four wings of the Anka, bright gold and shining in the sun. His brother Loïc rode just behind him. Cävian made a joke with one hand to Loïc, who responded with a silent laugh. They both bore the sun-dark skin of Seterans, and sat under the Vow of Silence.

After them rode the Paladames. Astrid Glass led the women, wearing her full regalia on display: her silver armor over white garments was embossed with rose motifs. The fine chain hanging across her arms and shirt was framed by plates in the shape of leaves. Upon her blonde head she wore a silver diadem of leaves with a rosebloom in the center.

Behind her rode the short and curvy, raven-haired Katiam Borreau, her pale face off-set by a brown traveling cloak pulled about her. Next to her was the dark-skinned botanist, Esenath Chloïse, a stern woman with shaven head, bearing brown garments rather than white.

Next came two younger girls. Onelie Clemmbäkker plucked at a small bowl-backed instrument. She was every bit a seventeen-year-old girl of the Northern Scapes, unaware of her surroundings, and yet, watching all of the others with the wary eye of someone trying to fit in. Beside her rode the now-veiled and hooded Maeda Salna, who responded to the epithet “Little Maeda.” She had been badly burned in the incident at the Saor and so covered her entire body, refusing to show any of her face. She rode stoically, ignoring the constant chatter and humming of the young girl next to her. On a lead walked the pack-sleipnir just behind them.

Lastly, Pater Didus Koel and Brother Silas Merun took up their positions as rearguard. Merun hung on Koel’s every word. Both had been victims of the Motean uprising the winter before: Silas Merun, a captive at the bastion of St. Nonn, and Pater Koel under the gauntlet’s oppression, his mind enslaved by heretics before being freed by Jined. 

All came to a stop alongside Jined and Nichal.

“It appears the watchtower below has a Paladame in residence,” Nichal said to Astrid. “She was summoned by the watch and our position pointed out.”

“I’ll ride ahead, then,” Astrid said, “and make arrangements for the stay.”

“If they’ll have us, that would be good.”

Astrid did not hesitate, but urged her mount down the hill.

“She does remind me of Mother Smith at times.”

“She’s less stern,” Jined said. “There is still a pent-up joy beneath the surface, locked away after her brother died.”

Nichal laughed. “That’s true. Smith has most likely never smiled. Not that I’ve ever seen, anyway. And I’d certainly never ask her to. She’d probably tear my arm off for the suggestion.”

After a long while, two sleipnirs rode up the hill, Astrid atop one, and a red-headed Paladame on the other. As they came nearer, Jined recognized the second as a Paladame who’d ridden with them during most of their journey in his home country of Boroni.

“Prima Pater Guess,” Astrid said as they pulled up short, “I’d like to reintroduce you to Sister Toire Siobh, both Paladame and Shieldmaiden, as well as daughter of Rhi Barra of Bronue Jinre.”

Nichal lowered his head slowly in respect.

“I offer my sorrow for the loss of your previous Prima Pater,” Toire said. She had a thick Bronuan brogue, but it was tempered with the clear speech of a court-trained lady.

“With heavy heart, we journey eastward,” Nichal said. “Are their arrangements to be made for us at the tower?”

“That will entirely depend on the decision you make, after we’ve shared the news with you,” Astrid said.

“What news?” Nichal asked.

“King Vorso has become even more paranoid over the winter,” Astrid said. “He’s not accepting many into his city. Toire is here because news travels quickly, and this entourage has not traveled unnoticed.”

“I rode out from Garrou myself, to see what you were about, and to escort those I could back to the city,” Toire said.

“We’d appreciate the escort,” Nichal said.

Astrid winced.

“What is it, Sister Glass?”

“Toire can only take the Crysalas. I lied to the tower guards and said that you Paladins were escorting us from Waglÿsaor, and then returning the way you came. They were readying riders to send to Garrou to warn the king of your arrival, and guards were preparing to detain you if you came down to the tower.”

“Detain?”

Toire held up a calming hand. “Let me be brief.”

Nichal indicated for her to continue.

“Over the winter, Vorso cut off ties with most other countries, save my own father. Something changed a month ago, however. My father sailed from our city of Œndin, to the city north of here, Igahli, and was stopped there by the Bortali forces. He’s been there ever since. Garrou now refuses any and all. I alone was granted permission, as ambassador from my father. Vorso fears my father rides under pretense, and will commit to war on Garrou. Add to that, a new ship is said to have arrived in Igahli not a week ago, coming from Mahn Fulhar, bearing members of the Œronzi church. The Chalicians had come to Œndin, and upon hearing my father was in Igahli, they proceeded there to speak to him. The last note I received from my father was that the head of the delegate, Provost Zehan Otem, was trying to convert him to the faith, and he had no desire to capitulate.”

“Is there a worry that he will?” Nichal asked.

“Not from me. The Chalicians are known for their persecution of the Crysalas churches. My dead grandmother would rise from her grave and haunt my father if he betrayed the Crysalas.”

“Very well. If we’re not welcome in Garrou, where are we to go? We’re not returning to Waglÿsaor.”

“I aim to escort the sisters under your care to Garrou, and from there we can make arrangements to have them safely moved eastward,” Toire said. “I will endeavor to convince the king to be amenable, to you and my father. Perhaps you might proceed north, to Igahli, meet with my father, and help him rebuff the Chalicians.”

“I’d hate to think what might happen should this Provost Otem arrive in Garrou,” Jined said.

“I’d like to know what’s happened in Mahndür since we left,” Nichal said. He turned back to Toire. “Very well, Sister Siobh. Swear to the safety of the sisters and escort them to the safety therein. I will ride north to aid your father.”

Toire gave a bow. “We’ll look for you and my father from the walls of Garrou.”

Can she be trusted? Loïc signed in the hand language of the Paladins of the Vow of Silence.

Astrid took her hands from her reins. She can. Her father has been an advocate for resolving the burgeoning war with peace and trade.

But will the Crysalas be safe in Garrou? Jined added.

No less safe than on the road, Astrid signed.

Try not to stay there long, Jined signed. No more than a week.

Unless we’re needed there, Astrid signed back.

Toire had turned away from Nichal, and Astrid joined her as they gathered the women to speak in hushed tones. In response, Nichal dismounted, and guided his sleipnir aside, indicating for the other Paladins to do the same.

“It looks like Garrou remains unwelcoming,” Nichal said. “So we’ll be staying out of doors again tonight, and then riding north.”

“Astrid indicated that she trusts the Shieldmaiden,” Jined said. “So we need not worry about the Crysalas.”

“Still, I’d like to get north, assess the situation, and then proceed southeast,” Nichal said.

“Then we can ride on Wings of Faith and make haste,” Jined said.

“I’d appreciate a night of rest before we do so,” Didus said.

But the evening is young, Cävian signed. We could make our way down through these woods on foot, reach the bottom, and possibly ride hard all night. We could see Igahli by morning.

“What do you think, Jined?” Nichal asked.

“I’d like to rest as much as anyone else, but I also know of a nice inn just south of Igahli. We could make for there and get rest before entering the city.”

“I do like the sound of a comfortable inn,” Didus said.

“That settles it for me,” Nichal determined. “Let’s ride.”

If we can find our way through this forest, Loïc said.

The Crysalas made their way down the road and out of view as the Paladins led their sleipnirs through the forest growth.

The sky darkened overhead, and Silas and Loïc lit torches.

“Such an uncared-for forest of old growth,” Didus said.

“More the reason we should get past this,” Jined said. “I don’t like that we need torches. We’re begging for trouble.”

“Afraid we’ll light the place aflame?”

“Drawing bad attention to us.”

“You think the watchtower is out here watching us?”

“Or worse,” Jined said. “There is no knowing if there are vül out here, or Üterk.”

“Vül I understand, but Üterk?” Koel asked. 

“If this is one of their forests, then we’re trespassing. Even if it’s not, they may give us trouble. Add to that, while we rode east, the Sisters confided to me that the Saor is said to be important to the Üterk. That a Paladin tore it down, heretic or not, probably doesn’t sit well with them.”

“The ground is leveling out,” Didus said.

Silas’s torch could be seen farther out in the grass past the edge of the woods. Loïc and Cävian joined him.

I’m going to range ahead, Loïc signed as they came near enough to see him in the torchlight. 

“No need,” Jined said. “I recognize where we are now.”

He pointed north to a rocky outcropping, lit by the setting red moon, Norlok, on one side, and on the other the rising white Umay.

“The road from Igahli circles south around those rocks on the way to Garrou. We were only a few hundred yards from the road the whole time.”

The six Paladins mounted up, and crossed the field at an easy pace. A small stream ran alongside the road, and they let the sleipnirs pause to drink.

“How long is the ride from here to Igahli?” Nichal asked. “If you were traveling without prayer.”

“I made the trip a couple of times as a young man. It was generally a three to four days’ easy ride.”

“A hundred miles then.”

“Do you think Jurgon has made it to the College?” Silas asked.

“I doubt he’s made it to the south end of Bortali yet,” Jined said. “Especially with all of those children in his care.”

“I bet they’re a sight to see,” Nichal chuckled.

They’ve been on our minds, Cävian signed. Aren’t those woods to the south dangerous?

We’ve been praying for their safety, constantly, Loïc added. 

“Most woods in Bortali are dangerous,” Jined said.

“Then as we pray our way north,” Nichal said. “Let us all turn our hearts to Jurgon and the Mooneyes traveling with him.”

They urged their mounts back up on the road and spread out across it with Cävian holding the Standard of Grissone in the lead position. He and his brother began signing, and the other four joined in prayer audibly as they sped up to a gallop.

“Grissone-Anka lift us up.

Our faith lies in you.

Give us your wings.

We shall fly.

We shall fly.

We shall fly.”

On and on they repeated those words. Jined took solace in them as the wind whipped around them, carving away at the hundred miles. The sleipnirs gave no indication of tiring as the silver moon reached the top of the sky, and the eastern horizon bloomed with light.

Nichal pressed his mount to the lead and motioned for them all to slow to a canter. Loïc and Cävian continued their motions with their hands, and they all came to a stop as they crested a hill and the sea breeze came upon them from every side.

Igahli sat upon a peninsula perhaps ten miles across, featureless and flat. A few bushes grew here or there and from their viewpoint, the five lighthouses stationed on its shores could be seen, although, in the fading night, their flames could not. Farmsteads with shaggy sleipnirs and even shaggier capricör dotted the landscape. At the north end, the city of Igahli sat as a high-walled fortress.

“Mostly livestock then?” Nichal asked.

“The breeding of the sleipnirs is sought by those farther north, across the Lupinfang,” Jined said. “Their main trade is in hardy capricör wool, and the few root vegetables that grow here. The wind prevents much more than that.”

“Is it always this windy then?” Didus asked.

“Always,” Jined said.

I can’t even imagine, Loïc signed. It would get on my nerves.

“It gets on the nerves of those that live here, too,” Jined said.

“Where is this inn you spoke of?” Nichal asked.

“I’ll lead the way.”

They rode well into the morning at a normal pace and soon came to a crossroads. To the west and east the first two lighthouses could be seen, with the sea lying just beyond both. The Stone Cask Inn was a sprawling affair, dug down into the earth with no second story. Jined dismounted and led Tyv to the stable doors and knocked.

A boy peered out, his eyes starting at seeing the six Paladins. He opened the door wide, and they each dismounted and entered. A ramp took them down to the earthen floor, and each sleipnir was given its own stall. Another boy was summoned from the kitchens to help, and along with the Paladins they unsaddled, brushed, and made their mounts comfortable.

The boys showed them to a room with a large bed for Nichal and several stacked beds along the wall. As one of the boys built up the fire, the other led them into the common room, which bore a low ceiling with rafters Jined almost knocked his head against. Behind the bar, large stoneware vessels, rather than barrels, sat off the ground on a brick shelf. The proprietor was a stern-looking man with furrowed eyebrows. His wife wore a heavy, voluminous woolen shawl over her head and down to her heels. She looked up at their entrance and came out from behind the bar to give a low curtsy.

“Many greetings, Holy Paladins,” she said.

“Hello Aelasaev,” Jined said.

“Do I know...” she said, looking up at Jined. She started back a step, her hand going to her chest. “By Aben, Crysania, and the saints—Jined?! Beneven! Look who it is!”

The man behind the bar scowled for a moment and then his face broke into a wrinkled smile. He suddenly leapt over the bar.

Jined and Beneven stared at each other for a long moment, then threw themselves into an embrace.

Aelasaev had her hands clasped together, but then could no longer contain herself and wrapped her arms about him, joining the hug with a joyous cry. The others stood around, watching the moment awkwardly. Finally, Aelasaev pushed Jined out to arm's length.

“It’s been ten years, Jined! We heard a rumor you’d died!”

“Not entirely untrue,” Jined said. “Ben, did Aela finally get you to settle down?”

“I still watch the lighthouse once a week, so my father can go into town.”

“You’re both in charge of the inn now?”

“My parents left to join family in the Isles a few years ago.”

“And those two boys who helped us settle our mounts—are they yours?”

“Torbal and Duvlas, yes.”

“It is so good to see the two of you,” Jined said, with a broad smile plastered across his face.

“Jined?” Didus said.

“Ah!” Jined said, turning. “Aelasaev and Beneven, I would like to introduce to you the Prima Pater of the Paladins of the Hammer, Nichal Guess.”

The two innkeepers gasped and dropped to the ground.

“No need for that,” Nichal said, motioning for them to stand.

“To what do we owe this honor?” Beneven asked.

“We’re journeying to Igahli, to speak to someone.”

“The Rhi of Bronue Jinre is currently visiting his sister, married to the Duke of Igahli,” Aelasaev said.

Jined nodded.

“Well,” Beneven said, “please make yourself comfortable, and we’ll see you well-fed.”

“It has been a very long road,” Didus added. “That sounds wonderful.”

Nichal gave the two of them a respectful nod and proceeded toward the large hearth as Beneven rushed ahead to begin feeding the embers. Jined took a seat next to Nichal.

“How do you know them?”

“They’ve long lived here, and my father often visited the area when negotiating with the lords of Ighali,” Jined said.

“Then you stayed here?”

“My father always prefers to stay at local inns, to spread out his influence. Aelasaev’s parents, Bronuans from the Isles, built this inn. Beneven was son of the nearby lighthouse keeper. I’ve always known they would get married.”

Beneven approached with both boys in tow, all with stoneware tankards in their hands. The ale was a frothy, grainy drink—more bread than beer. It was refreshing, and Jined sat back and sighed.

“Drink as heartily as you would like,” Beneven said. “I’m off to nearby friends to see if he has a capricör worthy of a fine meal.”

“Thank you, Beneven,” Jined said.

Beneven smiled. “It is so good to see you, Jined.”

“And you, Ben,” he replied.
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CHAPTER 4: A SHARED MEAL
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SUFFER NOT THE INDIGNITY of a haughty man. The lye upon his tongue makes its own bitter soap in his mouth.







— Sacred Word of Minu the Gentle 4:78

––––––––
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THE CITY OF IGAHLI sat as low to the ground as the Stone Cask Inn, hugging the shallow bowl that led down to the shore. The streets were narrow and set even lower, while the constant wind whistled overhead. The city walls acted as the main thoroughfare, circling the city, and rising toward the keep, built out and away from those walls. The piers down at the water housed mostly fishing boats, but several larger vessels had been docked for repairs, and out on the water, several Bortalian war vessels sat at anchor. 

Igahli Keep was made of gray stone, and rather than rising up from the gate, dropped down below the rim.

Nichal Guess rode up to the gate with Cävian and Jined at his sides. The guards that had admitted them to the city had marched ahead and disappeared into the keep. Before Jined had the chance to announce Nichal, the doors boomed open and a Bortalian soldier stood in the entryway. Across his green uniform he wore a tartan tabard of reds and purples. His beard and hair were a rich auburn, and his boots were black and well-cared for.

“Greetings, Prima Pater, I am Duke Rogvan,” the man said. “I welcome you to my city. Please, follow me to our stables.”

Nichal urged his sleipnir across the stone walkway. “The kindest greeting we’ve ever received in Bortali.”

“The Igahlians are a different people. Almost more Bronuan than Bortalian.”

“Like Clehm?”

“More so,” Jined said. “Clehm in Boroni adopts more northern Bronuan traditions, which in turn has more Nasunian traditions. Those all harken back to the old traditions of the north.”

Nichal dismounted and gave a curt bow to the duke. “I did not expect to be greeted personally by a duke.”

“I make a habit of greeting all my guests,” Rogvan said. “You also come at quite the opportune time.”

“Oh?” Nichal reponded. 

The duke took hold of Nichal’s reins and they walked across an inner courtyard to the stables. “I have received several important guests over this past week. Your arrival could not have been more perfect as we’re in the middle of a very interesting discussion. Bringing you up to speed and getting your opinion will be rather helpful.”

“I look forward to hearing more,” Nichal said. 

“Are you refreshed? Do you need refreshment?”

“We stayed the evening at the Stone Cask Inn all of yesterday before coming.”

“A comfortable establishment, indeed. I’ll explain more later, but I believe it would be in your best interest if you stayed there, despite the ride to and from the city. I do not deny you my hospitality without reason.”

“Intriguing, to say the least,” Nichal said. “We shall endeavor not to be a burden.”

“You are not! Please do not misunderstand me. Let us go to my study.”

They moved into the dark hallways of the keep and down flights of stairs to a drafty study with several chairs around a roaring fire attempting to fight back the chill.

The duke indicated toward the chairs and the six Paladins took them. The duke acted the host himself and drew ladles of white beer similar to what the inn had served, brought over in large-mouthed bowls.

Having served his guests, he took his place in a chair across from Nichal.

“I would love to hear of your travels and know you better, but in all urgency, it is important I speak with you before we’re interrupted, because we will be interrupted.”

Nichal took a sip and waved a hand for him to proceed.

“In short, I have two other important guests. My wife’s brother, the Rhi of Bronue Jinre, came to visit just ahead of the other—Provost Zehan Otem, come from Mahn Fulhar. I’ll tell you this: they do not get along at all. It doesn’t help that when Otem journeyed first to Œndin he was turned away by Barra there.”

“I have not met this Praetor of the Chalice,” Nichal said.

“He is second to the head of the order, as I understand it. He converted Mahn Fulhar to his sect over the winter. He’s now circling the Lupinfang, with a mission to do the same everywhere.”

“Did he stop in Boroni?” Jined asked.

“I do not think so. He comes here with the sole purpose of continuing on to Garrou. I do not like it one bit.”

“You are not of a mind to join his cause?”

“My wife is Bronuan—sister to the Rhi, as I mentioned. The Isles of Bronue Jinre are, as you likely know, quite loyal to the older faiths of both Aben and Crysania, what with the Shieldmaidens having such a presence. They do not take kindly to sects that preach the subjugation of anyone, most particularly women. They keep the laws and records in the warp and weft of their wool.”

“And Rhi Barra,” Nichal said, “he is here to see you do not buckle?”

Rogvan shook his head. “That is no fear. He is here to support me and to enable me to negotiate with our king in Garrou, on his behalf.”

“He’ll not be continuing on to Garrou then?”

“If he runs on ahead of every stop this Otem makes, I do not doubt that it will cause the Chalicians to go to war against his Isles. He cannot police the inner workings of the nations around the Lupinfang, but he can shore up his own friendships.”

“Very well. Then what do you hope my appearance will attain?” Nichal asked.

“A show of solidarity from the Grissoni Church here may help. I understand that there are things happening in Waglÿsaor, and I should like to know the news.”

“It would be best not to bring up Waglÿsaor in your negotiations,” Nichal said. “We have left the city under the care of two Paladins who mean to reform the city. That will be done best in isolation. If Otem turns his gaze there, a fire might be reignited.”

“Very well. And what of Boroni? Do they intend to war with Bortali?”

“Only if Bortali will go to war with them.”

“The commanders want it, that much is certain, but not all dukes of Bortali agree.”

“That is good to hear. Are there any Paladins in the city?”

“One of your own: the Pursar, Dikun Polun. He came here after he was denied entry to Garrou, and has been a benefit to my household.”

“Dikun is here?” Nichal asked with a broad smile.

“He and several provisioners stay at a nearby inn while Otem is in town.”

“He is a dangerous man? Otem, I mean?” Nichal asked.

The duke nodded. “In Œron he is known as the Enquêteur. He is an intense individual.”

Nichal pursed his lips in thought.

“But,” Rogvan said with a sly smile, “it’s very entertaining to watch Barra and Otem go at each other. Barra is easily angered, but he also enjoys pressing Otem as far as he can.”

“I shall endeavor to enter into the conversations peacefully then.”

“Oh, I don’t think you should,” Rogvan said wryly.

A knock came at the door and a servant entered, whispering in the duke’s ear.

“It appears that the Provost has returned,” he said to Nichal, “and he knows of your arrival, as well. Shall we go and greet him?”

“And Rhi Barra?” Nichal asked.

He rose. “If you’ll give me some time to precede you, I’ll send word for you and your company.

Nichal nodded and the duke left.

“What do we hope to accomplish here?” Nichal asked.

“Just knowing that all of Bortali is not set on war is more than enough,” Jined said.

“What do you think of the Chalicians?”

“I had the displeasure of hosting a delegation of them at my fortress in Birin several years ago,” Koel said. “We’re all about to receive a lesson in frustration.”

“Loïc and Silas, can you both act as secretaries, and record anything you think worth noting? Cavian, stand with them at attention. Jined and Koel, if seats are offered, please join me.”

The door opened and a servant entered. “If you’ll follow me, we’ll make our way to the great hall.”

Journeying through the keep, they came to a small vestibule before a solid oak door. The servant gave a rap on the door with the metal ring hanging there.

The muffled announcement for the Prima Pater boomed as it opened. 

Several curved tables sat around a massive open hearth of flaming coals, with breaks between the tables for servants keeping each group separate. Thirty high-backed chairs stood mostly empty. While there was no designated head, Duke Rogvan stood from the table at the far end. Behind him, a dais with his colors sat empty. Next to him, a woman with flaming red hair, loose and cascading down over her shoulders did not rise, but rested her hands over a full and pregnant belly. She smiled demurely.

At the table to Rogvan’s left, a hulking man with bushy red hair and beard wearing a tartan of dark and light greens over a deep blue doublet held a tankard in his hand. Next to him, a young man who looked much like Toire Siobh stood with his arms crossed. 

To the duke’s right, a single man sat at his own table. He wore a form-fitting silvered breastplate, and over that, a gray tabard coat verging on white, across which hung a regal blue sash. His gray, nearly white hair had been plastered evenly to both sides of his head. He had a sharp nose and sharper eyes. His lips were rigid and unemotional. He, too, did not rise, but tapped his fingers on the table. Behind him, a complement of twenty Praetors of the Chalice stood, with arrowhead-shaped spears and broad-topped, almost cup-shaped helmets.

“Please, Prima Pater,” the duke said, indicating the table next to the Rhi of Bronue Jinre. “Will you join us?”

Nichal nodded, and walked to the table indicated. Jined and Pater Koel came to stand on either side of him, but stood at attention, not taking their seats.

“Thank you for allowing us to join you today,” Nichal said. “May I introduce to you Pater Minoris Didus Koel from Birin, and Primus Jined Brazstein, Thrice-Vowed.”

The Praetor at the table glanced only at his host, averting his eyes from Nichal derisively.

“Hale and well met,” Duke Rogvan said. He indicated to a servant, who rushed forward with a silver tankard. “I would first like to introduce you to the Rhi of Bronue Jinre, Barra Siobh, with him, his son, the prince Lachtnor Siobh.”

Both men gave a respectful bow to Nichal, who returned it.

Rogvan turned to the Praetor. “This is...”

“Provost Zehan Otem,” the Praetor announced. “Second to the Praetor Praeposit Anhouil Chétain, sent on mission to the countries upon the Lupinfang by the Benefactor, Missioner Abithu Omrab, Highest in the Path of Aben.”

“I am fortunate to make your...” Nichal began before Otem interrupted him.

“I am not through,” he said sternly. In response, the Praetors along the wall smacked the butts of their spears on the flagstone in unison. “That I was not first introduced, as the highest authority in this room, was insult enough. I’ll not be interrupted again.”

Jined clenched his fists. Nichal nudged Jined, and made a single motion he had often used in the field. Calm. Sit.

Jined and Koel took the seats next to Nichal.

“I have been sent to establish our authority in the void left by the abandonment of the holdings of the Hammer.”

“We did not voluntarily...” Nichal interrupted.

The Praetors once again rapped their spears on the ground.

“The void left by the Hammer,” Otem proceeded, “is being quickly filled, so as not to allow men and women to abandon the path set forth by the Book of the True Path. Mahndür has now fully adopted the rule. Varea, Redot, and, I have no doubt that by now even Limae, sit comfortably under our influence. Once Bortali has agreed to it, the rest of the Lupinfang will follow.”

“You did not mention Grisden, nor Morraine,” Nichal said.

“Insignificant countries do not bear so heavy a burden, as they do not present stumbling blocks to our faith.”

“It would appear you have the intention of bringing all nations under the Chalice,” Duke Rogvan said.

“Have I not been clear that this is our intention?”

“To what purpose?” Nichal asked.

“I would think it obvious: to unite humanity, to see everyone in our care to Lomïn. Is that not clear?”

“In principle,” Nichal said, “but in practice it...”

The spears cracked again.

“Our guidance is god-ordained. Questioning it is tantamount to apostasy. I’ll not allow it to take root. We have been provided proof—visions, new scriptures, even miracles. There can be no denying our authority is ordained.”

“You keep stating the undeniability...”

“Be quiet!” Otem raised his voice. The spears cracked.

Nichal stood from his seat.

“The Sanctioned Letter of Chétain states,” Otem said, raising his voice, “translated to a vulgar tongue:

“‘All find their Path ordained by their fate and sanctioned or cursed by their actions. All who heed not the light offered shall remain in darkness and their blindness leads them unto the thorns. All who refuse recognition of the Lomïn-ordained authority show only their rebellious nature. Heed these words. Drink this cup. Follow this light and by your actions may you bring about your sanctity.’”

He stopped and stared at Nichal, eyes bulging with intense hatred.

“Well?”

“Well what?” Nichal asked, lifting his chin. His mouth was a thin line.

“Do you heed me?”

“Now you deign to let me speak?”

“To heed or heed not.”

“The Gospel of St. Ikhail, chapter 23, says in vers...”

“I am not here to listen to your false gospels.”

“You’re not here to listen to anyone!” Nichal roared.

“I give no ear to one so lost in utter darkness,” Otem hissed.

“I will no longer be silenced by your diatribe,” Nichal said.

“I am the highest authority in this room!” Otem shouted, standing.

“You have no authority that supersedes mine. I am Prima Pater! The Order of the Hammer bears as much authority as any nation, and runs back in tradition further than any currently reigning monarch!”

“Your status is a falsehood,” Otem shouted. “Your former Prima Pater still lives. You are an actor.”

“And you are a despot, bent not on guiding people to any good and lovely path, but to bring them under your iron fist, to force feed them drink from your own poisoned chalice!”

The Praetors on the wall all took a single step forward. Otem did not wave them off.

The two holy leaders began shouting at and over one another. Jined lost track of the insults hurled at the other amidst the scriptures quoted, and the shouts in angry Œronzi tongue. Jined glanced over at Koel, preparing to stand up and join Nichal, but Koel shook his head. 

It went on for several minutes before, through the racket of their argument, a rhythmic banging pierced the din. Jined glanced to their host and Rhi Barra, who both slammed their empty tankards down, stern looks in their eyes, as they watched the two holy men give in to their anger. Jined took up his own and joined the beat. Nichal glanced to his side and saw them doing this, then shut his mouth, his face going red in anger and embarrassment. He put both hands down on the table, breathing deeply and violently. The cups continued to rap. Otem continued to preach, looking up into the air, and avoiding looking at anything that might prevent him from stopping. 

Nichal dropped to his chair, took a drink, and leaned to Jined. 

“Alright, Jined. Bring order.”

Jined nodded.

“Grissone and Anka, give me voice,” he muttered. “Enough!” he hissed in no more than a whisper. 

A wind shuddered across the room. Otem was knocked off his feet and into his chair. The Praetors behind him took a bracing step backward. Otem opened his mouth to speak, but for all his roaring blunder it was as silent as a whisper. His face reddened in rage. Jined looked to the duke, who opened his mouth to speak, and the same happened to him.

Jined scanned the room. 

Loïc motioned, Invoke an accord.

Jined nodded and turned back to the room. “As I am the only one with voice, I bring this meeting to order—though we’ve not even passed the introduction of the parties—and invoke an accords, following the Bronuan Skaldic Traditions of old.”

Both the duke and Rhi nodded profusely, while Otem scowled.

“I am, by divine miracle, allowed to gift you your voice once again. You’ll not raise your voice, but follow the tradition, or be cast from the congregation, and deemed defeated.”

Otem clamped his mouth shut and crossed his arms.

“Rhi Barra of Bronue Jinre, please lay out rules of the Tradition.”

Barra rose from his seat, clearing his throat. His voice had returned to him and he smiled.

“The Skaldic Tradition is an old one. We can trace it back to the rules and laws that humanity held even while under the enslavement by the hrelgrens, twenty-two centuries ago. We were not given the ability to rule while under their authority, but they could not take from us our music. Words spoken to music were deemed merely poetry. Words delivered this way held no value to hrelgrens, but were, in secret, binding to all humans that held them to be true. Thus, we must call for a musician. Each party shall be given the opportunity to state their business, and the other an opposition. There shall be no raised voices or discord, but only discourse.”

“Will you agree to this?” Jined asked Nichal.

Nichal nodded.

“And you, Provost?”

Otem gave a curt nod.

“Does your court have a minstrel?” Rhi Barra asked the duke.

Rogven shook his head. “He is away to the east.”

“Loïc and Cävian,” Jined said, turning to the twins. “Did you ride with your instruments this morning?”

They both nodded, and marched out of the room.

“When they return,” Rhi Barra said, “the proceedings will go as such: They will play their music. While they play, Prima Pater, having been on the receiving end from our other guest’s previous diatribe, shall be allowed to choose whether he speaks first, or whether you grant that to Provost Otem.”

“I shall allow Provost Otem the first volley.”

Otem smiled smugly. 

The twins returned to the room. 

Cävian held in his hands a bowl-bodied mandolin; his brother followed with a three-staved lute and bow. The duke indicated to the seats on the dais, where he no doubt normally sat in authority.

They both obliged and took seats, quickly tuning their instruments.

They glanced at one another, and without signing a single word, began to play. 

Loïc drew out a long note to start, the lute held vertically on one knee. The sympathetic notes droned on and provided a backbone for Cävian, who began plucking away and then flourishing with strums.

The duke turned back to the table, a quaint smile playing across his face. “Provost Otem, you may begin.”

Otem stood. “Duke Rogvan, Rhi Barra, Paladins,” he started. “I am a reasonable man. Sent for that very reason—to bring reason to those without it. The Praetors of the Chalice are not made up of volunteers and criminals, as other Orders are, but chosen from the most intelligent children and raised with exposure to truth, rather than coming to it later. And so through this, the Praetors exemplify authenticity, better providing us the means to recognize counterfeit truths. 

“The True Path, the way by which we conduct our lives, is proven to be the surest way into the Green, Green Kingdoms. Thus it is, that we have been charged to bring the True Path to the world by whatever means necessary. Œron has been the longest on the Path, following the tenets set before them, and earning the camaraderie the True Path provides. Living in community with the other travelers, they are better suited to follow those tenets, and ensure continued endurance.

“There are those that would draw attention to the split and fractious sects within the Abecinian Church, which focused on the varied symbology of Aben: The Path, the Light, the Arrow, the Chalice. Our Order marries all under a single doctrine. The Path is for all. The Light illuminates it. The Arrow prods and protects. The Chalice is the reward to those that remain true. It is never too late to take to the Path, but it can be too late to find it.

“As we have in Redot, in Varea, in Mahndür, I invite you to the True Path, under our tutelage. You shall not regret the sweet drink of simple refreshment it provides your soul, knowing you have chosen truth over lies. Should you refrain, there lies before you a road of thorns. For to the shadows, the light is a biting thing. You shall find yourself beset on all sides, scurrying in the shadows as vermin do, ever fearful of the light—the dread knowledge of your destination, the even deeper, darker shadows of Noccitan your just reward.”

Otem took his seat and the twins resolved the song. They gave each other another glance. This time Cävian started the song, plucking out the opening refrain of the Hymn of Porumarias. Loïc joined in and overlaid another tune, a hymn Nichal had often, while on patrol around Pariantür, hummed to himself: Ikhail’s Glad Tidings, a celebratory song that spoke of good food, good company, and peace.

“It is well met,” Nichal began, “to finally come to the understanding of just what it is your Order stands for. The resolution of four distinct facets of the Church of Aben provides the perspective I have long wondered at in my own study of your scriptures. Seeing this now causes me to then question just what the various factions have been doing all of these long centuries, awaiting the True Path to reveal itself, and why it has been so long until it was revealed? What has Aben been doing all this time?”

Otem opened his mouth to interrupt, but the duke raised a hand. The Praetor crossed his arms and sat back.

“It is common knowledge amongst the peoples of man that Grissone, their Creator, left them to their devices when they turned from his faith. If you’ll recall, he did so after a conversation with his own father, Aben. It was agreed that it would not be a parting of ways, but would provide instead a choice for each man, woman, and child. Those that sought out Grissone and believed in him would be brought into the Faith, by their faith, and through that Faith, refine themselves. Aben, on the other hand, called specific individuals, by way of the Watcher-Messengers he sent. Through their teachings, priests arose, known metaphorically as The Gateways, offering, at easy reach, ways for anyone to immediately join the path set for them and draw themselves along its eddies. As the poet, Juren Leifsen penned:

The Long Road ahead and straight,

Its eddies as the sea,

The curves wind like wind and wave,

The lands a tapestry,

Take now your life, be free.

“It may not be scripture he spoke, but he summed up the Abecinian doctrines. That the Path is meant to guide, not to pay for the destination. A road may be traveled, but it does not change the traveler if the traveler does not look up—it rather only tires them.

“It seems to me that the Chalicians promote a religion of actions. Those actions are the only means by which to access the Green, Green Kingdoms. And yet, to gain that chalice and drink deeply of it, one need only be placed upon the Path, specifically into their own Order, that only those that have been placed shall partake. The rest are only second-class citizens to these kingdoms. Curious. For all these long centuries, Lomïn has been called the Kingdom of Aben. That now new knowledge is given, of there being multiple kingdoms, implies there are other kings, as there are on Kallattai.

“Our own faith resolves to invite any that would wish to change their faulty path for one that exemplifies actions, and offers to share the heavy load of guilt and regret, so that when one stands before the Judge in Noccitan, humility halos each as they beg for his mercy. The Chalicians would have one stand proud before Wyv, and expect their personal shining light to blind him to their dirty rags. As though a god with three eyes could not see the truth.”

The song changed and Nichal took his seat. Otem stood.

“What need do I have of rebuttal? The Paladins of the Hammer state they are unclean and in need of faith and carrying one another along the road to destruction. They abandon their holdings and return to their isolation, as their god once did, leaving humanity to their own devices. That we, as Gateways to the Path, seek to offer a way onto the Path should be self-evident in its truth. If not for your own condemned and abandoned souls, then for those of your children. If you have no hope, then provide hope for those to come.”

He sat abruptly and the twins were forced to end their song with a crash.

“Prima Pater,” the duke said, “as you allowed the Praetor to go first, you are now granted permission to offer resolution.”

Nichal stood and Loïc set out a low, sad note. Nichal gave him a nod of approval and turned to Otem.

“As occurred with Aben and Grissone, the Paladins of the Hammer leave behind the west, not because we abandon, but because we have been asked to leave. The actions of others within our Order condemn themselves, but force us to do what is right, returning to Pariantür.

“As it has always been, Pariantür welcomes any and all who would seek the Refining Faith, which does not justify, but rather, provides a pasture of rest and healing. If the Abecinians offer an alternative path, you can, as their own scriptures say, examine the teachings against those of old. For no word from the Pantheon contradicts, but sustains. Consider for yourselves the words spoken. It appears to guide, but instead only condemns. That this shackles you for the sake of the children is an empty threat of fear. Faith in Grissone offers a difficult climb up a mountain to a promised vista. We shall not consider you outside our fellowship should you choose to stay—but we then encourage you to a faithful life of protection for the downtrodden and helpless.

“Again, we shall not cast aside your friendship for doing so. The service to the goodness of others, not for personal gain, but to ensure their continual survival, bears more weight in the three eyes of the Judge than lip service and coinage to a man who has never stepped foot alongside his fellow man. As short-lived as this visit is, I choose now to leave, for my resolution is that you must choose your own path.”

“With that, you admit defeat, and hang your head in shame!” Otem said, rising and pointing an admonishing finger at him.

Nichal stopped in his tracks. He did not turn around. “‘To dwell among the unreasonable is to drink a bitter tea and call it honeyed ale,’ Hamuleon 89.”

“Unreasonable?” Otem roared. “‘Let they who speak the truth never allow the words of the foolish to taint thy reason,’ from Words of the Watchers.”

Rhi Barra rose from his chair and crossed the room to Nichal’s side. “Will you return to the table and break bread with us?” 

“I’ll not remain another moment in the presence of a man who condemns yet offers no words of decency or respect.”

“I’ll come to your inn. I wish still to speak with you.”

Nichal gave a curt nod and left, without another backward glance.
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CHAPTER 5: THE RISING THREAT
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THEY BORE UPON THE company maws of gnashing teeth. And on their hands they wore finely crafted gauntlets of metal and stone. They were a desecration. And their bestial rage knew no fetter nor bound.







— Quatrodox Book 4, 35:7

––––––––
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LOÏC AND CÄVIAN SAT nearest the hearth with Silas between them, Loïc’s three-staved lute upon his knee, and the bow in his other hand. Loïc was grimacing as the younger Paladin pressed the bow across the strings with a screech. Silas had his tongue sticking out in concentration and hid it away as Loïc took hold of his hand again, guiding it along the strings. It was an improvement, but not much. 

Cävian leaned back with his own instrument across his chest, negligently toying with the strings while he silently chuckled at the two of them.

The sound of sleipnirs on the cobbles outside the inn alerted innkeeper Beneven, who moved to the door and then let out a sharp whistle. His two boys appeared and followed their father out. A few moments later, Beneven’s wife appeared behind the bar. She indicated to Jined that he approach.

“What is it, Aelasaev?” Jined asked.

“Your Prima Pater is about to receive guests. I don’t see him.”

“I’ll get him,” Jined said. “May I ask who?”

“The Rhi of Bronue Jinre.”

Jined tapped the bar. “Thank you, Aelasaev.”

She gave a nod and began drawing ales.

Jined turned to the side door, walked down the hall, and found Didus standing guard outside Nichal’s room.

“What is it?” Didus asked. “Nichal is praying.”

“Rhi Barra of Bronue Jinre has arrived,” Jined said.

The murmurings of prayer that had been heard a moment before ceased as Nichal came to the door and opened it before either of them had even attempted to knock. 

“Barra is here?” he asked.

Jined nodded.

“Didus, please get my cape,” he said. Didus entered the room as Nichal ran his fingers up the chain of his hammer, mouthing the Twenty-Two. The Pater Minoris attached the red slashed cape to the grommets on the back of Nichal’s gorget mantle.

Nichal finished and nodded to Jined. “Lead the way.”

Jined turned. The music in the common room ceased as they came out and around the corner.

Rhi Barra sat by the fire, which was being fed logs by one of the boys. Behind the Rhi stood two guards who had a relaxed air about them, long war bows hung over their frames. Nearby stood an older man in a brown robe—Dikun Polun, the Paladin purser.

Rhi Barra stood and gave a bow to Nichal, who returned it with a salute.

“Prima Pater,” Barra said, “will you join me?”

Nichal nodded and approached. Before he sat he finally noted Dikun, and stopped in his track.

“Polun!” he said as he threw his arms around the old man, who returned the hug.

Dikun was stiff but gave a quaint smile. “Prima Pater,” Dikun said.

“It is so good to see you. Please, come and sit.”

Dikun nodded.

Barra gave a wave to the innkeepers, and motioned to one of his guards, who took up a purse of coins and moved to pay the husband and wife.

“Drinks and food for all,” Rhi Barra said. “As well as for our host and hostess. We’ve a celebration to drink to.”

“A celebration?” Nichal said, indicating everyone take a seat with them. Jined sat to his right.

The Rhi smiled, took the cup offered to him, and lifted it, awaiting everyone else to do the same. As Nichal took up his, Barra lifted his higher. 

“To the Prima Pater Nichal Guess, who has emerged victorious, having vanquished Zehan Otem’s pride!”

Didus Koel blurted out a laugh, and both Loïc and Cävian’s free hands shot to their mouths to stifle their own. 

“What do you mean?” Nichal asked.

“He ranted for an hour after you left, and gave not a moment for either my brother-in-law nor myself space to speak.”

“It appeared that was normal for him.”

“Not in such an uncontrollable rage, though. You made him very angry. Angrier than he was at me when I did not allow his ship to dock anywhere on my isles.”

“Then that is true?”

“He tried coming to my port at Œndin, then after three days of being denied, tried going up the coast to Killark-Sloane, but I had already sent messengers to every port to deny him. When I then beat him here by a day, he was livid.”

“He believed you here to undermine him.”

“I think that was apparent, yes,” Barra said. 

“May I ask why you wish to bear such animosity?”

“I journeyed to Redot in my youth. There I watched a group of Praetors march through the city, preaching and shoving their way through. Their interactions, the way they treated everyone as lower than themselves, was deplorable. It ruined my journey for me. My hostility slowly grew toward the entirety of the Abecinian church. The previous High Priest from Mahn Fulhar visited me when I was crowned the Rhi of Bronue Jinre. He turned my point of view on its head.”

“How so?”

“By showing me a different, kinder way than what the Chalicians preach. By showing me consideration and compassion. Yet the Chalicians remain unchanged, which is no surprise. That High Priest Klent Rigal in Mahn Fulhar has joined them, I do not doubt causes the previous High Priest, Ernüst Veybal, to roll his bones.”

“Unfortunately,” Nichal said, “I do not think Klent Rigal has merely joined them. I think that while he states he is the highest authority, he’s in for a ruder awakening himself.”

“How so?”

“Otem has stated Benefactor Missioner Abithu Omrab is highest along the Path of Aben.”

“He has said so often,” Barra said. “What of it?”

“Implying that the Benefactor Missioner is highest, implies that Klent Rigal is below him.”

“Ah. I see,” Rhi Barra said. “Well, regardless of all this, I do not wish to dwell too long on the subject. I bring tidings from Duke Rogvan. He wishes you to know that he shares many of my sentiments. Igahli bears many similarities to my country. We wish to pledge our fealty to you and your church.”

“Fealty?”

“Alright, perhaps not fealty. We’re not going to oust Abecinians, if that is your worry. I wish you to know that Bronue Jinre is a safe haven, from this day forward, for any who would escape the persecution of others. Indeed, the Shieldmaidens keep a public edifice. My own daughter is a ranking member of their organization.”

“A woman I’ve had the opportunity to meet on a few occasions.”

“She is in Garrou now,” Barra said.

“She met us along the road,” Nichal said, “and indicated we ought to come here.”

“Is what Provost Otem said true? Are you leaving the west?”

“We are,” Nichal said.

“Why? Why abandon us?”

“We do not abandon. We journey back to Pariantür to put our house in order. There are those within our order that seek to tear us apart. I mean to get to the heart of the matter and reemerge stronger.”

“What of all your holdings?”

“We will worry about that when we return. They are only mortal assets. I am of the Vow of Poverty. I do not hold possessions in high regard.”

“Why not strengthen your stance from my country? We offer you a haven there.”

“I thank you for that kind offer,” Nichal said. “Perhaps one day I will come and visit. It will not be until I know that our Order is whole. Until then, await our messengers. Even before that, I think you can expect a message from our brothers in Waglÿsaor.”

Barra took a drink, cocking an eyebrow in curiosity. 

“There was a catastrophic event, in which we confronted a member of our order who turned against us. Through his machinations, he set fire to and destroyed the Saor.”

“That seems quite unlikely. It’s indestructible.”

“Well it fell, and upon him no less. I’ve left the Fortress of St. Rämmon in the care of two men: Beltran Cautese and Dane Marric. Beltran is a scholar and diplomat. While Dane is at times forceful, he has a desire to pursue the true faith. If the two of them lead alongside one another, I think they will be a stone amidst the rivers of change the Chalicians try to bring about.”

“I will send ambassadors to meet with them.”

“If you’ve any Paladins of the Hammer who have remained, have them all make a journey there. Beltran will apprise them of the situation, and provide them the chance to choose.”

“Where do you go now?”

“We will journey to Garrou and after that, we’ll begin our trek home.”

“Let us feast this day, and you can leave tomorrow,” Barra offered.

Nichal looked around at the Paladins with him and nodded. “Loïc and Cävian, can we have some music?”
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THE ROAD FROM IGAHLI led into shallow hills hugging the coast. The trees were sparse and as windswept as the short grass that clung to rocky outcroppings. The bushes grew denser alongside the valley-like road, running between two hills.

“Do you smell that?” Didus asked, riding alongside Jined.

“Smell what? My nose has been broken enough times, I don’t have much of that sense anymore.”

“I smell smoke.”

“Could be a homestead.”

“This is different.”

Loïc pulled his sleipnir up short and held a hand up. I smell it, too.

With how strong it is, and with this much wind, it's not likely a home, Cävian responded.

Didus guided his mount up the hill toward the coast, and stopped, unmoving.

“What is it?” Nichal called. 

Didus did not respond.

“Everyone?” Jined said, and led the way.

As they came to the top, a pall of smoke rushed up over the hill and stung Jined’s eyes. Down below, a small fishing village burned. A handful of boats hovered out at sea, eyeing the village and those milling about the town square: ten hulking figures reveling in their destruction.

“Vül,” Jined muttered.

“Ten that I can see,” Nichal replied.

And no doubt a few more besides, Loïc signed.

“Do we ride at them or move on?” Didus asked.

“If they are attacking a coastal city,” Nichal said, “I have no doubt they are moving up the coast.”

“They’ve seen us,” Jined said.

“They can’t be more than beasts,” young Silas said.

“They are not merely beasts,” Didus said. “I’ve not faced them myself, but they are more brutal than the T’Akai are cruel.”

“At least they aren’t led by Gold-Eater this time,” Nichal said.

“Gold-Eater?” Silas asked.

“A vül made of all the gold he consumed. Dorian and Jined faced him. I think he broke your arm, didn’t he, Brazstein?”

Jined touched his arm as a ghost pain flashed up its length.

The ten vül gathered at the edge of the square and moved with a chaotic purpose.

“Quarter mile up the hill?” Nichal asked.

The twins nodded.

“Assemble the counter charge,” Nichal said.

“I will lead the center,” Jined said.

“I’ve never fought,” Silas said, a hint of panic on the edge of his voice.

“Then stay behind we five,” Didus said, “and watch our backs.”

“But I’ve never fought!”

Jined reached over and put a hand on Silas’s sleipnir’s mane. “Have faith, brother.”

They turned back to the vül now at the bottom of the hill and loping up it. Three other vül had come out of side streets to join the first ten.
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